Balancing Real-World

Problems with Real-World

Results

T
By Rick Gornox

Enthusiasm for real-world
learning needs fo be balanced
seith the realities of real-world
classrooms, Mr. Gordon nofes.
Through thoughtfully designed
autheniic learning experiences,
students can develop the
undersiandings, skills, and
beliefs needed for success in
school and beyond,

Bankind likes 1o Uik in teame of ex-
treme appasites, I is given o formu.
Lating s Beliels inemms of Eicher (s,
beiween which it recogmzes no inier-
mediale possabilities.!

UTHENTIC beaming, real-world
problems, constructivist class-
rodans, perlommance asiessment,
Engaging students in “authentic”
performange situplions seams
to Be (hie latest wave 1o wash over e
schools. On the surface, this is a most ap-
pealing conirost to the decontestualized,
rede learning typified by “traditional” ed-
ucation. As Jacqueline Brooks and Mo
tin Brooks exclam in describing ithe bene-
fits of constructivist classrooms, “They free
students from the dreariness of fict-deiven
curricubum anel wlboow them to focus on large
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ideas; they ploce in students” hands the ex-
hilurating power 16 follow wrails of iner-
esl, b minke conneclions, W reformulse
iclens, and tooreach unigue copelusions,™
Without doubt, the possilsilities wre great
and e language lofiy when adiliessing
this lotest wave,

Mg ome who comes 10 ihis movement
willy long esperience engaging students
in reul-world problems, | feel ihat it is jm-
peertind b warn against the wll-too-limil-
iar endency in education t be enamored

o el IO T AT

wilh pew (deas while losing sight of the
grounded perspeciive necded to make tings
wirk in real ¢lassrooms with real stadents,

The program | work with, Education
by Design'Critical Skills (EBDICS), pio-
neered “Learning by Reol Problema™ in
the carly 19805, Direcied tocome up with
eulucational proctices that wold allow chil-
dren o develup the knowledge and skills
needed for success in school wnd beyond,
EBINCS originally focused exclusively on
real-life problems, In six-week summer
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imstitites, feachers were enpaged i repl-
world problems sl they could diveci-
Iy experience the power of this masbe of
fearming. The response to iz approach
witk consistent — participants feund it 1o
e pmceng the most compelling learming
euperiences of their lves; they Teh enpaped,
challenged, energized, and overwhelimed.
I weas this st factor that prosved most prob

lEmatk,

How Realisiic Is Real?

Real-world problems, by their natwre,
are messy — involving uncertsingy, com-
plexity, and nuanced judgment,' These
charncienstics fend 1o clash with the wornms
that are prevalent in most schools, Real-
winld prodems often don't mesh well with
mandated curricula, exthooks, standard-
ized teats, stale standards, and the seven-
period day, Tenchers wha actually tricd
using real-world problems with their siu-
dents tended o ke those renegades who
thrive on change and nsk-taking.

A more typical response of instituie
participanis was that, while ihey Found the
SUMIMEr expenence invigoniling, hey were
daunted by the prospect of aitempting 1o
implement this approach in their class-
roams, Where would they find resoirces?
Howe wonild tlsey assess siudent work? Wt
wisdld parents and adminisirators say? Fi-
nally, there was the omnipresent concerm
abhout "covening™ the curmeulum and en-
suring students’ exposure W the conten ot
ihe heart of @ teacher's subject area. For
many teachers, renl-life problems, despile
iheir promise, seemed incompatible with
classroom realities,

Stepping Back to Step Forward

Mg o program, we have stepped back
Frowm this solitary focus en reul-wiorld prof-
lemis do consider wiat are the essential ele-
mients af “authentic™ learning. What 15 il
aboul real-life problems that make them
powerful and engaging, and how can this
be re-created in an environment, such as
the classroom itself, that oflen has rela-
tively loose ties to the “real world™? Here
is whal we have Tound.

