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Breaking up the Monotony:
Implementing Project Based Learning on the Down-Low

I think to myself in August, “Easy, this is my third year teaching 6th grade math, I love my math curriculum and at this point, I have already created, planned and typed everyday’s lesson for the year. I have my entire lesson plans organized into files on my computer. Planning should be a breeze for me.” Of course throughout the last two years, I have continued to sprinkle in additional creative and fun math lessons outside of our CPM curriculum; however, I am confirming my realization that a few days here and there sporadically planned throughout each chapter is simply just not sufficient. The CPM, College Preparatory Math, curriculum teaches students math concepts in a more conceptual and exploratory approach, rather than the many procedural “drill and kill” math curriculums. Many of the lessons include challenging open-ended math problems that require students to work in teams to solve. Even though CPM incorporates numerous math games and mini projects throughout the curriculum, I am realizing that it is not enough; neither for me nor my students.

Everyday, we begin class with three quick questions, otherwise known as a warm up. Most days, we then move into a Launch, which is an opening hook or activity for what concepts they will be exploring for the day. Following the Launch is the Explore. Working independently or with their teams, students complete a set of three or four challenging problems that attempt to guide them towards discovering the “whys” behind the math they are learning.  Students became accustomed to this routine.  However, it was obvious to me that they were becoming bored in my math class. It seemed the ones that naturally love math and feel confident about their math abilities still indeed got excited and motivated about the work they were doing in my class. On the contrary, for the students that math is not their favorite subject; I observed a decreased level of engagement among these learners. This led me towards the development of my action research question on how I can motivate and engage all students in my class, especially the ones that begin the year with a fear and hatred for math.  I do believe it is not too late to change their perceptions about mathematics. The main ingredients required on my part is creativity and the drive to do so, which I feel I have plenty of. 
Knowing that this process would be difficult, for both me and my students, I decided to begin by taking one small step at a time. Instead of students exploring different math concepts with their teams at their tables, I planned what I called “Around the World.” When I introduced this activity, I noticed students ears perked up, listening and wondering where this was going. With their teams, students rotated around the classroom to different table groups, or “countries” and completed different tasks. They were still able to explore the math concept for the day and were making connections between different “countries,” or centers, however, I noticed that nearly every student was engaged and excited throughout the entirety of the lesson. Each student had a role within their team and their math talk and problem solving techniques were as rich as ever. When wrapping up the lesson, students were asking, “When can we travel around the world again?” One student stated, “I can learn so much better when I get to move around in the class.” Another agreed and replied, “Wow, class went by so fast today.”  It was something new for students and this breath of fresh air definitely showed in the quality of their work. This in turn motivated me to continue planning these “out of the ordinary” lessons and activities for my students, hoping that they will continue to engage and motivate my entire class. As soon as I felt the energy level in my class rise and saw the excitement on the faces of even the most reluctant mathematician, I continued to pursue my mission of creating fun and unusual math experiences. 
Since I have transformed my classroom from a “creature of habit” to an invigorating math environment, students are constantly surprised by what I have in store for them.  This has improved the classroom considerably.  The students’ energy levels, quality of work, and discussions about math have increased dramatically. A new flame has been lit in my classroom, particularly with my lower achieving math students that originally said, “I hate math!”  My entire outlook on planning and teaching and what an enriching math classroom should look like has been transformed. 

My journey as a teacher perseveres with more enthusiasm than ever as I continue to plan and implement longer term projects.  I look forward to Friday morning, the beginning of a new semester, when students, as usual, line up outside my door awaiting the start of class, only to find they are greeted with a large check of money made out to each individual  in order to open and begin their very own checking account. Students will receive twenty blank checks and an empty ledger donated by Washington Mutual bank. They will begin their journey towards becoming more fiscally responsible and aware of money issues as our class develops and runs its own classroom economy.  Through an intense planning session with my graduate school colleague, April Major, we have created a long term banking project that will continue over the next several months incorporating the six A’s of project based learning.

Although my department head is generally unsupportive of me teaching primarily a Project Based learning approach, I have been stealthy and smooth with meshing our CPM curriculum along with creative hands- on projects that have turned around both classroom and my spirit as a teacher. After asking my principle what she thought about me incorporating more projects into our math curriculum and hearing her response, “That would be just fine, as long as it is after testing,” I realized this is going to take some convincing and hard evidence to get my administration on my side in regards to PBL. This only encouraged me to continue planning projects and activities that both motivate and engage my students. I will continue to gather research and evidence of my students that verifies my belief that projects can increase academic performance and raise student interest in math. 
Money/ Checkbook Unit

The Six A’s

Academic Rigor: 

Students must accurately balance their checkbooks in order to keep a running total of their bank account. Students will understand the key concepts of withdrawal, deposit, interest, place value, reserve money, percents, tax, discounts, positive and negative values, decimals and problem solving skills

Authenticity: Students are learning how to manage their own money and bank accounts. They will build a foundation towards becoming fiscally independent and responsible. They will experience the natural consequences and rewards of managing their money. An economy will be developed so students can purchase various items or pay various fines if necessary.  There will be numerous opportunities for students to use their money in simulated real word contexts such as a class restaurant, an auction and a class store. 

Applied Learning: Students will receive checks and ledgers from Washington Mutual and will be expected to accurately balance their ledgers and keep track of their money. They will work with partners to critique each others’ checkbooks, providing feedback on the quality of finance record keeping. Throughout the unit, models of strong and week work will be examined. Any common mistakes will be highlighted through the use of models as well. Students will apply and fill out job applications for the position of the banker. Bankers will meet weekly afterschool to verify their peer’s checkbook calculations. Fines will be given by bankers for mistakes in calculations as well as unorganized entries. 

Active Exploration: Working in teams, students will research and design a restaurant menu. They will decide on one main course, a side dish and two drink options. Students will find a recipe for each course of their meal, and calculate how much of each ingredient is needed to feed the class. After researching where to buy their ingredients, they will calculate the costs including an additional 8% tax. Upon pricing their menu items, they can then estimate their projected profit margin. 

Adult Connections:  (find speaker from bank to come and act out skits on financing) A guest speaker will be visiting to discuss how they manage their business finances, decide on pricing, criteria for hiring employees and other student generated questions.  

Assessment Practices: Students will be assessed by their peer bankers on the accuracy of their checkbook ledgers. They will also be evaluated throughout the classroom economy, including the restaurant business created according to real world standards. 
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