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How to Avoid Project Based Learning Pitfalls
Often times great ideas can lose 
their appeal when they are not 
implemented well. This doesn’t 
make them bad ideas. Project based 
Learning (PBL) is no different. PBL 
is a complex, powerful approach to 
teaching and learning that’s backed 
by extensive research. However, 
when we attempt to introduce this 
practice in our school we must be 
careful not to fall victim to common 
pitfalls of poor PBL implementation. 
Failure to do so can sour the experi-
ence for teachers and kids. Here are 
five common pitfalls and ideas on 
how to turn them into opportuni-
ties to strengthen PBL in SMS class-
rooms.

LACK OF A REAL-WORLD CON-
NECTION. Powerful PBL connects 
students with real-world learning 

around challenging questions. When 
PBL lacks the real-world connec-
tion, it can feel artificial and can lose 
the power to motivate students to 
engage in deeper learning.Teachers 
can make real-world connections by 
investigating a local or global issue, 
connecting to students’ personal 
interests and concerns, simulating a 
professional product, or simulating a 
professional process to solve a real-
world problem. When designing PBL 
activities, ask yourself, “What do you 
want students to remember from this 
experience in 10 years?” This ques-
tion will help you get to core ideas 
and powerful real-world connections.

FOCUSING ON PRODUCTS OVER 
PROCESS. PBL is about projects, 
right? Not exactly. While there is real 
value in students learning how to 

create and refine publicly presented 
learning products, at its core PBL 
is powerful because it’s an inquiry-
driven learning process. If we think 
of the product as the destination, 
inquiry is the engine that powers 
the bus to get us there. Engaging 
students in the process of inquiry in-
volves guiding them to ask meaning-
ful questions to investigate compel-
ling real-world problems. Through 
this process, students build crucial 
problem-solving skills and learn how 
to generate creative solutions to 
complex problems. PBL is powerful 
because it teaches students not just 
content and product development 
but how to learn through inquiry.

NOT PLANNING LEARNING AROUND 
TARGETED STANDARDS AND SKILLS. 
When schools don’t get strong 
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SMS Student Spotlight
This week’s student spotlight is seventh 
grade Red Jaguar, Adam Hargett. Adam 
is a fantastic student who excels in the 
classroom and in many extracurricular 
activities.  Adam kicked off the school 
year serving as the 7th grade Quarter-
back for the SMS Cougars, where he led 
his team to a 5-4 record. He was selected 

for the EKC All Conference 
Team. Adam then transi-
tioned into basketball help-
ing his team to numerous 
victories. Currently, Adam 
is a pitcher and key player 
on the SMS baseball team.  
With all of the practices 
and late-night games, Adam continues to maintain 
an A average. Moreover, Adam has ZERO absences 
and tardies for the school year. This young man is an 
model student athlete who is without a doubt #FCS-
Bold!

“Kindness is the language which the 
deaf can hear and the blind can see. “

- Mark Twain

MONDAY

Admin Meeting @ 8:30

Fast Pass Writing

SBDM Meeting @5:00

Boys soccer vs. Boyd

The SMS Cougar Council will 
sponsor a on Friday, March 23rd 
afterschool until 5:00 PM. The cost 
is $5 and the proceeds will benefit 
the 8th grade party.

WEDNESDAY

Fast Pass Writing

Faculty Meeting - 3:30

Baseball @ Paris

THURSDAY

PLC Day (7th grade Data)

Fast Pass Writing

Boys/Girls Soccer @ West Carter

Baseball @ Clark

QUOTE OF THE WEEK

Last week in Pictures

TUESDAY

Fast Pass Writing

Volleyball vs. Lewis

Please make sure that you are setting aside time to 
meet as a team to discuss student issues. Set a time 
weekly to get together either before or after to school 
and spend 15-20 minutes talking about these issues. 
These meetings don’t need to be very long, but it’s im-
portant that your entire team is on the same page. Whit-
ney or I will be happy to sit in if and when you need us. 
Just give us a heads up and we will make every effort to 
be there. 