I. Avthentic leaming demands that stu-
dens actively solve probdems, Life mwvolves
an engoing senes of problems o solve, de-
eisions o make, concepts o wiklerstind,
and products to produce. Whether it a
relatively simple matter of deciding what
i eal for beeakfast or 8 mose complex one

such s figring oul how 1o reduce pollo-
oo i esine s Coananumity, in lle we make
dleciaioms and dothings i have conciele
results. Very few of us do worksheels,

2l anthertic leaming siluations, peo-
ple work together, There are ned the ami-
Tieinl bounduries of whal some coll e
“praveyard model of teaching™ {evenyons
in roaws and dead ), Sudents move about,
ik 1o one anatber, ond are active bah
pliysically and memwally. They Tind resour-
ces 1o hielp solve protslems — whether ihey
be fellow students, books, or the Interne,
The focus is not jusd on what you have
storedd inside your head ban on what you
can actually do o solve a problem using
the resources around you,

3. Authentic leaming situations simul-
tnecusly involve one's knowledge, skills,
angd attitudes, In real-life situations, you
mse your organizational skills o manage
resourees 1o make decisions about how o
solve prablems using the knowledge you
possess W produce o result that meets you
inernalized sense of guality, Knowledge,
skills, and atiudes are developed in the
conlext of actual work.

4, Authentic learning is driven by “es-
sential knowledge” thal is meaninghul 1o
siudents, Mot every element of sfudent work
st be “real,” bul meaning Tor swdents
entiils seeing connections 10 the real world
on some level. This relevance is best en-
sured By dving student work to the "big”
questions, whot Ernest Bover called the
“lannan comimsonalities™ These questions
gt 10 the heart of our culture, hisiory, and
future as they relme to the human life cy-
cle; our command of symbaols; ourunder
stancling of the secial wely, our connection
to science, technology, and the natural
world; and the interdependence of com-
mini iy and the individunl. Likewise, ai-
tention o real-life skills, such as decision
rikiking wod problem solving, con link stu-
dents’ work to real-hife experience.

5. In authentic beaming environmenis,
pctivities are connected. Knowledge, skills,
wid attitudes leamed sl employed in one
context carry ower 1o another, The cur-
riculum looks less like a compilation of
discrete building blocks and more like o
coditineons poending spiral in which esch
experiente builds on previous ones as siu-
dente ierense their undersanding and im-
prove their skills,

6. lnauthentic learning situmions, siu-
dents publicly exhibit their learning, and
there are often real-life standards of guali-
iy, Authendic problems don't genemde scores

Real-world
problems often
don’t mesh
well with
mandated
curricula,
textbooks,

tests, elc,
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of 4 fest, There (s vsoally some authentic
benchmark instead 1o which students are
accountable, For example, i swdeats make
a proposal i e town council, e coun-
il responds and perhaps approves il L
siudenis are making & prosdsct — such as
o peater, play, or mural = there are mod-
als ol excellence aguinst which the prosd-
et can ke judged, Exhibiting one'’s work
publicly places it up against these real-
world standards of quality,

The purpose of listing these features
of authentic kaming experiences i 1o noke
clear that they are schievahle in regular
classroom seitings, While it may be true
that e most authentic contexl is the real
wirld Beyond the schesl-vard femce, there
are reasonable approximations that can be
created in the classroom io offer studems
the same level of engagement, meaning,
and leaming on o consistenl basis,

Making Learning Authentic

The lramework that guides the cre-
ation of mubentic learning in all sedings
is the experiential leaming cyele (ELC),
This mesde] offers an approach io make
“emaller’ leaming sctivites mode authen-
ik and o make “messier” real-life prols-
lems more forused

At the heart of the ELC are whaot we
coll challenges or problems v sclve, which
are driven by desired outcomes — what
wir wand students 1o krioos, do, and b like
(knowledge, skills, and mtedes), Tohelp
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Threc SEIITI]JIE Achwtles

1. Academic Challenge: Middle School Social Studies

fnrroduction. The end of the 190 century wos & Ume of great change in LLS, history, Many of the problems we faced
then, we conlinue to face today, Some of the most significant movemenis of this era dealt with labor unions, farmers,
women's ights, and social reform,

Produer, Your challenge is to develop, as a class, o omural representing (e major theimes of this period and providing
specific information that exemplifies these themes.

