
ast  year  PBL Net  received a  Special  Project  Grant  f rom ASCD to devel-
op a W W W si te  to  se rve  the  needs  of  our  members  in  ye t  ano ther  way .
Though a small  grant ,  we have leveraged the ta lents  and interests  of  one

of  our  I l l inois  Mathemat ics  and Science Academy graduates ,  Kathy Pl inske.   T h i s
pas t  spr ing Kathy inves ted  t ime in  determining in i t ia l  PBL Net  needs .   This  sum-
mer she designed and developed the  s i te .

I  am ce r t a in  you  wi l l  ag ree  tha t  th i s
venture onto the W W W will provide
another way to connect those inter-
es ted  in  problem-based  learn ing  as  a
powerful  curr iculum organizer  and
ins t ruc t iona l  s t ra tegy.   Si te  l inks
enab le  v i s i to r s  to  ge t  more informa-
tion about PBL Net, join PBL N e t ,
and view back issues  of  The Problem
Log, our award winning network
n e w s l e t t e r.   Additional l inks take vis-
i tors  to the Associa t ion  for
Superv is ion  and Curr icu lum
Development  (ASCD) s i te  to  connect
with our threaded d iscuss ion  l ine
( P B L Net  Forum),  as  wel l  as  f ind out
about  o ther  ASCD member  networks ,
network pol icies ,  and A S C D .

Join the Discussion About PBL!

n working with  educators
learning about  and adopt-
ing PBL in the i rc lass -

rooms, we have learned first hand
about  the impor tance  of keeping
lines of communication open.  It’s
after  the Insti tute when you are back
in the  c lassroom that  quest ions  POP
up or insight str ikes.   T h a t ’s why we
are  cons tant ly  looking for  addi t ion-
al ways to connect practi t ioners to
f a c i l i t a t e :

•asking quest ions
•st irr ing ideas
•clar ifying thoughts
•posing problems
•suggest ing solut ions
•poking holes,
•and providing support .

I

L
Check out the New PBL Net WWW Site!
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Announcing another way
to enable thinker to
thinker connections!

We have been piloting a threaded
discuss ion  l ine  on  the  ASCD W W W
site s ince January,  1997.   T h i s
threaded discussion line does not
require  subscr ib ing  l ike our
Listserve.   It is a place you can
“drop in”  and read what’s been
said,  leave or choose to leave a
comment  or  quest ion of  your  own.

To access this option, log onto the
ASCD W W W site at
h t t p : / / w w w. a s c d . o rg and select
“forums” from the scrol l  menu.
Cl ick on “Problem-Based Learning”
to enter  the threaded discussion l ine
area.  While you are there share
your  thoughts  about  the  topic  under
discuss ion  or provoke someone
e l s e ’s thinking with a question of
your own!

Network News...

Linda T. To r p
P B L Net Facilitator

l t o r p @ i m s a . e d u
continued on next page



Clicking on The Problem Log takes  you to  an index of  back issues:

To view back issues  of T h e  P r o b l e m  L o g vis i tors  wi l l  need to  down-
load the freeware,  Adobe A C R O B AT R e a d e r, into their browser’s plug-in
f o l d e r.  This is a one -time necessity which will remain a feature of your
browser in the future.   A direct  l ink to the Adobe download si te  is  provided at
the bot tom of  The Problem Log page.
Click on the “Get  Acrobat  Reader” but ton:

This  wi l l  t ranspor t  v i s i to rs  to  a  se r ies  o f  user  f r iendly  d i rec t ions  tha t  gu ide
them through the downloading and insta l l ing process .   

Things to  keep in mind as  you proceed:
•Regis ter  for  this  “Freeware” f i rs t .
•Select  platform type — Mac,  Windows 95,  Windows 3.1,  e tc .
• I f  us ing a  Mac pla t form,  download the  second f i le  opt ion which does more

for you automatical ly.

Instal lat ion Instruct ions:
① Quit  your Web browser.

