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By Andrew Miller

The Potential of Project Based Learning and 
English Language Learners

Project Based Learning (PBL) has gained traction in many 
classrooms around the globe, from singular classes in traditional 
schools to entire districts adopting it as an instructional method. 
Teachers recognize it as a way to not only engage their students, but 
also to have them learn important content and success skills.  There 
is a risk though that a project may not be rigorous enough and may 
not meet the needs of all students, including English Language 
Learners (ELL).  The problem may be a lack of authenticity or a 
lack of intentional scaffolds.  However, when designed well, PBL 
cannot only increase engagement, but also the literacy skills of 
students (Guthrie, 2004).  Students who engage in PBL units 
retain their knowledge and show a deeper understanding of the 
content knowledge and skills (Penuel & Means, 2000). They also 
show improvement in the content area literacies critical to learning 
(Halvorsen et al., 2012). Teachers who use Project Based Learning 
see higher rates of attendance and more evidence of student 
engagement (Thomas, 2000). Clearly, there is a promise for PBL, 
especially for students who need support in language acquisition. 

For a project to be effective, it must be the main course and not 
the dessert (Larmer & Mergendoller, 2010).  Instead of a project 
occurring at the end of the instructional unit, it is critical that it be 
reframed as the instructional unit itself. The project will drive the 
learning, and the teacher will teach the content and skills necessary 
to master it. PBL projects build relevance for the learning and situate 
the learning in a meaningful challenge, scenario, or investigation. 
An effective PBL project has a demanding problem that is expressed 
through a driving question which helps to motivate sustained inquiry 
(Larmer, Mergendoller, & Boss 2015). The challenge and question is 
open-ended, complex, and requires higher-order thinking. Students 
receive on-going assessments, critiques, and feedback while they 
create a product to demonstrate their learning. Students are allowed 
to choose their product and its design. This product is the student’s 
answer to the driving question and they make it public to showcase 
not only their learning of content, but also their critical thinking, 
collaboration, and problem-solving skills. It is crucial that ELL 
students get the opportunity to work at this higher level of thinking 
and use the academic language and skills needed for an authentic 
purpose. As Persida Himmele says, 

Too many times in today’s classroom, ELLs do not get the 
same opportunities to develop those higher-order thinking 
skills as do the native English speakers. Teachers might have 
had initial experiences where the ELL or struggling student 

did not answer those comprehension questions well, and the 
student became anxious and unable to participate. ELLs need 
the same opportunities to develop higher-order thinking skills 
as native English speakers. (Allen, 2009) 

In a PBL project, all students, including ELLs, are required to 
meet a high level of rigor as they investigate and learn. 

Student learning needs to connect to an authentic and relevant 
situation and the same must be said about English Language 
learning. Instead of simply teaching skills disconnected from 
content, the skills must be taught in a relevant and engaging 
context like Project Based Learning. One myth about PBL is that 
explicit instruction disappears and students find their information 
through pure experience. In fact, the contrary is true.  Effective ELL 
instruction demands that students are explicitly taught functional 
language skills, and these skills are taught in the authentic context 
of the project (Echevarria et al., 2013). An effective project should 
promote social interaction in meaningful activities where students 
apply their language, knowledge, and skills. One teacher found 
success from a project she designed to teach not only content, but 
also language skills for her ELL population. 

One Teacher’s Story
Ms. Trowbridge teaches 2nd grade at a Title 1 elementary school 

in San Jose, California with 87% students on free and reduced 
lunch. There are students of many ethnicities including Filipino, 
Hispanic/ Latino, and Vietnamese, and 67% of all students are 
English Language Learners. Ms. Trowbridge must constantly plan 
activities with her English Language Learners in mind, and ensure 
they will be successful in learning both the content and language 
necessary.  She created a project called Digging for Dinos which 
focused on standards and outcomes from science, English, and math. 
Students worked to answer the question, “What happened to the 
dinosaurs?” They wrote opinion pieces, created storybooks, made a 
dinosaur mock fossil, and modeled mathematical representations of 
a dinosaur’s height. Students presented their work to families and an 
expert paleontologist. To launch the project, Ms. Trowbridge set up 
an activity where students worked in the garden and discovered fossils 
she had planted. Students brainstormed questions of whom they 
might belong to and where they came from. They developed good 
questions that Ms. Trowbridge used to start the inquiry process.