Frocess, Creating this mural requires skilliul organization. To begin this project, form groups 1o investigaie one of the
topic areas cited in the introduction. After reading materinl appropriate to your 1np|-:: youl shivild develop a lisy of fve spe-
eific events that represent the sigaificant pmh-lr.m & or isaues related o your lopic,

You will then take this list and join with representatives of other groups to identify at least three comimon themes evi-
dent in all of these different topic areas. From these effons, you will develop consensus as a class on common themes 1o
b represented in the class mural,

When you have the common themes, you will retirn to your origing] Wpie proup to create your piece of the mural, We
will work together o estoblish quality standards for the mural. Aler sharing soch group’s work with the class, you will ore-
ate a complele cluss mural, organizing this work into & cohesive whole. Uipon completing the mural, you will be tested on
your understanding of the various interests evident in the Beform Bra and your ability 1o explain how these conflicting in-
terests were resolved, As o final task, you will be expecied fo wrile several paragraphs in your joumnals on the Eszential
Question; How does society balance various, and ol times opposing, interesis?

2. Beenario Challenge: Middle School Science
Denr Students,

There ig a proposed bond issue for renovations 1o the water treamment plant, and town officials feel the citizens of Hamp-
ton need to be better informed aboul the corrent weater treatment faciliny, proposed chonges, and the expected benefits and
costs, Unfortunately, many people in Hamplon are unfomilior with the imporiant work ihat our woaslewster treatment de-
partment does. Town officials would like w hire a marketing fivm 1o help educate volers in Hampaon about this water treal-
ment plani, Since you have been studying waler pollution and its effects on our environment, | thought you would be well
qualified o act o5 designers for this information campaign 1o educate Hampton's citizens,

Specifically, this information campaign should include;

I A thorough explanation of how our wastewater beatment plant works,

2, Tesx resulis indicating the quality of water discharged from the plant,

3 Anexplanation of the conditions that are necessitating changes at our plant

4, An explanpiion of how the plont could be improved 1o opgrade the quality of waler discharged.

5. A coat comparison showing curment costs and projecied costs W upgrade the facility amd how much these costs will
affect the taxpayer.

6, A conclusion stating whether the benefits of impraving the facility are worth the additional cost

This information chould be presested in a way that interests the voting public, is easily understndable, i eye-catching,
and can rench o wide range of the communiiy,

Dihink vou are eminently gualified for this chollenge. Good luck!

Your teacher,
Mr, Wheeler

3, Real-Life Problem: Interdisciplinary

Mg the elderdy population in the United States increases and ages, there s o growing need for services (o help make (e
lives of the elderly easier and more rewarding, Unforunately, there are inadequate funds for aid 10 the elderly in our com-
munity, The challenge 1o this class is to plan, prepare, and implement a way for sludents your age 10 assis the elderly in
this community. How we get from here to the delivery of this assigtance is (he problem fos wis to solve, What do the elder-
Iy in this communily need, ond what might you do 1o enhance their lives? This is o big challenge for you 1o undenike, 1
help in whatever ways you ses os approprigle, bul remember, this is your project. Goosd luck!

== il
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minke challenpes accessibde 1o teachers and
pludents, we categorze them o three ley-
els of penerally incrensing authenticity,
complexity, uncertainty, and student self-
dareciion,

1, Academic challenges. Theae activi-
thes provide an entry point into shentic,
prablem-based leaming. An scademic chal-
lenge is student work struciured as a prob-
Tem arising directly from an area of siudy
(see sidehor, part 1), 10 is wsed primarily
o promote grester undemstanding of se-
lected subject matter. The academic chal-
lenge i crafled by iransforming existing
eyrricular matenal it o problem format,
Academic challenges tend to loeok iy
familiar o teachers and studenis accos-
tomed to traditional educational environ-
ments, They serve as auscful pecess point
for developing & capacily for actively con-
structing leaming, working collaboratively,
targeting specific outcomes, focusing on
standards of quality, and grapgling with es-
senlinl guestions.

2 Eeenarte challenpes, These chableng-
e5 cast students in real-life roles and ask
them 1o perform these toles in the contexi
of o reality-bagsed or fictional scenwano (see
sidebar, part 21, The scenano challenge
simulates many of the elements of the real
world os & way of working with existing
curricular matenial, Students begin o see
themselves in real-life roles as they de-
velop Uhe knowledge and skills needed for
guccess in school and beyond

3. Real-dife problems, These are aciu-
il proflems in need of real solutions by
real peopbe or organizations (see sidebar,
peart 3} They imvolve students directly and
deeply in the exploration of an area of
study. And tse solutions have the polen-
ifal for aciual implementation al the class-
rowai, school, commnity, regionad, natbon-
al, or globud level, Through real-life prob-
lems, sadents move outside the classroom,
take sction on issues, and have a tangible
impact in their communities, These assign-
ments can be powerful leaming experien-
ces, but pulling of T more than one o iwo
of thermn o year seems 1o be beyond the re-
sources fenergy, Ume, and money) of maost
teachers and schools,