➁ The f i le  you downloaded wil l  be  expanded to  the self -extract ing archive

“Ins ta l l  Acroba t  Reader  3 .01”  which  wi l l  be  on  your  desk top .   Double-
c l ick  the  f i le  icon “Ins ta l l  Acrobat  Reader  3 .01”.  (Note:  This  wi l l  cause
al l  current  Mac appl icat ions to  qui t . )

➂ Follow the instruct ions on your  screen.

➃ Relaunch your browser and go to the PBL Net site to view archived

Problem Log f i les .

Click on:   Download ardr301e.s i t .hqx (6,813,269 bytes)  from USA

HOT TOPICS...
Each issue of The Pr obl em Log will feature questions or topics of interest to PBL
educators.  We want to hear from you!!! Please respond to the following question in
75 words or less:

• We are often asked by parents, students, colleagues, or
administrators, “Why PBL?”  How would you respond to
that question or challenge?
Send your response and identifying information (name, address, grade level, and con-

text) to The Pr obl em Log, CPBL, IMSA, 1500 W. Sullivan Rd., Aurora, IL 60506.

Reader responses will be published in the next issue of the PBLNet newsletter, The

Pr obl em Log.

New PBL Net WWW Site!, continued

The Problem Log*

is published 3 times a year by
PBLNet, an ASCD Network
A ffiliate.  Publications of PBLNet
do not necessarily reflect A S C D
policy and are not official publica-
tions of A S C D.

A d d ress inquiries to:

Network Co-Facilitators,
Linda Torp   l t o r p @ i m s a . e d u

Michele Micetich m i c e t i c h @ i m s a . e d u

E d i t o r, The Pr oblem Log
Richard Dods   r d o d s @ i m s a . e d u

Sina Fritz, Graphics Editor
C e n t e rf o rP roblem-Based Learning

1500 West Sullivan Road
Aurora, IL 6 0 5 0 6

Phone (630) 907-5956 or 5957
FAX (630) 907-5946

*Reprints available - $2.00 each
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Team  b u i l di n g,  qu es t i on -
i n g,
P r ob i n g f or  m or e,
W h i l e s t u den t s  k eep  as k -
i n g,
“ W h at  i s  t h i s  f or ? ! ”

Th ey  f i n al l y  do l ear n
Th at  h ar d w or k  i s
r ew ar di n g,
As  p r ob l em s  ar e s ol v ed 
As  a r esu l t  of  t h ei r  p r ob -
i n g.

P B L ,  L ED* ,  an d 
K NK * *  p h r as es ,
Ar e al l  of  t h e t h i n gs  t h at
W e l ear n ed of  i n  s t ages .

As  I ’ m  w r i t i n g a p r ob l em ,  
Now  w h o’ s  t o t el l ,  
I ’ l l  k eep  t h es e i n  m i n d

A Poem...

Linda T. Torp
PBLNet Facilitator

ltorp@imsa.edu

Jil l  Mueller
1997 I l l inois  PBL N e t w o r k

P a r t i c i p a n t
m i a t a @ w w a . c o m



am of ten asked at
Prob lem-Based  Learning
workshops  - “Where  did
you get the ideas for your

problems?”  There is certainly no
o ff-the-shelf  reference book of ill-
structured Problem-Based Learning
(PBL) problems.  Nor should there
be!  While such a reference would be
quick, the most successful  instruc-
tion of any kind is customized to a
particular group of students,  their
i n s t r u c t o r, the resources available,
and thei r  communi ty .   So where  do I
get  ideas for  problems. . .

I bel ieve a meaningful  answer is
similar to how a  person might shop
for a present for a friend or family
m e m b e r.   As  you  go  th rough  a  s to re
or  maybe  jus t  a s  you  read  an  adver -
t isement  in  a  newspaper ,  you carry  a
template of  experiences in your mind
about  your  f r iend’s  l ikes  and  needs .
As you see something in the ad or  on
a display,  we’ve all  had the thought -
“ w o u l d n ’ t my fr iend real ly  enjoy
tha t .”   At  which point you begin to
check  o ther  parameters  -  the  cos t  o f
the i tem, is a special  hol iday or
bir thday coming soon,  and so for th .