Ms. Trowbridge knew she needed to build background 
knowledge before students could get started. She first gave 
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intentional vocabulary instruction, and had them create dictionaries 
where students made a prediction of the word’s meaning, wrote the 
actual definition, and then drew a picture to depict that definition. 
In addition, she used sentence and paragraph frames to scaffold their 
writing pieces, as well as graphic organizers to help them establish 
their ideas and facts on their favorite dinosaur. She embedded 
her already existing curriculum using Daily 5 strategies (Work on 
Writing, Listen to Reading, Read to Someone, Read to Self, and 
Word Work).  She scaffolded reading of short articles and storybooks 
in her literacy block and used various writing and math activities 
throughout the day. All these strategies allowed students to learn 
the content in different ways and to use their language skills in a 
variety of opportunities. Ms. Trowbridge reported that students 
were very successful in the project. There was growth in not only 
student writing, but students were able to answer questions around 
the content and verbally explain their reasoning. Students spoke with 
confidence during their final presentations and there was sustained 
engagement. Ms. Trowbridge’s project was notable not only because 
it was engaging, but also because she gave her ELL students the tools 
they needed to be successful. 

Strategies for Implementation

Create Meaningful Projects 
  Teachers should focus on creating a challenge that will 

engage students. They should consider powerful action verbs in 
the driving question like stop, solve, raise awareness, and protect. 
These will help ensure students are not only learning the content, 
but producing work that is relevant and has the potential to make 
changes.  A project can be personally authentic and connect to 
students’ interests or passions, or it can focus on a real-life problem 
or scenario (Larmer, Mergendoller, & Boss, 2015). A project can also 
have students use genuine, real-life strategies that adults use, such as 
the scientific method or current technology. Background knowledge 
and experience are important ways to engage all students, including 
English Language Learners. When students see the learning as 
relevant, they are more likely to engage in acquiring vocabulary 
skills, language, and content needed to be successful in the project. 
An engrossing launch, such as a letter, video, or simulation is critical 
to spark their inquiry and engagement.

Unpack Academic Vocabulary and Structures 
Required for the Project 

PBL projects are planned to ensure a clear link to standards and 
learning outcomes. These learning outcomes are ripe with language 
as teachers design a project and identify specific standards and 
outcomes. They need to determine specific vocabulary, syntax, and 
language functions needed for the content to be accessible. This pre-
planning can identify language errors that may occur in the project 
and address them not only before the project begins but within 
the project itself. The Digging for Dinos plan focused on several 
standards including: 

Next Gen Science Standard: 2-ESS1-1 Use information from 
several sources to provide evidence that Earth events can occur 
quickly or slowly.

CCSS Standards: W 2.1 Write opinion pieces in which they 
introduce the topic or book they are writing about, state an 
opinion, supply reasons that support the opinion, use linking 

words (e.g., because, and, also) to connect opinion and reasons, 
and provide a concluding statement or section.

2.MD.3 Estimate lengths using units of inches, feet, centimeters, 
and meters.

Ms. Trowbridge addressed these standards and planned for 
key vocabulary such as estimate, because, also, inches, feet, and 
centimeters. She knew she would need to model how to make a claim 
and support it with evidence. In addition, she realized students 
would need to justify ideas in writing and estimate measurements. 
Unpacking the standards ensures that instruction and scaffolding are 
planned to support students while they are learning language. 

Plan Daily Language Purposes 
In addition to content learning purposes, teachers need to plan 

daily language skill-building for students. These daily strategies can 
be anticipated as teachers unpack their project idea, but they should 
focus on daily learning. Language purposes center on academic 
vocabulary, including specialized and technical words (Fisher & 
Frey 2011).  They also include language structure such as grammar 
and syntax, sentence frames, and signal words. Lastly, language 
purposes involve language function such as summarizing, questioning, 
or justifying, to name a few. As we examine the Digging for Dinos 
project, we can predict these purpose statements.  The question 
“Guess how tall a dinosaur is?” uses the words estimate and height. 
The language purpose connected to defending claims could include 
the sentence frame “In my opinion . . .”or “One piece of evidence 
is . . ..” A language function statement directs students to “Justify in 
a paragraph how the dinosaurs became extinct using two pieces of 
evidence.’” Here language goals are established intentionally within 
the project, and these purposes are scaffolded and assessed to ensure 
student success. 

