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If you do not have time to read the whole book, here it is in a
Tweet:
To educate children for the 21st century we should give them more
choice, more skills and make learning real. A great way to do this is
through project-based learning.

TED

If you have got five minutes to spare, watch my TED Talk
audition, which summarises the main themes in this book:
TED Talk Audition

If you have more time, you can find further information and
support material on my blog:
http://mrpattisson.wordpress.com/
If you would like to discuss any of the issues raised in this book,
please feel free to get in touch at:
pete@petepattisson.com
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Introduction
……………………………………………………………………………..
Soon after the uprising in Syria began, we organised a project for our Year 7
students (11-12 year olds) to investigate the causes of, and possible solutions to,
the conflict. The project had three steps; find out what is happening in Syria by
learning to ask good questions, learn about the role of the United Nations
through a UN debate on Syria and write to William Hague MP, the Foreign
Secretary, with your views on what should be done to resolve the conflict.
Despite the complexity of the issue, our young students took it on with
enthusiasm and passion, writing detailed letters to the Foreign Secretary, which
showed an impressive understanding of the pros and cons of foreign
intervention in Syria.
And then I tried an experiment.
I asked my academically most able Year 10 students (14-15 year olds) to do
exactly the same project. Then I compared the standards both groups had
reached at each stage of the project. When it came to asking good questions
about Syria, both Year 7 and Year 10 students came up with thoughtful
questions, although the younger students chose marginally deeper, more
challenging ones. In the debate, the younger students trounced their older peers,
showing a much higher level of confidence, fluency and knowledge. And finally,
the older students wrote marginally better letters with a little more nuance, if a
little less idealism.
How can it be that in the three years between Year 7 and 10, students only show
a marginal improvement in a writing task, no improvement in a thinking task
and clear regression in a speaking task?

6

I believe the answer is this. Schools un-educate children. The relentless focus in
schools on academic achievement in its most narrow sense, that is passing
examinations, means that the development of vital skills and attributes* for
learning and life are being sidelined. Over their time in school, most students
will show an impressive improvement in their ability to answer exam questions,
but fail to demonstrate any significant progress in problem-solving, critical
thinking, collaboration, communication, questioning or creativity; the very skills
and attributes they need to thrive as individuals, learners, workers and citizens
in the 21st century. And that is how schools un-educate children.
What is needed is a new model of education with the development of skills and
attributes as its core purpose. This book makes a powerful and practical case
that project-based learning is one of the best ways to achieve this.
The stakes are high. If we continue to pursue the current model of education, we
will continue to un-educate children, and that is something we cannot afford to
do.

In a longitudinal study to test
divergent thinking skills,
researchers tested 1,600
children aged three to five.
98% of the children scored in
the ‘creative genius’ category.
Five years later, they re-tested
the same children, now aged
eight to 10 and only 32%
scored in the ‘creative genius’
category.
Five years later only 10% of
the children scored in this
category.
George Land and Beth
Jarman, ‘Breaking Point and
Beyond’, quoted in a talk by
Sir Ken Robinson, ‘Changing
Education Paradigms’

* I am using the terms ‘skills and attributes’, but I could equally use ‘competencies and
character-traits’. For more details on this see page 39. An attribute in this context can be
defined as an habitual attitude.
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Mind The Gap!
…………………………………………………………………………….
The tragic truth about our current model of education is that the skills and
attributes we fail to teach our students are the very skills and attributes which
we most value in them. There is widespread agreement among teachers,
parents, policy makers, business leaders, students and (some) politicians that
these are exactly the things children should leave school with.
A common training activity that is done with teachers is to ask them what they
want their students to ‘look like’ when they leave school, and invariably their
responses include some of the following: resilient, able to think critically, hardworking, confident, able to work in teams, globally aware and so on. No one ever
says we want our students to leave school knowing why volcanoes erupt or how
the stomach digests food.

If you were truly
dedicated to achieving
the three aims of the
curriculum how would
your school be different
to how it is now?

And so it is no surprise that these are exactly the skills and attributes which
form the three aims of the current curriculum in the UK, which are to help young
people develop as:

Successful learners
Confident individuals
Responsible citizens
The interesting thing about these aims is that they are almost exclusively skills
or attributes, rather than knowledge (see next page). And yet, apart from
teaching children the ‘essential learning skills of literacy, numeracy and
information and communication technology’ (assuming you equate these with
English, Maths and ICT lessons!), few schools devote significant amounts of time
to explicitly developing them.
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This was driven home for me at a school leaver’s assembly. All the Year 11
students were gathered expectantly in the school hall to celebrate their last day
of school. But when the Headteacher stood up to congratulate them on what
they had achieved over five years in secondary school, he did not praise the
students for learning to speak French or for mastering quadratic equations. He
made no mention of all those who now knew why World War I started, or could
explain the difference between local and national government. What he did was
commend the students who had shown perseverance and who had overcome
great obstacles. He celebrated those who knew how to work well in teams, and
congratulated others who took the initiative. He thanked those who were kind
and thoughtful and he applauded those who were conscientious and creative.
It was a great speech, but what struck me was this. If these are the skills and
attributes we value so highly, why do we not highlight them on a student’s first
day at school, and then on every singe day that follows? And why isn’t
everything we do at school targeted at nurturing these skills and attributes?
Why is there such a big gap between what we say we value in our students, and
what we actually teach them? Until we close this gap, students will not simply
fail to develop these skills and attributes, they will in fact get worse at them, and
in doing so we will continue to un-educate children.