As a teacher
gains more and
more experience
with the PBL
s t r a t e g y, the
development  of
new problems
becomes easier .
Much l ike the
s h o p p i n g
m e t a p h o r, the
teacher needs to
r e m e m b e r, not
their  f r iend’s
l ikes,  but  what  is
in the curr icula
they teach.  T h e
template  the
teacher forms is
also sensit ive to
the charac te r i s -
t i c s  o f  the i r  l ea rners  and  the i r  com-
m u n i t y.   This mental  f i l ter  is  activat-
ed at many times, again much like
shopping  fo r  a  f r i end ,  such  as  when
going through their own daily rou-
tine - l istening to the radio on the
way to work, reading a newspaper,
watching television while relaxing at
home,  in  a  conversa t ion  a t  a  pa r ty  -
in short,  almost anywhere and any-

t ime .   The  key  i s  -  t o  r emember  the
idea for later .

As  an  example ,  I  was  on  vaca t ion  in
Minnesota.   While reading a newspa-
p e r,  I  not iced a  two l ine  reference in
a “news bits” column that certain
res idences  in the area thought  a
hunt ing season for wolves was a
good idea.  My teaching template
activated - I teach a unit on preda-
tors  in  one o f  my  b io logy  courses  -
could hunt ing a  predator  be an inter-
esting way for students to explore
the dynamics of the food chain?  I
cut the art icle out of the paper and
stuck i t  in  my pocket .

Weeks later, I called the newspaper
and found out that some Minnesota
state legislators were going to be
proposing a plan that  might include a
hunt ing  season for wolves .   T h e
newspaper  wr i te r  gave  me  the  name
of a couple of state representatives
to call.   I telephoned one of the
Minnesota law makers ,  and found
out that he was going to propose a
state management plan for wolves.
After  I  explained why I  was interest-
ed ,  he  asked  i f  I  would  l ike  to  see  a
copy of the proposed house bill .   I
eagerly agreed.  Two short phone
cal l s  and  I  was  of f  and  running  wi th
a topic that fit my curriculum, was
very current ,  and seemed to  have the
potent ia l  to in teres t  my s tudents!
What  s ta r ted  of f  as  a  short  c l ipping
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Problem Development: How Did You Do That?

Wolf PBL: 
Minnesota 
House Bill

 # 1891

Wolf 
Relocation

Agriculture 
Impact

Ecology

Cost

Harvesting

Government
or

Citizen

Restrictions
on 

Season

Wolf's
Prey

Political 
Impact

Carrying 
Capacity

Wolf
Behavior

Penalties

U.S. 
Endangered 
Species Act

Relations
with 

Federal 
Interior 

Dept.

Interview - 
Rep. Bakk

Superior 
Natl. Forest

& Ely
Minnesota 

Wolf 
Park,

Indiana

Brookfield 
Zoo, 

Illinois

Library 
References

IMSA Class 
Discussion & 

Coaching

New 
Republic 

magazine
(simulated)

Local
Hunter

(simulated)

Motel Owner
(simulated)

Erich 
Klinghammer

Impact of 
Hunting

International 
Wolf Center

Economic 
Impact

Past Efforts:
Yellowstone

EXplorations
*Tracking 
*Den Site
*Museum

Survey of 
Attitudes

of Ely 
residents

Moose Kill 
Site

(simulated)

Computer
Modeling

Presentation to 
Constituents

Wolf Problem Mind Map

I

continued on page 6

Students making a cast of a wolf track
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riving to school each day
can be a frustrat ing experi-
ence.  It is not the entire

trip that evokes  such  negat ive  emo-
tion.  It is only “the intersection”
that  s t i rs  the ca ldron ins ide  the
s tomachs  of dr ivers  as they
approach.  It beckons drivers and
their  vehicles  f rom al l  over  the  area.
I t  t aunts  them wi th  promises  of  pas-
sage to the other side.  Yet, soon
after  the promise is  made,  the path is
c losed by the  forbidding red barr ier .
Searching forgiveness,  the electronic
gatekeeper  again makes a  promise
of prompt passage through its
domain with an invi t ing
green glow.  But again,
af ter  the  hopes  of  dr ivers
are e levated  to a new
high,  the  red demon once
again  dashes  hopes  of  quick
passage with i ts  appearance.