Structured Discussions and Collaboration 
Collaboration is a critical component of Project Based Learning. 

Students are not only producing team products to show their 
learning, but also giving critiques and feedback to improve their 
products and ideas. In addition, students are more likely to learn and 
retain the content and skills for the project when they work in small 
teams (Dean et al., 2012). If teachers are assessing specific standards 
that address collaboration and communication, this is an opportune 
time for students to use academic vocabulary, language structures, 
and language functions in a meaningful discussion. As teachers 
set language purposes, they need to select collaborative activities 
and idea exchanges to scaffold this learning. Students should learn 
the language purposes set out for them, so classroom time must 
be dedicated for students to use the language. Activities such as 
collaborative presentations, discussion roundtables, and jigsaws 
within a project can ensure interdependence, face-to-face interaction, 
individual and group accountability, and group processing (Fisher & 
Frey, 2014). Teachers need to build in specific time for collaboration 
in order to foster students’ learning of language.  In the Digging 
for Dinos project, students engaged in a Critical Friends protocol 
to critique their products using “I like” and “I wonder” phrases to 
build collaboration and speaking skills. Ms. Trowbridge designed an 
activity where the dinosaur bones in the classroom disappeared and 
clues were used to figure out who took them. In reality, the Principal 
took them, and he left clues like his walkie-talkie, his tie, and other 
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artifacts to lead the way. Students confronted the Principal and 
gave short speeches claiming he took them. Here students practiced 
language structures and vocabulary in a low stakes situation, and this 
entire strategy helped scaffold overall language learning. 

Leverage Total Participation Techniques 
 Total Participation Techniques (TPT) are not only engaging, 

but they are evidence that students are learning and using the 
language connected to the project (Allen, 2009).  When designing 
the calendar and daily lessons of the project, teachers should find 
creative ways to engage students in daily instruction that holds them 
all accountable. These activities might include asking students to 
get up and move to a corner, think in pair-shares, write something 
quickly, or practice True/Not True Hold Ups (Himmele & Himmele, 
2011). Not only are these activities engaging, but they are effective 
ways to check if students are learning both the content and language 
needed. In the Digging for Dinos project, Ms. Trowbridge used 
notetaking guides in the form of digital blogs. She had students 
do quick writes/ draws during think-alouds and readings, and 
anticipated what they already knew and wanted to know about 
dinosaurs.

Assess for Content and Language 
Students need to produce products that will assess content 

and language outcomes. Teachers can create rubrics and other 
assessment tools to ensure that specific vocabulary terms, language 
structures, and functions are demonstrated in the final product 
whether it be a presentation, a brochure, or other choice. Of course, 
teachers need to be particular with student choices as the products 
should appropriately assess both content and language objectives. 
Similarly, there must be on-going formative assessments to check for 
student understanding of both content and language. As mentioned 
above, Total Participation Techniques are one way to gauge student 
understanding along the way, but they might also include formal 
drafts, outlines, journals, and exit slips that demonstrate vocabulary 
knowledge, use of language function, or structure. Throughout the 
project, Ms. Trowbridge assessed her students’ language skills. For 
example, to evaluate their ability to support claims with evidence, 
she used exit tickets after lessons, readings where they highlighted 
claims, evidence with different colors, and sentence frames that 
students filled in with their answers. To assess for specific math and 
dinosaur content vocabulary, she examined graphic organizers and 
their storybooks, as well as the vocabulary journals. In the summative 
products, Ms. Trowbridge evaluated specific sentence frames she 
had scaffolded for students, as well as the use of signal words. Ms. 
Trowbridge intentionally used assessment tools to identify both 
content objectives and language objectives for all students. 

Project Based Learning is not only a powerful learning method 
for all students, but with careful attention, can specifically meet the 
needs of English Language Learners. Through careful planning of 
meaningful projects, teachers are able to scaffold and plan for the 

needs of English Language Learners. Furthermore, ELLs will engage 
in learning these skills because the project is meaningful, rigorous, 
and authentic to their lives. Project Based Learning for ELL students 
combines promising practices for student engagement and literacy.  
It helps to form a cohesive model that empowers ELL students to 
achieve. Our English Language Learners deserve the opportunity to 
engage in Project Based Learning. 

NOTE: Here is a link to the project. 
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