This gap is also evident in
teacher training. Teach First,
is a programme to train
graduates from top
universities as teachers.
According to Teach First, the
‘selection competencies’ they
use to recruit graduates
include:
Interaction
Knowledge
Resilience
Self-evaluation
Planning and organising
Humility, respect &
empathy
• Leadership
• Problem-solving
•
•
•
•
•
•

And yet as soon as Teach First
graduates enter the classroom
they will be teaching subjects,
not competencies. If these
competencies are what we
value in the real world, why
are they not the focus of a
child’s education?

Analog Schools versus Digital World:
The gap between our values and our practice, is also reflected in what might be called
the digital divide. Teachers often worry that schools are failing to keep up with the
digital revolution. Do we have enough computers? Are our staff trained in using digital
video? Should we allow mobile phones or access to Facebook? But the more important
question is this: does our school reflect the ethos of the digital world? The digital ethos
has a number of characteristics, including:
Active – the digital world allows you to actively create information, not simply
passively consume it. We can upload as well as download.
Interconnected– the digital world enables you to leap across physical borders, subject
boundaries and even language barriers, at the click of a mouse.
Collaborative – witness the many thousands of online forums and video tutorials
through which people ask and give advice, teach each other and solve problems
together.
Personalised – the digital world allows people to personalise their consumption of
information and entertainment. Don’t want the whole album? Just buy the song you
like. Missed the news? Catch up later on iPlayer?
Empowering – in insignificant ways (managing your flight booking online) or in
significant ways (the ‘Arab Spring’).
Active, interconnected, collaborative, personalised, empowering. Are these words we
would use to describe our schools? As long as there is a gap between the way our
students live and the way our schools teach, schools will continue to un-educate
children.
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Schools Teach Too Much
…………………………………………………………………………….
So schools un-educate children because they largely fail to develop their skills
and attributes, despite widespread agreement that these are some of the most
important things we want our students to leave school with. Instead they focus
on teaching children knowledge. Let’s look at the reasons for this.
First, the success of students, teachers and schools is judged by examinations,
which essentially test a students’ ability to show what they know. Yes, at higher
levels students are expected to analyse, synthesise and evaluate, but usually in a
way that bears little resemblance to how these skills are used in the real world,
and usually in a form which no one outside of education uses today; essays. If
there is to be any real reform in education, it must begin with the examination
system. As Peter Hyman, former speechwriter for Tony Blair and current
Headteacher of London21, an inner London school said,
“The idea that in any walk of life you would say, ‘my judgment of you as a person is
for you to sit down in a room for two and a half hours and regurgitate facts in a
written exam’ is utterly, utterly broken as a system.”
Second, too many people, including some teachers, still equate learning with
memorising knowledge. And the older students get, the worse this becomes as
the pressure of exams increases, and so therefore does the pressure to ‘cover the
curriculum’.
One of the consequences of this is that too much of what goes on in classrooms
today is still traditional didactic teaching. After all, if your main role as a teacher
is to transfer knowledge to students, isn’t this the most effective (or at least
quickest) way to do this?

In 2008 The Campaign for
Learning commissioned the
polling company MORI to
ask students, ‘what do you
do most often in class?’.
The most common response
was we ‘copy from the
board or a book’. 65% of
students said this. The next
most common response
was we ‘listen to a teacher
talking for a long time’. 63%
of students said this. Far
down the list was we ‘learn
things that relate to the real
world’. 6% of students said
this.
The percentage of children
who said ‘copying from a
book or board’ was the
most common thing they do
was 13% higher in 2008
than when the survey was
first done in 1998.

The problem is not knowledge itself. Children need to know stuff.
The problem is:
• Children are taught to be knowledgeable, but not knowledge-able
• The knowledge we teach has little relevance or purpose
• We spend too much time teaching Maths and English
Children are taught to be knowledgeable, but not knowledge-able
Today knowledge is available to anyone, anywhere, anytime (as long as you live in
a developed country). With wireless internet we are literally surrounded by it.
And yet too much teaching still assumes teachers are the sole purveyors of
knowledge, which must be handed down to the next generation.
But, as Michael Wesch, Assistant Professor of Cultural Anthropology at Kansas
State University, quoted in ‘Full On Learning’ by Zoe Elder, says,
“As we increasingly move toward a world of instant and infinite information, it
becomes less important for students to know, memorize, or recall information, and
more important for them to be able to find, sort, analyse, share, discuss, critique and
create information. They need to move from being simply knowledgeable to being
knowledge-able.”
It is the difference between learning about, and learning how; the difference
between learning about politics, and learning to be political or learning about
science and learning to think scientifically.

