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Needs

• Students are bored with the factory model of learning.

• Home-schoolers/Drop-out students  need an 
environment for collaborative-interdisciplinary learning.

• A growing number of students are finding it difficult to 
manage the complexities of life relating to the interface 
of society, schools and business.



Start out with a problem that is both 
interesting and authentic.

There is no such thing as a problem that is going to be 
interesting to every kid. This means that a project has to be 
flexible enough for students to tailor it to their own 
interests. 

Authenticity comes from using real tools to tackle problems 
that don’t have their answers printed at the back of the 
book. Ideal projects dictate some general parameters and 
tools, but leave the specific problem definition up to the 
student. 

Sources: 
http://www.eschoolnews.com/2015/08/03/innovative-
classroom-490/

http://www.eschoolnews.com/2015/08/03/innovative-classroom-490/


What are we doing? 

Create an in-school/ after-school academy that will 

provide a fun environment around interdisciplinary 

project based learning for Charter, Public high school, 

Home school and Drop outs. 

We will also offer curriculum to school organizations 

and PD to set-up their own program. 

Our mission is to get students excited about learning 

and have the skills to manage in today’s society. 



Our Mission:

• Get students excited about learning (life-long learners). 

• Have the reasoning skills to manage in today’s society 
and begin to build a set of skills to use in multiple 
careers. 

• Understand that problems are opportunities.  The bigger 
the problem, the bigger the opportunity. 

https://youtu.be/f9LM88h-l-U

• Have students better prepared for college or a career. 

https://youtu.be/f9LM88h-l-U


The Office of College and Career Readiness contributes to 

the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education's 

(ESE) statewide effort to help prepare students 

for "Success After High School."

Massachusetts Definition of College and Career 

Readiness

In winter/spring 2013, The Massachusetts Board of Higher 

Education (BHE) and Board of Elementary and Secondary 

Education (BESE) approved the state's new college and 

career readiness definition

Ties in with State Needs:

http://www.mass.edu/library/documents/2013College&CareerReadinessDefinition.pdf


College and Career Readiness: Definition

Being college and career ready means that an individual has the 
knowledge and skills necessary for success in postsecondary 

education and economically viable career pathways in a 21st century 
economy

Project
Academy



Harvest 

Workplace 

Readiness

& Personal/ Social 

Development Skills 

While solving a world 

problem using P.B.L 

skills.

Facilitator on the side

With Questions 



Our method: Uniqueness

• Not another Silo.; Interdisciplinary

• Uses design to support real world learning.

• Students make decisions versus learning through highly 
scripted program.

• Integrates existing learning institutions and utilizes their 
material as part of the process (character.org, Mindtools)

• Team bring a strong focus on engineering design and 
business skills. 

• Integrates assessment, continuous improvement and 
measurement for learning 



A growing body of research, drawn from the science of child 
development, demonstrates the extent of the impact that 
nonacademic and social-emotional skills such as self-regulation, 
problem-solving, social awareness, and growth mindset-have on 
academic outcomes and success in the workforce and in life. 
While some label these skills as supplemental, recent studies 
have shown that what we have long considered to be the softer 
side of education is requisite for success.

Nonacademic Skills Are the Necessary Foundation for Learning 
By K. Brooke Stafford-Brizard Education Week July 22, 2016 

Supports academic learning …learning life skills 



Life Skills (Holistic Approach)

Society

BusinessEducation

Executive functions

Character development

Habits of Mind

Empathy for others

Collaboration

Business processes

Measurements

Finance

Learning disciplines

Problem solving

Thinking Skills

Teachers as learners



Key learning elements: 
• Creating and having a strong organizational culture.

• Using questioning, why, what and how are we doing 
activities.

• Creating learning targets…How will I be 
successful. measurements & feedback.

• Developing a team mind-set. Teams build character, 
culture and community. 

• Understanding brain plasticity… growth mindset.

• Internalize the problem solving process.

• The benefits of continuous improvement and excellence.



Create a Problem to Solve … PBL

• Use the life skills along the way that you use to solve the problem

• Create learning elements around those life skills

• PBL is not enough… Students must be cognitively 

aware of the skills they are using

• Reflection on their action



World Problems / Community Problems

Feed the World

Heal the World

Clean the World

Power the World

Respect the World

Connect the World

Entertain the World

Sports of the World

Music of the World

Record the World  visual stories

Recycle the World

WPI/Engineeringlens

Other possible 
problems that 
could be worked 
on are the Grand 
Challenge for 
engineering 
determined by the 
National Academy 
of Engineering.

We only think when we are confronted with problems. John Dewey

http://www.engineeringchallenges.org/
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/j/john_dewey.html


•

• Problem Framing

• Requirements

•Many Designs

•Pick a few Solutions

•Testing/ Feedback

•Reporting

Problem Solving 

Mark Somerville  .. Olin College

Divergent/Convergent thinking

Iterative  process

Look how rich the process is:

Community

Questions, 

Meta-

cognitive 

reflection



Example Projects:
Need to focus problems that the students can be successful

Heal the World How can we get our leaders to listen to each other and begin to 

get a caring community re-started?

Bring in Business & Community organizations

Can we first apply it locally? 

Recycle the World How can we create a recycling business in our community that 

focuses on senior citizens and has one aspect of helping them 

improve their exercise rate?   

Bring in the Callahan senior center as advisors. 



Team Mindset

• To prepare the student for the workplace by providing opportunities 
to learn social and organizational skills

• To improve the educational experience thru collaboration with fellow 
students.

• Create the team charter

• Roles

• Operating norms

• Project management 



Project Uniqueness: 

Start of Project 

Life Skills

One page Skill 
sheet



Skills Harvested 

Team Formation;

 Values/ Culture / organization

 Negotiation

 Decision making

 Collaboration

 Social skills (listening, self-image, 

non-verbal )

Project Formation:
• Creative and Critical thinking

• Questioning

• Reflection

Planning and Scheduling
• Time management

• Financial literacy

• Measurements/ Feedback

• Quality systems 

Dealing/ Collaboration
• Self-control

• Flexibility

• Character traits 

Problem Solving / Process 
• Innovation

• Risk taking

• Entrepreneurship 



How do we operate?

we will act as a facilitator using questions to get the students to 

design their process and operating ground rules.

 What is the definition of the process?

 How should it operate?

 How does it compare to a other processes?

 What are our roles?

 How am I successful?

 How do we communicate and collaborate together?



One page Skill 
sheet

Summary Sheet:



About us?

• Non-profit …  MA State

• Previous success with “Engineering Lens” …

• Building an organization … 

• Looking for early adaptors

• Looking for community partners/ business

• Talking to stakeholders about needs

• Looking for partners who want to be part of 
helping society



Thank you
Additional questions?

Bill Wolfson
billw@projectacademy.org
508-380-3747

mailto:billw@projectacademy.org