Next week will be our 3rd and final benchmark assess-
ment for this school year. On Monday we will assess 
Reading. Tuesday will be Math. Wednesday will be On-
Demand for 8th graders. This time for the On-Demand 
assessment, our 8th graders will complete a stand-
alone AND a passage-based prompt. We will spend the 
first Wednesday faculty meeting following spring break 
scoring the responses. Please make plans to attend and 
participate in that activity.

On Friday of next week (March 30th), our Drama stu-

Staff Reminders
dents will present their production of Robin Hood. Mrs. Harn, Mrs. Ryver, 
and all of the students have been working extremely hard to prepare. 
I know that we are all in for a treat. The show will begin around noon. 
As soon as we get into 5th period and take attendance, we will begin 
calling classes to the auditorium. Prior to Friday’s production for our 
school, on Thursday afternoon (March 29th) they will present the play for 
elementary students. As a result, those kids will miss some of their after-
noon classes that day. We will get you a list of students this week, so you 
may make alternative arrangements for any activities they may miss.

Please remember to update your grades in Infinite Campus. Grade checks 
take place every Monday morning and parents are keeping a close eye 
on student progress. Also, if you are contacted by parents, please make 
every effort to respond to them within 24 hours by either email or phone 
call.
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FRIDAY

Break Day

Sadie Hawkins Dance 3:00 - 
5:00

MONDAY - WEDNESDAY

The 3rd and final round of benchmark 
testing will take place Monday - Thurs-
day of next week. This is a very impor-
tant assessment as teachers will use 
the results to plan activities for the 
next 2 months leading up to KPREP 
testing.

SMS Staff Spotlight

Do you have an interesting story to tell that we can include in next week’s Cougar Connection?  
Email us at jesse.bacon@fleming.kyschools.us

student outcomes through PBL, 
more than likely there hasn’t been 
a process to design PBL around 
targeted standards and skills. PBL 
should address content standards. 
Start with the end in mind during 
the planning process. Whether you 
are tackling a single content area 
or designing an interdisciplinary 
unit, a discussion of standards 
and how they can be connected to 
real-world learning opportunities 
is a powerful place to begin PBL 
planning. This should be followed 
by identifying how students will 
demonstrate mastery of targeted 
knowledge and skills at specified 
points during the learning process, 
product development, and culmi-
nating project presentations.

ASSESSING INDIVIDUAL LEARNING 
THROUGH GROUP WORK. It is easy 
to fall into the trap of trying to 
assess individual learning through 
group products. While assessment 
of final products is important, it’s 
critical to plan both formative and 
summative assessment of individ-
ual learning throughout the course 
of a PBL unit. Formative assess-
ment is especially important so 
that you can help students iden-
tify and address gaps in learning 
throughout the unit. I’m a big fan 
of self- and peer-assessment strat-
egies because they build learner 
agency.

NEGLECTING TO BUILD A COL-
LABORATIVE CLASSROOM CUL-
TURE. Culture in a PBL classroom 

looks, feels, and sounds different 
from that in most traditional 
classrooms. In a PBL classroom, 
students take ownership of their 
learning. They are collaborat-
ing with peers and adults on 
meaningful work, often as part 
of a team. This idea of belonging 
is powerful, and research shows 
it can increase engagement and 
close achievement gaps.

If students haven’t been involved 
in this type of team-focused 
environment, it can create real 
challenges for them and for over-
all classroom management. An 
intentional approach to building a 
collaborative classroom is critical 
to successful implementation of 
PBL.
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Mr. Brad Hay is the 8th Grade Social Studies Teacher on the Blue Barracuda Team.  Mr. 
Hay is a graduate of Fleming County School and Morehead State University.  He along 
with his wife Kayla and two children Kate and Colten reside in Flemingsburg.  Mr. Hay 

has worked at Simons Middle Since he began teaching in 2011.  
While employed at SMS, Mr. Hay has been the baseball coach, 
Sponsor of the History Club, and Chair of the School Finance 
Committee.  Mr. Hay has also served on the Site Based Decision 
Making Council for several years and is currently a member.  
He always does what is best for students and is always willing 
to lend a helping hand to staff members in the building.  Mr. 
Hay along with a few other teachers are responsible for secur-
ing the funding for a greenhouse that students will be able 
to use and learn from next year at SMS. Thank you, Mr. Hay for all that you do for our 
students and staff at SMS and thank you for being #FCSBold
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