While traffic signals are very
necessary for safe travel on
our streets ,  one cycle of  a  traf-
f i c  s igna l  shou ld  be  su f f i c i e n t
to al low any wait ing car to pass
beyond that  l ight .   Unfortunately,  we
have  a l l  exper ienced  an  in te rsec t ion
a t  which  we  s topped  fo r  a  red  l igh t ,
crept  toward the  l ight  af ter  i t  turned
green,  and then saw it  again turn red.
This scenario catches the attention
of both the experienced driver and
the of ten less  pat ient  teenage driver .

In order to thoroughly explore the
condit ions under which al l  cars  wait-
ing at an intersect ion would pass
through an intersection within one
cycle of  the traff ic  l ight ,  a  variety of
knowledge and ski l ls  would have to
be applied.  Each intersection pre-
sents a unique and infinite set of
variables to ponder.  Vehicles and
their drivers present a similar set.
Control l ing these and many other
factors  is  not  a  s imple task.   Clearly,
th is  i s  an  i l l - s t ructured problem that
has no one solut ion.

Using the  PBL model ,  s tudents  must
s t ep  ou t  o f  the  shadow of  the  “sage
on the s tage” and become act ive par-
ticipants in the search for and for-
mulation of solut ions to i l l -s t ruc-
tured problems.   During this  process,

they integrate their current knowl-
edge with new knowledge  they
obtain during the search.  The con-
tinuous application of both old and
new knowledge in the context  of  real
l ife set t ings helps s tudents  better
apply that  knowledge to  s imilar  con-
texts  in  the future .   This  insures  that
s tudents  wi l l  not  only know problem
solving, but they will do problem
s o l v i n g .

Af te r  th ink ing  about  the  problem,  i t
became clear  that  much of the
knowledge and skills obtained in a

calculus  and computer  sc ience
course could be applied to the

search for  solut ions .   Ins ights
into how vehic les  t ravel
and in teract  could be
obtained by simulating the

vehicles on a computer.   T h e
students in Math Topics I and

II  are students that  have complet-
ed Advanced Placement  (A.P. )
Computer  Sc ience  and are
exploring object oriented pro-
gramming and the C++ program-

ming language.   In order to model
motion, many concepts  of physics
and mathematics must be applied.
Thus, A . P. Calculus students could
apply their  unders tanding  of the
mathematics of  motion to help create
rea l i s t ic  models  which  the  program-
mer could implement .

Teachers  in the PBL set t ing are
responsible for acting as “unobtru-
sive guides.”  This involves asking
guiding questions when students lose
focus or direction.   Teachers also
provide  ins ights  into poss ible
resources for the student investiga-
tion.  Thus ,  it is important that the
teacher researches the problem and
formula tes  ques t ions  which  s tudents
may encounter.   The following is a
list of some of the questions that
may ar ise  dur ing s tudent  explo-
r a t i o n s :

I What is the present configuration

of  the t raff ic  s ignals?

I Who is  responsib le  for  t raf f ic  con-

t r o l ?

I What groups  are in te res ted  in

changing the current  s i tuat ion?

I How have recent  accidents  ( includ-

ing the death of  a  s tudent)  af f e c t e d
the intersect ion?

I Who monitors the  in tersec t ion  and

what  changes  have  occur red  in  the
p a s t ?

I What findings have been reported

at  past  community hearings on traf-
f ic  f low near  the school?

I Do the  po l ice  keep  records  re la ted

to t raff ic  a t  the intersect ion?

I How does this  intersection compare

with other intersect ions at other
s c h o o l s ?

I Are there  t raff ic  s imulat ions  avai l -

able  for  s tudents  use?

I Do C++ objects exist that would

faci l i ta te  the creat ion of traf f i c
s i m u l a t o r s ?

