
Project-Based Learning 
 Below is a small sample from a teacher’s planning guide for a genius hour project that is based on 

the Buck Institute’s Gold Standard Project Design Elements and Teaching Practices. If you want to access 

the complete planning guide, click here.  

 Although developed for a genius hour project, the planning guide is a resource for planning any 

project/problem-based activities in your classroom. If you are new to project/problem-based learning and 

this planning guide starts to feel overwhelming, start by choosing one category to focus on improving 

each year; you do not have to be perfect with each phase of the project. Give yourself and your students 

permission to make and learn from mistakes—you may find the wisdom you and your students produce 

from those mistakes become  your favorite type of learning opportunity!  

 Below is a table that represents only one of many phases in the planning guide. At each phase, you 

decide which “I want” statements best reflect your preferences, choosing as many statements that you 

wish. Then, use the bullet points below those statements to help you plan how you’ll carry out that “I 

want” statement. 

PROVIDING STUDENT VOICE AND CHOICE 

I want the students to be 
who designs every element 
of their project. 

I want to put some limited 
restrictions on the student 
projects, such as the format, 
length, and/or the citation 
requirements, etc. 

I want to provide students 
with a menu of pre-planned 
projects to choose from. 

I want to provide students 
with the context and then 
allow students to choose 
their project for the context. 

• Consider this: The 
frontal lobe, which is 
responsible for execu-
tive functions like plan-
ning, is not fully devel-
oped until a person’s 
mid-20s. 

• Consider providing stu-
dents with a planning 
template. Click here and 
here for examples or 
give them one from the 
far-right column. 

• How do the restrictions 
you want connect to the 
standards addressed by 
this project? 

• Can students propose 
exceptions to these re-
strictions for your ap-
proval? 

• Consider adding authen-
ticity and rigor by re-
stricting real or hypo-
thetical budgets/
supplies. 

• Consider using competi-
tions or competition 
restrictions like these: 

• National History 
Day 

• Invent Washington 

• Poetry Out Loud 

• MESA Day 

• There are 5 ways to 
modify a task for a menu 
(see below). Click here 
and go to pages 6 and 7 
for examples of each 
way. 

• Content 

• Context 

• Process 

• Product 

• Resources 

• Consider using one of 
the formats presented 
here and here. 

• Consider providing 
these project ideas: 

• Pinterest list 

• Edutopia list 

• ISTE list 

• Minds in Bloom 
list 

• Consider using one of 
these graphic organizers 
to help plan and/or    
present the context you 
want students to work 
with: 

• GRASPS 

• WHERE TO 

• RAFT (leaving 
the F blank) 

• SOAPSTone 

• Consider adding more 
rigor by providing a real-
world problem/context 
to address such as: 

• UN’s list of 
Global Issues 

• UN’s Sustaina-
ble Develop-
ment Goals 

• Global Chil-
dren’s Issues. 
Also see this 
site for kids. 

Developed by: Sarah Pack, NBCT 
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Individual & Group Projects 

Section One: Contact Information 

 The first section students encounter in a 

group or individual behavior contract for projects is 

the contact information section.  

 This gives the document a sense of authority  

to begin with. Students should only be required to 

share information they feel comfortable sharing. 

For group projects, this section becomes a valuable 

resource for students right before the deadline!  

Section Two: Timeline and Deadlines 

 The second section is usually 

a calendar students fill in. At times 

the deadlines are already filled in for 

the student, but it can be left blank 

for the students to determine their 

own deadlines, too. Students plan 

their daily activities so they know 

what they are supposed to do 

throughout the project.   

Section Three: Responsibilities 

 For group projects, students 

can negotiate their roles among 

themselves, or you can have this 

section pre-written.  

 With individual projects, a 

student only fills this section out if 

s/he has a project with choices to 

make and/or justify. 

 Student contracts for individual and small group projects and tasks can be an important tool for 

developing executive functions. These skills include organizing complex projects into small and more 

manageable tasks, time management, self-regulation, and collaboration.   



Section Four: Agreements and Norms 

 This section in the individual behavior contracts 

tend to have less scenarios to plan and prepare for than 

the group contracts. For the individual contracts, you 

may include questions such as: 

• When you are absent, how will you get the 

information about assignments? 

• What responsibilities will you have when you 

are gone? Are there any special exceptions? 

• What will you do if you become confused, 

frustrated, or ready to give up? 

• What does responsible participation look like 

with this project? 

• How will you know if you’re not participating? 

• What consequences will you face if you are 

not participating? 

• When will these consequences take effect? 

• How will these consequences be carried out? 

 This section in the group contracts will 

usually include additional questions to help the 

groups be proactive about dealing with any 

conflict which may arise. Below are examples 

of additional questions a group contract might 

include: 

• What does it mean to be a helpful or 

contributing group member? 

• How will you know if someone is not 

contributing fairly to the project? 