“

“You could be the best
teacher in the world, but
no matter how much you
teach your students it
won’t be enough because
most of what they need to
know for their lives has
not been discovered yet.
The really important thing
is that your students leave
your classroom with a
passion for learning.”
Dylan William
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The knowledge we teach has little relevance or purpose
To be fair, many schools and teachers have grasped this, and are very good at
teaching children the skills to ‘find, sort, analyse, share, discuss, critique and
create information’. But that’s not enough, because it’s only when the
information students are analysing and critiquing has a context and purpose
which they see as relevant and useful, that learning really takes off.
Much of what is taught in schools has not context or immediate use. It is, as
Professor Guy Claxton says, ‘just in case’ knowledge. Knowledge, “you should
know because you never know when you might need it in the future.” Or worse
still, “you never know when it might come up in the exam.” It is largely
theoretical and contrived.
Even when students are asked to do relatively engaging activities, which involve
skills as well as knowledge, there is rarely a real purpose to it. Too often it is
dress rehearsal learning. For example, students are asked to write a letter to
their MP, which is then put in their folders, rather than the letterbox. Students
research crime and safety in their local community, but do not present the
findings to the local police. Students write a speech, but only perform it to their
classmates, if at all.
The predictable result of this is that most students, most of the time, find lessons
boring.
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We spend too much time teaching Maths and English
Mastery of numeracy and literacy is vital for every child, but once the basics
have been learned, there is no good reason these subjects should monopolise so
much of the curriculum. A typical secondary school student will spend almost a
third of their lessons studying just these two subjects.
The fact that they do is largely because of tradition and the importance these
subjects are given in school league tables, but it is hard to argue that a
sophisticated understanding of Shakespeare or quadratic equations are key to
success in the 21st century.
Some people justify their importance by arguing that it is not Maths and English
per se that are important, but learning the skills of thinking, analysis and
communication that is developed through these subjects. While that may be
true, if it is thinking, analysis and communication that we care so much about,
then let us teach them these skills explicitly, and through a medium that is
relevant, engaging and contemporary. One way forward would be to shift the
focus in Maths from calculus to statistics; and in English from literature and
language to communication.
More importantly, the opportunity cost of this obsession with Maths and English
is that it leaves so little time to explicitly develop the skills and attributes we so
value.
And so the message is clear: teach less, learn more.

Teach Less, Learn More is
about teaching better, to
engage our learners and
prepare them for life,
rather than teaching more
for tests and examinations.
It is about shifting the
focus from quantity to
quality in education. More
quality in terms of
classroom interaction,
opportunities for
expression, the learning of
life-long skills and the
building of character
through innovative and
effective teaching
approaches. Less quantity
in terms of rote learning,
repetitive tests and
following prescribed
answers and set formulae.”
Teach Less, Learn More,
Ministry of Education,
Singapore

Project-Based Learning
…………………………………………………….………………………
So we have agreed a set of aims for our curriculum, which revolve around skills
and attributes, but many schools do little to explicitly nurture them. Instead we
teach our children knowledge which has limited relevance, use or context, so
they can pass exams. In doing so we un-educate our children.
So how do we stop un-educating children, and start educating them to develop
the skills and attributes – and yes, knowledge – they need to thrive in the 21st
century?
We need to start by completely re-thinking pedagogy*. Bill Lucas and Guy
Claxton of Real-World Learning have proposed a simple and powerful
comparison between traditional pedagogy and pedagogy for the 21st century,
which points a way forward (see the next page). This view of teaching and
learning is consistent with the thinking from many other organisations (see
sidebar and page 21).
What is exciting about these ideas is the degree of overlap between them. The
clearest message from these reports is that learning for the 21st century should
be characterised by:
• authentic, real learning experiences
• student choice, control and agency
• the teacher as facilitator, not lecturer
* Pedagogy is just a fancy word for, ‘how we teach what we teach’.

When Vincent Perone of the
Harvard Graduate School of
Education asked students,
‘When are you most engaged
intellectually?’, they said:
• when we help to define the
content
• create original and public
products
• do something…take part in
political action, write a
letter
• sense that the results of our
work are not predetermined
or fully predictable
• when teachers encourage
different forms of
expression and respect our
views.
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Facilitative

Role of the teacher

Didactic

Authentic

Nature of activities

Contrived

Questioning

Attitude to knowledge

Certain

Extended

Organisation of time

Bell-bound

Workshop

Organisation of space

Classroom

Group

Approach to tasks

Individual

High

Visibility of process

Hidden

Virtual*

Proximity to teacher

Face-to-face

Self-managing

Role of learner

Directed
Bill Lucas & Guy Claxton, Real-World Learning

* There is a growing movement, particularly at university level, which believes the future of education lies in virtual or online learning through
video lectures. While this may help to reach more students, it does not transform pedagogy. A lecture is still a lecture, whether it is in a lecture
hall or online. So on this count I disagree with Lucas and Claxton. All great learning is based on relationships, and so is necessarily face-to-face.
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Equipping Every Learner for
the 21st Century, Cisco

10 Ideas for 21st Century
Learning, Innovation Unit

The learner at the center:
This approach… adapts
education to reflect the
learning needs of each
individual.

1. Open up lessons
2. Think outside the
classroom

The Creative Age –
knowledge and skills for
the new economy, DEMOS
Trust: trusting relationships
in which people are prepared
to take risks and are able to
learn from failure.

3. Get personal
The teacher draws from a
repertoire of strategies and
skills: Knowledge is available
at the click of a mouse, but
learning to apply it requires a
teacher who can instruct,
facilitate, guide, and support
as needed.
Interdisciplinary and
project-based work: Projectbased teaching is particularly
conducive to [building]… 21st
century skills.
Authenticity: Delivering
learning that is authentic is
another way to engage
students by appealing to
their existing passions and
interests.

4. Tap into students’ digital
expertise
5. Get real with projects
6. Expect (and help) students
to be teachers
7. Help (and expect) teachers
to be students

Freedom of action: creative
application of knowledge is
only possible where people
are able to make real choices
over what they do and how
they try to do it.
Variation of contexts:
learners need experience
applying their skills in a range
of contexts in order to make
connections between them.