I Do research laboratories such as

Fermilab have information about
s imulat ion techniques  that could
help in  the model ing process?

In Math Topics, students have been
working on C++ models of  cars .   T h e
car classes (concept  models)  they
have created allow programmers to
access the cars by declaring vari-
ables and recal l ing member func-
t ions  to  perform common car  re la ted
tasks  such  as  acce lera te ,  c ru ise ,  and
brake.  The implementat ion of the
classes requires a constant rethink-
ing of  how cars work and how they
can effect ively be s imulated.   A s

PBL and Mathematics??? Yes, You Can!

D

test

create

gather data

analyze

modify

continued on next page



alking in the shoes of a
Forensic  Sc ient i s t  is a
unit designed to provide
students  with an authent ic

learning experience which st imulates
real world science.  The unit was
presented to  approximate ly  230  s tu-
dents  in 7th grade Life Science
classes.   Students assumed the role
of Forensic Scientis ts  in order to
solve the mystery of  “Who ki l led the
Dean of Students?”.   The purpose
was to  provide  s tudents  wi th  a  prob-
lem-based learning experience and
use cr i t ica l  th inking ski l ls  combined
with scient i f ic  process  ski l ls  such as
observ ing ,  co l lec t ing  data,  data
analysis,  evaluation,  hypothesizing,
using sc ient i f ic  ins t ruments ,  per-
forming exper iments  and drawing
conclus ions  to solve the mystery.
The unit extended over a five week
period and integrated writ ing, read-
ing,  and current  events .

The problem was in t roduced by
bringing all of the 7th grade Life
Science classes together to view a
video of a news f lash ( teachers
p layed  the  ro les  of news reporters) ,
announcing the death of  the school’s
Dean.  Forensic Teams were estab-
l i shed  by  s tuden t s  and  a  t ou r  o f  t he
crime scene ( the l ibrary)  ensued,
where students observed and took
notes .   S tuden t s  were  then  p rov ided
with a mock pol ice repor t  which
named four suspects,  all of whom
were staff members and had motive

and opportunity.

The  midd le  o f  the  un i t  i nvo lved  the
invest igat ion of  the cr ime.   This  was
done by using Problem-Based
Learn ing .   The  s tage  of  the  problem
involved using “Need to Know”
char ts  which in i t ia ted  s tudent  th ink-
ing to decide the act ivi t ies  necessary
to solve the problem.   Students
determined which forensic lab tests
to  perform based on what  they need-
ed to know.  Some of the tests
included:   chemical  tests ,  analysis  of
hair fibers,  analysis of an autopsy
report,  analysis of f ingerprints ,  ink
and handwriting analysis,  and DNA
analysis  of  s trains found at  the crime
scene.  Students were given a Lab
Rubric which defined expectations.
Throughout the run of the problem,
the students continuously revisited
the “Need to Know” charts and re-
evaluated the i l l -s t ructured problem.

When a l l  o f  the  ev idence  was  inves-
t igated,  s tudents  had to select  one of
the four  suspects  as  the cr iminal  and
each student was asked to write a
persuas ive  essay defending their
choice.   A wri t ing rubric  establ ished
cri ter ia  and teacher  expectat ions.   In
addition, each Forensic  team had to
provide a narrative to explain how
they  thought  the  c r ime was  commit -
ted.   Students  included al l  aspects  of
the project  in  this  narrat ive  piece.   

Parents and the community were then
invited to participate in the entire

investigation and to view students
work.  Originally this would have
been the end of the unit,  however,
s tudents  reques ted  tha t  we  end  wi th
a  News v ideo reveal ing  the  ar res t  of
one of the suspects .   Te a c h e r s
thought this was a great idea and a
f ina l  v ideo  was  c rea ted .   The  whole
7th grade was brought together to
view the arrest of one of the sus-
p e c t s .

Students were frustrated with this
real l ife s imulat ion because there
was no def ini te  solut ion their prob-
lem, meaning they did not know if
the suspect actually committed the
cr ime.   To  re l ieve  some of  the  anxi -
e t y, the 8th grade SS teachers
brought  the arrested suspect  to a
mock tr ia l  the fol lowing year .