Maoreover, for siudents to succeed with
real-life problems, ithelps i0hey have gx-
perience working in collaborative prob-
bemesalving teams. The skills and attiuces
of collaborative problem solving are best
developed through coordinated work on
problems of increasing complexity and un-
cerlainty (such as academic and scenmrio

challemges)

The ELC includes both student and
teacher dimensions, The student phoses
of the eycle are engagement, ciluilsiticm,
and reflection. First, siudents are engaged
in o problem that has bean erafted by the
tencher o tarpel specific knowledpe, kills,
and aititedes, This challenge, as do mony
real-life problems, wsually requires some
concrete product as evidence of student
learning, During the engogement phase,
students and teachers spend time articulal-
ing standards, based on real-warld mod-
els, for the quabiy of the product, In the
course of engagement, and in (e exlibi-
it of this product, students demonsirsie
their lewming. After completion and ex-
hitbition of their products, the swdenis arc
not “done” with their leaming, Stadends
participate in the refleciion phase, in which
they examing their work and reflect on
what they have learned (reinforcing and
constructing knowledge and considenng
seis personal and interpersonnl behovions).
Students may then join the weacher in as.
secsment of thelr work based on their pre-
extablishiod standands of quality,

The teacher-led phases of the evele nre
design, coaching, and feedback. Once the
students have begun work on the problem
that has been carefully designed by the
teacher to Larged specific knowledge, skills,
and aititudes, the weacher pssumes te role
of covrchi, As conch, he or she helps sti-
dents o develop their skills and knowl-
edge, shiape their strategies, and find ap-
propriate resources. Like o coach, how-
ever, the teacher remains on the sidelines
a1 times, allowing students 1o own ther
successes and failures, Here, the sisdents
wre truly the workess, and the quality of
thieir work reflects tselr eflons. Lo g feed
back phase, weachers creste structures with-
in which stwdents can reflect on and as-
seas their priclucts, processes, and level
of understanding.

Finally, this leaming experience is con-
nected 10 subsequent experiences as sfu-
dents move into the housekesping phase,
i which they consider what they leared
and what they nesd in order o proceed.
They articulate what they might do better
next time and address skills and know]-
edge they need o develop further as they
meove o (o-oilleer challenges, Moably, they
alan give consideration to the status and
peeds of their learning community, They
adedress iasues that arose during their work
and develop strategies for future work fo
improve the leamning of their community.

Iiv shot, the chisaroom & sireeiured s
that students ore given o mepningful con-
tent for interdependent work throughou
the Jearning cycle. Purposes and process-
es are minde explicin, and students under-
stancd what they are doing, why they are
doing if, and haowy il relates 1o woik in schs
and outsicde, Experiences are arganized (o
build cn one another, so thal, as we do in
the real world, stsdents can leam from their
successes and filures and camry these les-
sans with them to their future work, Most
important, the work of the classroom con-
sistently demands that students authenti-
cally exhibit their knowled e, skills, and
attilsdes throvghout the leaming cycle in-
stend of only during a schedubed perfanm:
ance.

Bridging School
And the Real World

Authentic learning is a landable goal
that should be promated and pursued vig-
orously. Studems not only should see the
wark in school related 1o the real world
bk miest see ot Chint sy, 10 they are to be
able o apply teeir learming in real-life con-
lexts, As we pursue his poal, hewever, our
EXPETIENCE WIS Us Lo remain grounded
i the realities of teachers” and students’
sehonol Tives, Working with real-life prob-
lems is s sophisticaed process thit demands
pefined skills and a tolerance for ambigu:
ity arnd complexity, While only some teach-
ers and students hove an innme capacity
for such undertakings, almost o1l 1enchers
and students con develop such capacity.
Designing challepges 1o develog the un-
derstandings, skills, and belhefs mecessary
b be suceessful with real-life problems
involves & conumdiment fo suhenic leam-
ing experiences of increasing sophistica-
tion, The experiential learming cycle and
the combination of academic, scenaria, and
real-life challenges provides o bluepring
1o conpect the vision of real-world learn-
ing to the realization of puthentic student
results,
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