8. Measure what matters
9. Work with families, not just
children
10. Power to the student

Real world outcomes:
creative ability and
motivation are reinforced by
the experience of making an
impact – achieving concrete
outcomes, changing the way
that things are done.

The single most powerful step schools can take to stop un-educating children is
to make learning real and relevant, and the best way to do this is to give students
more choice and control over their learning.
As Michael Fullan argues in his book ‘Stratosphere’, if we are to create exciting
and innovative learning experiences in the 21st century, they must be,
“irresistibly engaging for all stakeholders… and steeped in real-life problem
solving”.

What proportion of your
lessons are ‘irresistibly
engaging and steeped in
real-life problem solving’?

These two characteristics of learning for the 21st century demand the third, the
teacher as facilitator; a new type of teacher who guides, nudges, provokes, gets
students to notice their learning, offers feedback, is comfortable with
uncertainty, is willing to let go and acts as a school-community broker. Someone
who teaches less, but helps students learn more.
There are a number of ways to organise learning along these lines, but one of the
most powerful is project-based learning. Project-based learning is an approach,
which draws together the characteristics of 21st century learning in a coherent
way.

There are three key characteristics of project-based learning:
• Learning has a real purpose, audience and outcome
• Students have some choice in the content and/or the process of learning
• There is as much of a focus on learning skills as learning knowledge
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If you combine the first two characteristics of project-based learning – real
purpose and student choice – you have a simple but powerful recipe for
educational change.
Education can either be entirely classroom-based, or it can occasionally be
community-based; where students’ learning directly relates to, and impacts on,
the real world outside the classroom door. And education can either be entirely
teacher-led or occasionally student-led; where they have some say in the
content or process of their learning.
The vast majority of teaching and learning in schools today still takes place in
the top left hand square of the grid below; teacher-led and classroom-based.
The first step to building schools which educate, not un-educate, our children is
to find ways of moving teaching and learning towards the bottom right hand
box; student-led and community-based. Project-based learning is one of the
best ways to achieve this.

In his vision for 21st
century schooling…
Professor David
Hargreaves regards
collaborative projects as
central to his ideas, which
he says must be coconstructed with students,
and involve authentic
problems.
The Guardian,
22 September 2009

Classroom

Student-led

Teacher-led
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Community

Project-based learning not only helps students develop the skills, attitudes and
knowledge they need to thrive in the 21st century, it also addresses the aspect of
learning which is possibly the most important, but least discussed in schools.
Motivation.
Once we dare to give students some choice and control over their learning, and
once they realise their learning has relevance and purpose their motivation
takes off.

Sometimes we need to
ask ourselves, how would
school be different, if
students’ attendance was
voluntary?

As Daniel Pink argues in his book ‘Drive’, you are most motivated when you are
self-directed, striving for mastery (our urge to get better at stuff) and your work
has purpose (it makes a difference in our community and world).
Children love learning. It is their default setting. It is only our relentless focus on
knowledge (and knowledge which has little relevance), and the looming shadow
of unimaginative assessment (examinations), that has squeezed the joy out of
learning. We should be unashamedly committed to making learning fun!
You can force a child to work, but you can never force a child to learn. So if your
students are not ‘irresistibly engaged’ in what they are doing in the classroom, it
is time to make some changes.
When we asked our students to choose three words which best described their
project-based lessons, their verdict was clear – they were fun, interesting,
educational, enjoyable, exciting, useful, challenging and more. See the next page
for details (the size of the words is proportional to the number of times they
were used by the students).
24

different

fantastic

amazing

valuable

educational

active
helpful

interesting
enjoyable

useful
energetic challenging

exciting

creative
brilliant

imaginative

interactive informative
unique

There are three key characteristics of project-based learning:
• Learning has a real purpose, audience and outcome
• Students have some choice in the content and/or the process of learning
• There is as much of a focus on learning skills as learning knowledge

Learning with a real purpose, audience and outcome
Learning can essentially be broken down in to three areas; knowledge, skills
and the application of knowledge and skills to a real world context through
action (see page 29 for examples of action).

Typically, when teachers plan a scheme of work, the first question they ask
themselves is, ‘what knowledge / content do I need to cover?’. They may also
consider whether there are skills that can be developed, and just occasionally
they may think whether there is a real world context to which this knowledge
and these skills can be applied through action.
This is the KSA model of planning – first knowledge, then skills (sometimes) ,
then action (rarely).
If we want to stop un-educating our children, we need to invert this
planning process.

“

It is not enough for people
to come together in
dialogue in order to gain
knowledge of their social
reality. They must act
together upon their
environment in order
critically to reflect upon
their reality and so
transform it through
further action and critical
reflection.
Paolo Freire, Pedagogy of
the Oppressed
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Project-based learning is based on a different understanding of the relationship
between knowledge, skills and action. Instead of starting by asking what
knowledge must I cover, we need to start by asking what is out there in the real
world, which would be relevant, engaging, important and timely for my
students. How could our learning link to, or have an impact on, that real world?
And of course one of the best ways to do this is to ask your students. So, start
your planning with the action.
Once we have established the action. Then ask yourself, what skills will my
students need to carry out this action? And then as a final step, what knowledge
will they need to carry out this action?