This  unit  evolved out of mutual
in te res t  in  fo rens ic  sc ience  and  s tu -
dent interest  in the O.J.  Simpson
trial .   It generated high interest  as
students  applied real  scient if ic  ski l ls
to solve a realist ic mystery set in
the i r  own school  and  involv ing  peo-
ple they know.
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appl icat ions are created,  intui t ion
and data analysis provide feedback
about the effectiveness of the model.
Calculus  s tudents  provide ins ight
into the mathemat ica l  techniques
needed for creating models and the
theore t ica l  resu l t s  tha t  a re  expected
given speci f ic  in i t ia l  condi t ions .
The cycle  of  create  a  model ,  tes t  the
model,  gather data from the tests,
analyze and discuss the data,  modify
the theoret ical  model ,  and repeat  the
cycle is what the simulation pro-
grammers  have  been  do ing  this last

s e m e s t e r.

Tr a d i t i o n a l l y,  teachers  teach by pre-
sent ing thei r  knowledge and demon-
s t ra t ing  the i r  sk i l l s .   S tudents  lea rn
by process ing informat ion and emu-
lating what they observe.   While this
can be a very effective educational
exper ience  for  some s tudents ,  many
students  need al ternat ive methods to
bet ter  in ternal ize  informat ion.   PBL
provides such an alternative.   T h e
future will provide a more global
experience for students which will
allow them to integrate all of their

knowledge and experience into the
formulat ion of proposals  for real
solut ions to real problems in the
context of the world in which they
l i v e .

PBL and Math, continued

Richard Kick
John Brunsting

Hinsdale Central High School
Hinsdale, Illinois

W

Walking in the Shoes of a Forensic Scientist

Lisa Tunnucci
M. JoAnn Byrne

Fairfield Woods Middle School
Fairfield, Connecticut

sbyrne@genre.com
LMT220@aol.com
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esigning and implementing
a problem-based learning
experience may seem like
a monumenta l  task,  but

taking the  journey one s tep a t  a  t ime
can save time and frustration later
on.  Careful planning is often the
k e y. Remember  that  i l l - s t ruc tured
does not mean unstructured.   It is
impera t ive  tha t  the  teacher  take  in to
considerat ion the learners and the
learn ing  envi ronment  where  the
problem wil l  take place.   St ructure  a
prob lem tha t  can  be  implemented  in
your si tuation.   Start with a small
problem that  can be run in a relat ive-
ly  shor t  pe r iod  o f  t ime .   F ind  a  ne t -
working partner who can listen to
your  ideas  and help  you evaluate  the
success  of  the problem.

Problems somet imes seem to  take on
a life of their own and may grow
unti l  there  is  no reasonable  solut ion.
Identify the outcomes you want to
teach and set clear expectations of
the s tudents .   Establ ish t imel ines  for
yourself  and your  s tudents .   Develop

a hook that  clearly leads the students
in  the  direction of  the  problem,  but
is open-ended enough to allow for
multiple solutions.   These parame-
ters can help keep a problem from
becoming unmanageable.

The teacher plays an important  role
as the facil i tator using questioning
ski l l s  to  he lp  s tudents  ident i fy  what
they need to know and how to find
the  answers .   The  t eacher  no  longer
has to be the provider of  al l  answers,
but coaches  s tudents  in to  cons t ruc t -
ing the answers  that  make sense
within the context  of  a  real  l i fe  s i tu-
a t i o n .

Remember  that  a l though you are
assessing the final performance of
the students,  the “rightness” of the
solution is not the issue.  Instead,
ask yourself  if the students moved
toward a solut ion that  f i t  their  defin-
i t ion  of  the  problem.   Did  they  have
a clear understanding of the concepts
they identified as important?  Did
they support  their  posi t ion with facts
from re l iable  sources?   Did they

learn the ski l ls  you ident i f ied  as
important  to  them?

