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Forward

Those of us who embrace the SPEC (Student centered, Problem-based, Experiential, Collaborative) approach to teaching and learning see ourselves much more as “architects of powerful learning experiences” than as deliverers of information. As such we recognize that high quality, problem-based learning experiences, which we call challenges, are at the very core of this classroom model. Quality challenges are a product of thoughtful design.

This Blueprint for a Challenge introduces you to the architecture of quality challenges. We have found that applying the following ideas and principles of design greatly increases the probability that our challenges will engage our students on multiple levels and move them toward our desired outcomes successfully.

	Contents of this packet:

	Academic Challenge (Student Copy) – This is a sample challenge for middle school Science. Generally the student copy of a challenge is written in a format that is easiest for students to understand. This is a matter for teacher judgment.

Academic Challenge (Teacher Blueprint) – This is the teacher “blueprint” edition for the same challenge. Note that all the components of the challenge are filled in to show the teacher’s thinking and intentions for the challenge.

Product Quality Checklist K/C – This checklist describes the criteria that will be used to assess the quality of the final product of the challenge. Note the opportunity for including “informative” feedback regarding both high quality features of the product and features that need improvement.

Annotated Blueprint – This diagram indicates the basic architecture of a challenge – i.e. those guiding questions or issues that must be addressed for a challenge to have an increased probability of success.

Ideas for Creating Conditions of Positive Interdependence – Successful collaboration requires that all members of a task team “need” each other to meet the goal. Listed are some ideas for creating such conditions for positive interdependence.

Thoughts on Individual Accountability – Many students (and their parents) dislike “group work” because so often they see that only some members of the group actually contribute to the effort. This list of suggestions may help create a degree of individual accountability that prevents injustice. 

Checklist for a Quality SPEC Challenge/Event – This is a checklist of criteria by which to assess your own challenges.

Templates – Included are some blank templates for a Challenge Blueprint and Product Quality Checklist K/C


	
	ACADEMIC CHALLENGE

(Student copy)
	


	     Question/Issue:
	How are whales adapted to their environment?




	     Challenge:
	With the help of your teacher, arrange yourselves into well balanced teams of three (3). Plan and create a colorful, informative, easy-to-understand bulletin board display of your own unique design about a particular whale species that interests you. Your display should reveal accurate information in response to each of the following focus questions:

(1) What is your whale species "like" (its unique physiology)?

(2) What does your whale species “do” (its different behaviors)?

(3) Where in the ocean does your whale live; what environmental conditions exist there?

(4) How do you think the three questions above might be related?

To assist in your planning of this project, please turn in a project planning sheet at the end of today showing the work schedule for each member of the  team for the remainder of the week. You are expected to implement this plan.

Your team will have three class periods to prepare your bulletin board. Be prepared to present your final product on Friday, 2:00 PM. All members of the team will be expected to be able to answer questions about your bulletin board and whale species.



	     Product criteria:
	Bulletin Board



	     Process Criteria:

(Evidence of)

     • Knowledge

     • Skill

     • Disposition
	Targeted Standard/Indicator(s):



	Knowledge

"Standard":
MST #4- understand and apply scientific concepts, principles, & theories pertaining to the physical setting and living environment...

Intermediate.- Living Environment #5- organisms maintain a dynamic equilibrium that sustains life
	ACADEMIC CHALLENGE

Middle School
Science

(Teacher Blueprint)
	Skill/Disposition

"Standard":
Standard 3a - mastery of a foundation skill essential for success in the workplace
Managing Resources /Intermediate #7 - applies financial, and human factors, and the elements of time and materials to successfully carry out a planned activity.


	Question/Issue:
	How are whales adapted to their environment?


	Challenge:
	With the help of your teacher, arrange yourselves into well balanced teams of three (3). Plan and create a colorful, informative, easy-to-understand bulletin board display of your own unique design about a particular whale species that interests you. Your display should reveal accurate information in response to each of the following focus questions:

(1) What is your whale species "like" (its unique physiology)?

(2) What does your whale species “do” (its different behaviors)?

(3) Where in the ocean does your whale live; what environmental conditions exist there?

(4) How do you think the three questions above might be related?

To assist in your planning of this project, please turn in a Project Planning sheet at the end of today showing the work schedule for each member of the team for the remainder of the week. You are expected to implement this plan.

Your team will have three class periods to prepare your bulletin board. Be prepared to present your final product on Friday, 2:00 PM. All members of the team will be expected to be able to answer questions about your bulletin board and whale species.


	Product criteria:
	Bulletin Board

Rule criteria
• Completed by Friday, 2:00 PM

• Colorful - 3-5 different colors are used effectively
• Design of the bulletin board is unique - does not look exactly like that of any other team
Form criteria
• Informative - gives viewer important information about the subject

• Easy-to-understand - audience can accurately interpret information

Content criteria
• Each focus question is addressed directly 

• All information about the whale species is accurate

• Focus “concepts” (behavior, physiology, environment, adapted, etc.) used appropriately

• Reveals "connections" among physiology, behavior, and environment of whale.