“

Give the pupils something
to do, not something to
learn, and if the doing is of
such a nature as to
demand thinking...
learning naturally results.
John Dewey

This is the ASK model of planning; Action, then Skills, then Knowledge.
With this model, we still teach students knowledge, but we teach it for a
purpose. The knowledge has relevance and context. It is not an end in itself, but
a means to an end. If students have bought in to (or even devised) the action,
you will find they actively seek out this knowledge, because they realise that
they need it in order to achieve their action. See the next pages for examples of
this – Who Wants To Be A Politician? and Fighting for Fairtrade.*
In fact, with this approach, in some cases you no longer need to explicitly teach
the content, it simply needs to be made available to students in an appropriate
form. This knowledge is not ‘just in case’ knowledge, it is ‘just in time’
knowledge. Knowledge you need in order to achieve a specific aim at a specific
time.
* All the example projects in this book were done with one, and sometimes two, whole year
groups of students; 210 or 420 children.

28

Put on an exhibition
Write an ebook Launch a website
Make a film and show it in assembly
Email your MP Organise a TED Talk
Make a presentation to your Headteacher

Start an online campaign
Start a business

Take part in a public consultation

Perform a publicity stunt

Publish a community magazine

Write a press release

Teach your peers

Send a letter to a newspaper

Organise a petition

2
9

EXAMPLE: Who wants to be a politician?
One of the challenges of teaching students about politics, democracy and
elections is that they are not old enough to vote. If you cannot vote, why would
you be interested in learning about voting? The majority of the population who
can vote are often not even sufficiently interested to do so.
Our response was to find a real election students could take part in. Each year
the London Borough of Bexley holds elections for the Bexley Youth Council. And
so we organised a project that culminated in students voting (and standing) for
the Youth Council. Learning about democracy and elections is suddenly
meaningful and engaging for students when they know they have a real election
to take part in.

Once we had launched the project, students learned about the different levels of
government in our country and what they are responsible for. We then played a
simulation game to develop their political campaigning skills and held a
Parliamentary debate about whether the voting age should be lowered to 16.
Finally, all those who wanted to stand for election for the Bexley Youth Council
recorded a 30 second campaign video. The campaign videos were shown to all
students so they could make an informed decision at the ballot box. Turn out on
election day among our students was higher than any other school in Bexley, and
five students were duly elected to the Youth Council.
For more information:
Who Wants To Be A Politician?
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EXAMPLE: Fighting for Fairtrade:
We wanted to teach our students about the global issue of Fairtrade, but with a
local purpose, audience and outcome. Towns and boroughs in the UK can apply
for recognition as a Fairtrade town if they demonstrate a real commitment to it.
So the real purpose of this project was to persuade Bexley Council to become a
Fairtrade borough. We convinced a local councillor to propose a motion to the
Council to this end, and then set about lobbying councillors and the press to
adopt the motion. The motion was not successful, but the students’ point was.
One of the challenges of this type of project is that if you want to do the same
project next year, you have to devise a new action. In this case, the following
year we asked students to make a short video to persuade their peers to buy
Fairtrade products. The videos were shown on a rolling loop on the television
screens in our reception and dining hall.

For more information:
Fighting for Fairtrade 1
Fighting for Fairtrade 2
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Student choice
The second characteristic of project-based learning is that we dare to give
students some choice in what and/or how they learn. The logic behind this is
simple: choice builds relevance, motivation and skills.
We can give students choice about what they learn, for example by letting
students choose an area to specialise in within a given topic; and how to learn,
for example by offering students a range of ways to research or present their
learning.
There is resistance to this idea on a number of fronts. Teachers worry that giving
students choice means the syllabus will not get covered, or simply that students
are not up to making the ‘right’ choices. Students too sometimes do not like
being given choices – it can be easier just to be told what to do.
But, as the Brazilian educator, Paolo Freire argued, failing to listen to and
respect the students’ opinions only leads to, “banking education… an act of
depositing, in which the scope of action allowed to the students extends only as
far as receiving, filing and storing the deposits… a process which offers no
responsibility, no opportunity to make decisions and attitudes which encourage
passivity.”
We should spend less time demanding responsibility from children and more
time developing response-ability; the ability of children to assess a situation,
weigh up evidence, discuss options, make an informed decision and act on it.
The best way to do this is to give students more choice in what and how they
learn.

“
“

Trust is the highest form
of human motivation.

Stephen Covey, The Seven
Habits of Highly Effective
People

The definition that comes
closest to what is usually
meant as happiness is…
a sense of participation in
determining the content of
life.
Mihaly Csikszentmihaly,
Flow
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Now this does not mean that teachers should sit back and let students do
whatever they want. On the contrary, giving students choice may require more
preparation because it means you can no longer pre-determine the outcome of
the learning (which is why we should start lessons with ‘learning questions’
rather than ‘learning outcomes’). You might for example, have to prepare more
support materials for your students, to cover the various directions they take
their learning in. However, in the long-run it will pay off because students are far
more engaged in their learning, and teaching becomes more rewarding.
This does not come easily to some teachers. For example, we often bemoan
students’ inability to learn independently. The problem is, when most teachers
say ‘learn independently’ they really mean, ‘learn what I’ve told you to learn, but
without me having to keep you on task.’ That is not independent learning.
Learning will only be independent, when students have a significant say in what
or how they learn. Give them that, and you will quickly find your students
learning independently. Students love to learn independently, we just find it
difficult to give them opportunities to.
Remember too that there are degrees of choice. The amount of choice you give
students will depend on the skills they (and you!) have. In its most basic form
this might be as simple as giving children the choice of what to research within a
given topic, or it might involve students determining the entire direction of a
project. See the next pages for examples of this – Endangered Animals Day and
TEDxYouth@Blackfen.