• What will you do to help group 

members who are absent? 

• How will the group support any one 

who starts struggling with their 

work? 

• How will the group make sure that 

everyone is recognized for his/her 

contributions? 

• What are the acceptable uses of 

technology during group work time? 

• What are acceptable ways for group 

members to express disagreement? 

• How should the group confront a 

non-participating group member? 

There are four parts to agreements section: attendance, support, 
participation, and non-participation. Above: Individual contract 
example of this section. Below: An example in a group contract.  



 You will likely encounter issues with the terms of the agreement such as: vague agreements 

around personal and/or group accountability, unclear procedure for when, who, and how conflicts will be 

managed, unrealistic estimates of time needed to complete certain tasks, etc.  Always ask students sign 

their contract after you, as a teacher, are satisfied with the terms of the agreement.  

 Do not let perfection be a barrier to progress, though.  It is recommended that you encourage   

students to revise the terms of the contract when they are vague and may not be sufficient to resolve  

future issues, but do not ask students to do more than one or two drafts before you agree to sign. What-

ever issues may be left unresolved in the contract at that time can be addressed when problems arise and 

provide great learning opportunities around revising our writing for precision and clarity of language. 

 It is strongly recommended that guardians sign these contracts when used for individual project 

work—especially if the student has a high degree of independence, or if this project is an alternative to 

the activities of the rest of the class.  In these circumstances, it is recommended that you include a clause 

above the signature line that if the terms of the contract are breeched, the student returns to class and 

continues regular classroom activities.  

 These signatures play an important role in successful implementation of these contracts. Not only 

do the signatures  give the contract a sense of authority and consensus,  it can also encourage students 

to have a stronger sense of obligation to carry out the terms of these contracts.   

Section Five: Signatures 

Sticking to the Agreements 

 Insufficient terms of the initial contract can 

be addressed in pre-due date evaluations. These 

evaluations can not only provide teachers with a 

progress report, it can be an important social and 

emotional assessment that can lead to important 

interventions and mini-lessons.  

 In group contracts, each student fills out the 

form on the right anonymously and submits it to 

the teacher. The teacher uses these forms to assess 

whether or not a group needs additional supports 

or interventions to function more collaboratively.  

 For individual contracts, instead of listing 

group members and assigning a percentage of their 

contributions, ask for a list of tasks the student 

needs to complete (i.e., a to-do list for completing 

the project) and assign a percentage of completion.   



This packet is a synthesis of multiple resources found or created by Sarah Pack, Highly Capable Teacher on Special 
Assignment for Pasco School District. The contents of this document are either direct references of the materials 
listed under “Works Cited or Consulted” and/or are inspired by the contents therein.   

• NEXTART (Primary Font for Titles and Headings). 
Montgomery, I. 20 March 2014. Licensed as Public 
Domain; retrieved from: https://www.dafont.com/
next-art.font 

• Sweet Sorrow (Secondary Font for Titles and  
 Headings). Artimasa Studio. 10 May 2016. Licensed 

as Public Domain; retrieved from: https://
www.dafont.com/sweet-sorrow.font 

Citations for 

Resources for 

• Project Design Elements from Buck Institute for Edu-
cation: https://www.pblworks.org/blog/gold-
standard-pbl-essential-project-design-elements  

• Project Based Teaching Practices from Buck Institute 
for Education: https://www.pblworks.org/blog/gold-
standard-pbl-project-based-teaching-practices  

• Genius Hour Planning Guide—developed by Sarah 
Pack based on her experience with Buck Institute for  

• Education’s Essential Project Design Elements: 
https://www.pblworks.org/blog/gold-standard-pbl-
essential-project-design-elements  

Resources for 

• Group Contracts—The group contract format was 
created by Sarah Pack based on materials provided 
by Ann Wright-Mockler, Science and Engineering 
Education Consultant for Pacific Northwest National 
Laboratory, during the 2012-2013 school year. 

• Share — copy and redistribute the material in any 
medium or format 

 

• Adapt — remix, transform, and build upon the 
material 

 

• Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, 
provide a link to the license, and indicate if   
changes were made. You may do so in any        
reasonable manner, but not in any way that     
suggests the licensor endorses you or your use.  

 

• NonCommercial — You may not use the material 
for commercial purposes. 

 

• ShareAlike — If you remix, transform, or build 
upon the material, you must distribute your     
contributions under the same license as the     
original. 

 

• No additional restrictions — You may not apply 
legal terms or technological measures that legally 
restrict others from doing anything the license 
permits. 

 

• You do not have to comply with the license for 
elements of the material in the public  domain or 
where your use is permitted by an applicable   
exception or limitation. 

 

• No warranties are given. The license may not give 
you all of the permissions necessary for your   
intended use. For example, other rights such as 
publicity, privacy, or moral rights may limit how 
you use the material. 
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