An effect ive  problem-based learning
experience can be one of the most
powerful and rewarding experiences
you can develop.  Take the time to
find out what the students thought
about  the experience.   Ask what  they
learned, what they liked, and what
they  would  have  changed.   When we
allow s tudents  to  cons t ruc t  meaning
in their environment,  we give them
the power  to  become l i fe  long learn-
e r s .

PBL: Project Management

Becky Jaramillo
Illinois PBLNetwork Leader

bjara@flink.com
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from a newspaper was on i ts  way to being a four week problem that  developed into a  wonderful  teach-
ing and learning exper ience for  my class .

Sometimes as  the problem developer  I  may take a  more direct ive approach.   For  example,  I  wanted to
have a PBL uni t  in  my bio logy c lass  when we examined the  na ture  of  DNA.   The  te levis ion  news,  a t
tha t  t ime,  had  been f i l led  wi th  the  O.J .  t r ia l  footage .   So  my menta l  f i l te r  ac t iva ted  again  -  th inking
about  a  fo rens ics  p rob lem -  i t  cou ld  have  po ten t ia l .   There  were ,  however ,  a spec t s  o f  deve lop ing  a
prob lem too  s imi la r  to  the  murders  be ing  examined  in  the  ac tua l  O.J .  inves t iga t ion  tha t  would  be  a
dis t ract ion to  the  academic process  and might  not  cover  the  mater ia l  on DNA that  I  wanted.

In  cons ider ing  poss ib le  modif ica t ions  to  th is  forens ic  scenar io ,  i t  occurred  to  me tha t  i f  the  inves t i -
gat ion were about  an arson,  then invest igat ing the vict im’s  ident i ty  would be narrowed to  fewer  possi-
bi l i t ies ,  including DNA analys i s .   I  ca l led  the  loca l  f i re  depar tment ,  and  spoke  wi th  the  a rson  inves t iga tor .   He  was
very helpful .   This  conversat ion led to  a  very interest ing problem with my students  in  the role  of  forensic  invest igator
for  the  f i re  depar tment .   They invest igated a  murder /arson where  the  vic t im’s  ident i ty  was unknown.

I f  a  person  can  rev iew the  informat ion  they  encounter  in  the i r  da i ly  rout ines ,  and  cons ider  i t  in  te rms of  i t s  appl ica-
t ion to the curricula that  is  already being taught,  a  meaningful  unit  can be developed that  wil l  enrich the learning expe-
r ience.   This  r ich array of  ideas must  be f i l tered through the teacher’s  understanding of  the sophist icat ion of  their  s tu-
den ts  and  the  poss ib le  reac t ions  of  the  s tudents ,  the i r  school ,  and  the  paren ts .  At  tha t  po in t  some of  the  many ideas
wi l l  s t a r t  t he  p rocess  o f  be ing  r e f ined  in to  a  wonder fu l  p rob lem-based  l ea rn ing  des ign  fo r  the  young  peop le  in  the
i n s t r u c t o r ’s classes.

John Thompson
Center for PBL Teaching Fellow

thompjt@imsa.edu

Problem Development, continued



an a  problem that  has been
run wi th  one  age-group be
modif ied  so that  it  is
appropr ia te  for  a  d i f f e r e n t

age group?  The answer is yes, but
you need to examine each of the
major components  of the problem
des ign  to  see  i f  i t  i s  appropr ia te  fo r
the new age group.

In this  year’s  I l l inois  Problem-Based
Learning Network (IPBLN) Summer
Sleuths program in Aurora,  I l l inois,
we decided to use a  problem that  had
been taught in the Fall of 1996 to
10th grade students at the Il l inois
Mathematics and Science A c a d e m y
(IMSA).   But our target  summer pop-
ula t ion was 8th and 9th graders .
Now that may not seem to be much
of an age difference, but there is a
significant  difference between an 8th
grader  and a 10th grader .

We dec ided  tha t  the  only  par t  o f  the
problem that needed to be changed
was the meet the problem (MTP)
a c t i v i t y.  In the IMSA problem, the
students  encountered the s i tuat ion
through a letter from the Mayor of
Aurora.  The letter made clear that
they had agreed to serve on a citi-
z e n ’s committee whose task was to
recommend any changes  that should
be made in the regulations for con-
structing retention/detention ponds.
These ponds are a major  control
mechanism for storm water run-of f .
We dec ided  tha t  such  a  l e t t e r  would
not  ca tch the  in teres t  of  8 th  graders ,

so we looked for  an a l ternat ive .