“

You the teacher are not
throwing your entire
classroom… into the hands
of your students. What
you are doing is working
in such a way that they at
least feel that they are in
control of what’s
happening, co-authors of
their school career and
not… passive passengers
on the journey.
Ian Gilbert, Essential
Motivation in the
Classroom
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EXAMPLE: Endangered Animals Day
When a group of students approached us with the suggestion of learning about
endangered animals, we decided to change our plans for the term to
accommodate their proposal. We organised a series of lunchtime meetings to
discuss the options with them. We knew we needed a real purpose, audience
and outcome and so, after much discussion, the students decided that the aim of
the project would be to establish Britain’s first Endangered Animals Day.
Student choice was therefore integral to the whole project and it continued
throughout the project. First students chose which endangered animals they
would research and become experts in. This meant we had to prepare a wide
range of support material for all the different animals they chose to research,
but it also ensured they were highly motivated. The project culminated in
students writing to a wide range of influential people to gain their support for
an Endangered Animals Day. After lengthy discussions about who would be the
most appropriate people to write to (who has more influence today – politicians,
charities or celebrities?) the students again chose who to contact to ask for their
support for an Endangered Animals Day. They managed to get endorsements
from the Prime Minister, the Deputy Prime Minister, the Mayor of London, their
local MP, the World Wildlife Fund, London Zoo, TV presenter Steve Bagshall and
many more. The project culminated in a special presentation event to their local
MP.
For more information:
Endangered Animals Day
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TEDxYouth@Blackfen
We wanted to give our students a challenging opportunity to develop their
communication skills in front of a real audience, and so we organised a TEDx
event. TED is an international series of speaking events, and TEDx events are
independently organized TED Talks – anyone can apply to run one. We gave our
event the theme, ‘What’s the biggest problem in the world, and how can we
solve it?’. After weeks of practice, students then gave their talks to an audience of
students, teachers and parents.
One of the keys to successful projects is the project launch. The start of a good
project should be like the beginning of the BBC News – with great fanfare
(dramatic music, visuals and tone of voice) the presenter announces just how
important and captivating the news will be tonight (and continues to do so at
regular intervals throughout the broadcast). One way we did this was through
launch videos – in this instance I had given a TED Talk audition the previous
month and I filmed parts of the audition to launch our own TED Talk project.
This project is also a good example of giving students choice in their learning.
We told students that they could choose any issue to speak on as long as it was
in line with the theme of the event. We quickly realised that this amounted to a
little bit too much choice as we could not provide sufficient support material for
the huge range of issues students had chosen, so we narrowed down the choice
of issues a little to make the process more manageable, but still meaningful.
For more information:
TEDxYouth@Blackfen
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Skills as well as knowledge
This book argues that developing students’ skills and attributes should be at the
heart of the curriculum for the 21st century*. As long as the curriculum remains
dominated by knowledge, we will continue to un-educate our children.
However, this does not mean knowledge is not important. Those who argue that
it is pointless to teach skills without knowledge are correct, but they
misrepresent the problem. The problem is not that skills are being taught
without knowledge; the problem is that skills are not being taught. In most
schools, most of the time, skills are simply not being taught with any rigour or
consistency, and certainly not in a way that helps build knowledge and can then
be applied to address real world issues.

“We should learn to
be centre-stagers,
not back-stagers.”
Mya, 12, describing what
she thinks is a vital skill
for the 21st century.

It is not a case of skills or knowledge, but skills as well as knowledge.
If developing students’ skills and attributes is at the heart of education for the
21st century, exactly what skills and attributes should our students develop, and
how? What is striking is that there is a surprising consensus across dozens of
reports and books on the matter (see the next page for examples).
The most commonly cited skills students need to thrive in the 21st century can
be summarised as: problem-solving, communication, collaboration, critical
thinking, creativity, initiative, managing information and mastery of numeracy
and literacy skills.
* Skills have always been important, not just in the 21st century, but the digital revolution and
the changing nature of the workplace, have made skills more important now than ever before.
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Tony Wagner, in his book ‘The
Global Achievement Gap’
presents seven ‘survival skills’
that students should be
learning in school in order to
prepare for the world of work,
lifelong learning and active
citizenship in the 21st century:
• Critical Thinking and Problem
Solving
• Collaboration Across
Networks and Leading by
Influence
• Agility and Adaptability
• Initiative and
Entrepreneurialism
• Effective Oral and Written
Communication
• Accessing and Analyzing
Information
• Curiosity and Imagination

Assessment and Teaching of
21st Century Skills, an
organisation sponsored by
Cisco, Intel and Microsoft, is
formed of more than 250
researchers across 60
institutions worldwide who
have categorised 21st
century skills into four
broad areas:

In a 2012 report by the
Confederation of British
Industry, employers said
improving employability
skills was their top priority
for young people aged 1419. Employability skills
were defined as:

Ways of thinking:
Creativity, critical thinking,
problem-solving, decisionmaking and learning

• Teamworking

Ways of working:
Communication and
collaboration

• Problem-solving

Tools for working:
Information and
communications technology
(ICT) and information literacy
Skills for living in the world:
Citizenship, life and career, and
personal and social
responsibility