	Process criteria:

(Evidence of)
• Knowledge

• Skill

• Disposition
	Targeted Standard/Indicator(s):
• Knowledge - Understands and applies scientific concepts
LISTEN FOR > Appropriate use of focus concepts in response to questions 

• Organization - Rations resources effectively
LOOK FOR > Teams submit & implement a project planning sheet detailing the work schedule 


Product Quality

Checklist/K-C

Date: ________     Class Period: ________
	Product Author(s):
	Product Title/Name:

Whale Bulletin Board


	Evaluator Name(s):


	Observed
	We will know the Bulletin Board is of high quality if...
	Possible Points
	Rating

	
	Form criteria

Colorful – 3-5 different colors are used effectively
	
	

	
	Informative – gives audience important information about the subject
	
	

	
	Easy to understand – most viewers can accurately interpret information just be looking at the bulletin board
	
	

	
	Design of the bulletin board is unique – it does not look exactly like that of any other team.
	
	

	
	Content criteria

Each focus question is addressed directly
	
	

	
	All information is accurate
	
	

	
	Reveals “connections” among physiology, behavior, and environment of whale
	
	

	
	Focus concepts (behavior, physiology, environment, etc.) are used appropriately
	
	

	
	TOTALS
	
	

	Product features to KEEP…
	Product features to consider for CHANGE…
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Ideas for Creating Conditions of

Positive Interdependence
· Limit available materials

· Limit time

· Assure that everyone has a unique set of information (jigsaw)

· Pick students to make presentation just prior to the start of the presentation

· Give group grades/evaluations/feedback (with great caution)

· Assign rotating roles or responsibilities

· Select a single paper or product from the group to evaluate

· Use role playing

· Give group rewards for group accomplishments

· Have students within the group plan individual responsibilities and document their fulfillment

· Design a challenge that is too complex or comprehensive for one person

· Use an open class format that encourages exchanging of information among groups

· Set decision-making criteria for small group work that necessitates inter-group or whole class decision-making

Thoughts on Individual Accountability
How can we hold each group member accountable for his/her contribution? How can we minimize the influence of “hogs” (those who take over and control/do everything) and “logs” (those who just lay there and do nothing).

· Ask students to keep project journals documenting their activity and contributions. If they are unable to describe what they have done, then they don’t get credit for doing it.

· Create opportunities for self and peer feedback/assessment

· Debrief the project in terms of who contributed to the work and in what ways

· Help both “hogs” and “logs” understand that they are equally guilty of undermining successful group work. Dominating and controlling behavior that discourages delegation of responsibility and sharing of tasks and decision-making hurts the group just as much as doing nothing at all

· Use traditional quizzes, tests, and other assessments after the challenge is complete.

· Use an open class format which encourages exchanging of information among groups
· Set decision-making criteria for small group work that necessitates inter-group or whole class decision- making
Product Quality

Checklist/K-C

Date: ________     




Class Period: ________

	Product Author(s):
	Product Title/Name:

EBD/SPEC EVENT


	Evaluator Name(s):


	Observed
	We will know the EBD/SPEC EVENT is of high quality if it...
	Possible Points
	Rating

	
	1. Targets a state or local standard and indicator
	
	

	
	2. Targets one life skill/disposition and indicator
	
	

	
	3. Has an Essential Question that clearly puts the issue in perspective
	
	

	
	4. Articulates a clear product a/o exhibition
	
	

	
	5. Articulates what the group size/makeup will be
	
	

	
	6. Embeds conditions for interdependence
	
	

	
	7. Includes conditions for individual accountability 
	
	

	
	8. Anticipates the needed resources (materials, technology, and time) 
	
	

	
	9. Includes opportunities for choice/ownership 
	
	

	
	10. Shows consideration for opportunities for parental involvement 
	
	

	
	11. Describes what will be accepted as evidence in either the product or process of knowledge and understanding being achieved
	
	

	
	12. Describes what will be accepted as evidence in product or process of the skill or disposition being exhibited?
	
	

	
	13. Includes clear criteria for a product of "good quality" (rule, form, content)
	
	

	
	14. Includes at least one form of reflection (self a/o group) 
	
	

	
	15. Creates a safe learning community
	
	

	
	16. Includes a form of student exhibition or presentation of the product and anticipates who the audience will be
	
	

	
	17. Anticipates the teacher’s role as coach
	
	

	
	18. Shows a clear connection to past or future learning 
	
	

	
	19. Anticipates what needs to be done to prepare learners for the experience? (Community builder, hook, anticipatory set, "pre-lecture", conventional test, etc.)
	
	

	
	TOTALS
	
	

	Product features to KEEP…
	Product features to consider for CHANGE…



	Knowledge Standard:


	Leading EDGE

Challenge Template
	Skill or Disposition & Key Attribute:



	
	Title:
Grade Level:
Author:
Email:
	


	Essential Question/Issue:




	Challenge:




	Product Criteria:
	Rule:

Form:

Content:



	Process Criteria:
	Standard & Attribute or Indicator
	Specific Observable Behaviors

	
	Knowledge:
Key Attribute:

	

	
	Skill or Disposition:
Key Attribute:

	


Product Quality

Checklist/K - C

Date: ________     





Class Period: ________
	Product Author(s):
	Product Title/Name:


	Evaluator Name(s):


	Observed
	We will know the ________________ is of high quality if...
	Possible Points
	Rating

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	TOTALS
	
	

	Product features to KEEP... 
	Product features to consider for CHANGE...
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