We bel ieved that ,  for  this  age group,
action would be better than docu-
ments, so we decided to simulate a
city council  meeting at which the
issue  would be  ra ised.   A drama was
scr ipted which introduced the topic .

The real  Mayor of  Aurora and one of
the  c i ty  engineers  agreed  to  par t ic i -
pate.   The mayor invited the students
to  the meet ing so that  they could see
f i rs thand how the adul ts  in their
communi ty  deal t  wi th  problems.   A n
a rgument arose between the various
sides of the f looding issue in A u r o r a .
The  mayor  asked  the  s tudents  to  ac t
as neutral  advisors with no ax to
gr ind  and  no  d i rec t  s take  in  the  out -
come.   He  was  then  able  to  ask ,  in  a
very  natura l  way,  for  the  s tudents  to
work on the problem.  I t  also provid-
ed an authent ic  assessment  scenar io ,
since the mayor asked the students to
repor t  their  recommendat ion  at a
counci l  meet ing la ter  that  week.

The drama both introduced the major
players  in  the dispute ,  and presented
key factual claims and opinions of
each posit ion.   In addition to the
mayor  and  c i ty  engineer ,  there  were
o the r  adu l t s  i n  the  ro l e s  o f  a  home-
owner who had suffered flood dam-
age;  the  developer  who had bui l t  the
h o m e o w n e r ’ s  subdiv i s ion  and  pu t  in
the retention ponds near her house;
an envi ronmenta l  ac t iv is t  who
attacked the design and purpose of
the ponds; and an “irate man” who

at tacked everbody in  s ight!

This  provided a  r ich source of  “what
we know,” and because the claims
were contradictory,  things we “need-
ed to know” also surfaced.   T h e
problem  got off to a very quick
start ,  and it never let up until  the
students reported at the next City
Council  meeting.   We all  believe that
by making the meet  the problem
more act ive ,  i t  worked bet ter  for  our
8 th  grade  Summer  Sleuths .   We a lso
believe that  by cons ider ing  the  age ,
interests  and learning character is t ics
of our s tudents ,  we were able to
make a big difference in how the stu-
dents  engaged in  the  problem.   

Note:   A copy  o f  the  drama is  avai l -
abe l  upon  reques t .   For  more  in for -
mation about the Summer Sleuths
P rogram and the I l l inois  PBL
Network  ( IPBLN),  contact  Gary
Ketterl ing at  gar y @ i m s a . e d u
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Students taking plankton samples



This  fa l l  season has  s tar ted with  the  use  of  a  new l is t  server .   We are  now
operat ing on MAJORDOMO.  This  l i s t  server  is  more widely support ive  and
wil l  accommodate  future  vers ions ,  future  changes  and t ransformat ions  on the
l is t  serve.   The fol lowing is  the  revis ion for  subscr ibing and sending mai l  to
the l ist :

To subscribe:
Send mail  to: M A J O R D O M O @ I M S A . E D U
With the body: SUBSCRIBE IMSACPBL-L y o u r- e m a i l

Once you have subscr ibed you wil l  receive a  reply acknowledging 
your subscript ion.

To send mail  to  the l is t :
Send mail  to: I M S A C P B L - L @ I M S A . E D U

To get  more information about  using the l is t :
Send mail  to: M A J O R D O M O @ I M S A . E D U
With the body: H E L P

For further  quest ions and ass is tance,  contact  one of  the l is t  main -
tainers direct ly  at:

Send mail  to: O W N E R - I M S A C P B L - L @ I M S A . E D U

Thank you for  your  pat ience dur ing this  t ransi t ion and we look forward to

your  contr ibut ions  to  this  dia logue on PBL.

Gar y  Ke t t er l i ng,  L i s t  Fac i l i t a t or
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