• Self-management

• Business and customer
awareness

• Communication and
literacy
• Application of numeracy
• Application of information
technology
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Some schools and organisations have used these 21st century skills to develop a
number of popular models for teaching skills and attributes (see the following
pages for examples). Some chose to focus on the skills, others on attributes or
character-traits.
One organisation which adopted a character-based model is the KIPP
(Knowledge is Power Project) schools. KIPP schools are Charter Schools, which
serve inner city children in the USA. When the KIPP founders discovered that
many of their academically brightest students were dropping out of college, they
realised that knowledge and exam-success alone were insufficient preparation
for the real world. An article in the New York Times described how KIPP’s David
Levin realised something needed to change.
As Levin watched the progress of [the] KIPP alumni, he noticed something curious:
the students who persisted in college were not necessarily the ones who had
excelled academically at KIPP; they were the ones with exceptional character
strengths, like optimism and persistence and social intelligence. They were the
ones who were able to recover from a bad grade and resolve to do better next
time; to bounce back from a fight with their parents; to resist the urge to go out to
the movies and stay home and study instead; to persuade professors to give them
extra help after class.
New York Times, Paul Tough, Sept 14, 2011
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KIPP Schools
The character traits KIPP
wants its students to
develop are:

Opening Minds
The Royal Society for the
Arts’ ‘Opening Minds’
curriculum, aims to
develop these
competencies:

Personal, Learning and
Thinking Skills (PLTS).
The national curriculum
advocates the
development of PLTS:

Grit

Citizenship

Independent enquirers

Zest

Learning

Creative thinkers

Self control

Managing Information

Reflective learners

Optimism

Relating to People

Team workers

Gratitude

Managing Situations

Self managers

Social Intelligence

Effective participators

Curiosity
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Teaching Skills
Put simply, there are two approaches to teaching skills. One is the discrete
approach – standalone skill-based activities usually in standalone skills-based
lessons. The other is teaching skills integrated into projects, and ideally through
projects into the wider curriculum. There is a case for both approaches, as long
as the discrete approach is linked into a broader project.
The Discrete Approach:
In the politics of the curriculum, everywhere is nowhere. And so rather than
assume students will absorb skills implicitly as they go through their school
careers, it makes sense to set aside some space in the curriculum to explicitly
develop students’ skills. The challenge here for teachers is to keep the focus of
learning on the skills not the outcome; on the process not the product.
A typical example might be a team building activity in which students are given a
box of materials (sellotape, newspapers, card board, magazines, string etc.) and
told to work in teams to build a tower as tall as possible. The team with the
tallest free-standing tower wins. What typically happens is the teacher lets the
activity run on too long (because for a change the students are loving what they
are doing!) and then with five minutes left of the lesson, the teacher measures
the towers, the winning team explodes in triumph and there is just time for the
teacher to ask what the students learned from the activity. “Team work!”,
someone will shout out. “Co-operation!”, cries another. And then the bell rings.
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An alternative, process-focused approach, is described by Alistair Smith, in his
book, ‘Learning to Learn in Practice, The L2 Approach’. Start by showing
students a photo of a group of husky dogs pulling a man on a sleigh and ask, “Is
this a team?”. Give students a few minutes to discuss the answer and then ask for
feedback. Then ask students to write down five features of a great team. Now set
students the tower-building task and observe them carefully. Take notes of any
significant incidents or conversations. Stop the activity with plenty of time t
spare and then ask each group to give themselves a score out of ten for each of
the five features they identified as being key to a successful team, but tell them
that you will award a prize to the team which is most honest in their selfassessment (the notes you took earlier will help you here). An approach like this
turns the whole focus of the activity to the process, not the product; the team,
not the tower, and is far richer for it.

The Integrated Approach:
However, just as knowledge without context has little value, so do skills without
context. We discovered this when we were trying to develop students’ learning
to learn skills. One-off lessons to build resilience or resourcefulness were all
very well, but students’ learning about learning was superficial and not being
used in any other lessons. So we decided to build learning about learning into a
project, a project where the focus was the learning, not the outcome. See the
next page for details – Blackfen’s Got Talent! and the Community Safety Project.
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EXAMPLE – Blackfen’s Got Talent!

Blackfen’s Got Talent!

The project challenge we set students was to choose something you are
currently not talented at, but would like to become talented at, and then begin to
learn that talent. The project product was to perform that talent to their peers,
but the project process was to focus on the learning itself.

What students learned about
learning:

Once the project was underway, the role of the teacher was not to direct
students’ learning, but simply to nudge them forward, give them feedback and
help them to notice how they are learning with questions such as:

• you have to stick at it and
don’t give up

•
•
•
•
•

How are you feeling right now?
What is the voice in your head saying?
How are you responding to it?
How could you do that differently?
What learning skills are you using now?

• learning takes time

• when you get stuck, ask
for help or try to learn it in
a different way
• break learning down into
simple steps

When learning (or any other) skills are learned in this way, as part of a project
with a purpose, the learning is much more likely to be deep and transferable.

• when you succeed you just
want to keep on learning

For more information:
Blackfen's Got Talent!

• learning is fun and makes
you feel good!

46

EXAMPLE: Community Safety Project
In this project students investigated safety in their local community - from road
crossings to street lighting – by taking a short walking tour around the local
community. They then discussed and formulated recommendations to make
their community safer. We then organised a major community event, at which
students presented their recommendations to a panel of ‘power players’, such as
local councillors, a London Assembly Member, the police and the Headteacher.
Through this process they successfully persuaded Transport for London to
replace a single-decker bus with a double-decker to ease over-crowding at the
start and end of the school day.
Not only is this an example of a project with a real purpose, audience and
outcome, but it also illustrates how students can develop skills alongside
knowledge. In order to make their community safer, students know they have to
make powerful and persuasive presentations, as well as demonstrate a good
understanding of local politics, economics and where power lies.
A word of caution. It can take a long time for a campaign like this to bear fruit.
Transport for London decided to introduce the new bus service well over a year
after students first called for it. And so it is really important that teachers
remind students of their project actions so that they realise the impact they have
had.
For more information:
Community Safety Project
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Dealing with Doubters
There are two common arguments used by those who are skeptical of projectbased learning and a greater emphasis on skills and attributes.

Relevance and Rigour:
Some argue that this approach lacks rigour. With the ever-present pressure of
exams and league tables, it is understandable that teachers worry that a focus
on skills will come at the cost of standards, that prioritising relevance will dilute
rigour and that having fun will undermine focus.
But, in the words of Sir Michael Barber, “The road to hell in education is paved
with false dichotomies.” The genius of project-based learning is that if you get it
right, you will not only have students who are motivated and immersed in their
learning, but you will also have students who are highly skilled and very
knowledgeable (and knowledge-able!). The two are not mutually exclusive, on
the contrary they are mutually supportive.
Where schools are putting project-based learning at the heart of the curriculum,
such as the High Tech High network of schools in San Diego, USA (see side bar),
the results (in all senses) have been outstanding.

High Tech High [in the USA]
is a network of schools that
is ahead of the pack in the
global move towards a 21st
century education. Through
project-based learning and
community internships,
students take on real-world
challenges and come up
with innovative solutions,
rather than focusing on rote
memorisation of concepts.
Teachers are empowered to
create forward-looking,
innovative lessons to
inspire students. The
incredible results speak for
themselves: 100 per cent of
graduates are admitted to
college, 35 per cent of
college-goers are the first in
their family and 30 per cent
enter the maths or science
field (compared to the USA
average of 17 per cent).
Quoted in ‘Oceans of
Innovation’, IPPR

All subjects, most of the time:
Others say that this approach is only appropriate for some subjects, some of the
time. However, while project-based learning may not be the ideal approach for
all subjects, all of the time, it has the potential to transform learning in all
subjects, most of the time, including the core subjects.
Science, for example, has limitless potential for project-based learning, from
measuring the environmental footprint of your school and making
recommendations to reduce it, to assessing the nutritional value of school food
and creating an improved menu, which students pitch to the school catering
company. In English students can create and self-publish ebooks and real books
(instead of essays) at very little cost, and can organise their own public speaking
events, such as a TED Talk, which can be broadcast to a global audience.
Geography is simple to adapt to project-based learning, be it students evaluating
a local re-development project and presenting their views to the architects and
local councillors, or building a website which maps sites of interest for visitors
using GPS. And Design and Technology often already takes a project-based
approach, especially when the products students design and build are made for
(and reach) a real audience.
Two things are obvious from these examples. First, project-based learning
demands greater integration across subjects, and second, sometimes all that is
needed is to take a project-based approach is to adapt an existing unit of work so
that it has a real purpose, audience and outcome.
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12 Tips for Starting Project-Based Learning
1

Begin gradually. Start with just one project and one year group. Evaluate it
and then spread and embed it.

2

Start your planning with your action. What will be the project action,
which has a real purpose, audience and outcome. Remember, ASK
planning, not KSA planning.

3

Find the right project purpose, audience and outcome – something that is
timely, challenging and empowering. One way to do this is to use what is
going on locally (eg elections for your local youth council), nationally (eg
the Olympics) and globally (eg the Millennium Development Goals). Of all
the characteristics of project-based learning, the most important is to
make learning real.

4

Go out and meet key people in the local community – the police,
politicians, journalists, youth and community workers, campaign groups,
artists, business leaders, parents and so on – so that you have a ready and
sympathetic audience for your students’ projects

5

Launch each project with a bang! The aim is to answer the why-question,
“Why should I be bothered to learn this?” and to excite students about the
amazing learning journey they are about to begin. Here’s an example.

6

Identify exactly what skills and attributes you want your students to
develop. Be specific, keep them to a manageable number, use simple
language to describe them, assess them and reinforce them repeatedly in
different contexts.
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7

Dare to give students some choice about what or how they learn, but
match the degree of choice to the students’ (and your) skill and experience.
Choice is empowering and motivating.

8

Find the right balance between process (skills) and product (project
outcome). If students are to develop skills, they need to focus on the
learning process, but they also need to see that their projects have a
tangible outcome.

9

Build in time for reflection, as you go along and when you have finished. It
is very easy at the end of the project to feel the pressure to rush on to the
next one, but reflection turns a memorable experience in to a learning
experience. As John Dewey said, “We do not learn from experience, we
learn from reflecting on experience.”

10

Don’t forget to celebrate your successes! When students email a politician
and then get a reply, or a newspaper publishes letters your students wrote
to it, or a students’ business goes in to profit, or something changes as a
result of a students campaign… remind students that they did this, make
the link between their action and their success, and celebrate it!

11

Learn how to shoot and edit short videos, and then document what you do
and use it to promote your projects with students and colleagues – in
lessons, assemblies, INSET and the local press. Ultimately if you truly
believe in this approach, then you need to begin to campaign for it to be
taken up across your school, and documenting good practice will help you
achieve this.

12

Think Big and Start Small!
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