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Welcome
The Applied Coaching for Projects (ACP)
story began when three colleagues, later
friends, talked about something we
deeply cared about—constructivist
practice. Specifically, it was coaching for
project-based learning. Think of this as
our first project together. The experience
drew out our education values and
beliefs about teachers. We bore witness
to each other’s commitment to helping
educators do right by all of their
students. We were an ideal blend of
practical experience, professional
learning design, and deep pedagogical
knowledge as a team. That is why the
conversation continues to this day. 

As professional partners (and yes, best
friends), we have made this our mission—
transform schools through connection,
compassion, and community to create
meaningful learner-driven work. Each
pedagogy, practice, or approach we use
or train on is aligned to this mission—
which brings us to this book.

HQPBL Connected: An Educator's Guide to
Creating Meaningful Project-based Student
Experiences is our way to invite you into a
conversation we have been having for
many years. The ACP team is proud to
share this, our third book, with you, and
we are so glad you are here. 

Now, let us tell you a little more about
the “why” for HQPBL. 

Why HQPBL?
Each of us at ACP is an experienced,
project-based learning teacher. We have
also coached and trained teachers
worldwide on how to design and
implement PBL. Each framework and
pedagogy we referenced was a powerful
tool that set educators up for successful
PBL journeys. Those tools were teacher-
centered—what they should know and
do. And this makes complete sense, as
we are working to develop the
educator’s capacity to design and lead
for PBL. 

INTRODUCTION
“[A]ll change, even very large and powerful change, begins when a
few people  start  talking  with one another  about  something they
care about.” -- Margaret J. Wheatley

The High Quality Project
Based Learning
framework (HQPBL) is
different. It focuses on
the student experience.

The High Quality Project Based Learning
framework (HQPBL) is different. It
focuses on the student experience—
what students should know and do
when they are experiencing quality
project-based learning. Before we
explore the framework, we wish to
emphasize that this complements other
design and teacher-centered framewor-
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ks. We encourage you to make these
connections as you read the book. 

Time to meet the framework!

Meet HQPBL
How did HQPBL come to be? It began
with an observation that the various PBL
frameworks were producing a wide range
of products and performances. Even with
similar elements across the frameworks
and shared commitment by organizations
to serving all students, there was no
consensus or clarity about what made a
project high-quality. The Buck Institute
for Education (BIE), now PBLWorks, took
up the mantle to identify the basic
requirements for authentic project-based
learning. 

Through the generous support of the
William and Flora Hewlett Foundation
and the Project Management Institute for
Education Foundation (PMIEF), BIE
engaged partners and advisors from
around the world in an inclusive process
to design the standard for PBL. Learn
more about the folks involved here! They
quickly honed in the existing frameworks
and noticed that they were primarily
design or implementation-focused (read:
teacher-centered). The field needed a
vision for what students should
experience. And so, the HQPBL
framework came to be! 

The steering committee arrived at six (6)
criteria that set the basic expectations for
what the learner should experience,
know,  or  do. All  six must be  present for

a project experience to be deemed “high-
quality.” 

Intellectual Challenge and Accomp-
lishment
Authenticity
Public Product
Collaboration
Project Management
Reflection

We hope that through this publication,
we can continue to elevate the power
and importance of this framework and
shed light on how to use it to inform PBL
design and implementation. 

As you review the framework, know that
it is not an exhaustive list. Several
wraparound pedagogies and elements
aid the successful design and
implementation of the HQPBL
experience. For example, social and
emotional learning (SEL) is needed for
student independence, project
monitoring, and collaborative learning, to
name a few. You can learn more about
implementing SEL in our e-book, SEL
Connected: Accessible Strategies to Bridge
Social and Emotional Learning to Everyday
Content. Others include attention to
classroom culture and culturally relevant
and responsive teaching. We will make a
note of these connections when possible.
Now, whether you are new to PBL or a
long-time practitioner, we want to
anchor your new learning in a project
cycle. 

Mapping the Process
The HQPBL framework articulates what
students experience but not the means 
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or steps by which that experience
happens. As mentioned above, PBL is an
inquiry-based approach to learning. A
basic inquiry cycle looks something like
this: problem identification, generating
questions,   planning,  investigating, refle-

cting and revising, and taking action.
Below is ACP’s pathway through the
HQPBL Learning Experience (Appendix,
page 73). It draws directly from the
language of the HQPBL framework and
standard components of an inquiry cycle.
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The HQPBL Learning Experience*

Learning and
Investigation (lab,

research, field trip, etc.)

Learning and Investigation

(video, interviews, text

discussion, etc.)

Prototype andDevelop Products

Prototype and

Develop Products

Prototype and
Develop Products

Prototype and

Develop Products

Feedback and
Revision

Feedback and
Revision

Present Products and

Explain Learning

Learning and
Investigation (lecture,

thinking routines, etc.)

*not prescriptive

Revisit
Inquiry and

Reflect

Revisit
Inquiry and

Reflect

Revisit
Inquiry and

Reflect

Revisit
Inquiry and

Reflect

Launch Project

and Inquiry

3



Here is a breakdown of the stages of the HQPBL Learning Experience. Note this
also aligns with the ACP Teacher Project Plan (see Appendix, page 75). 

Learning and Investigation—Based on students’ need-to-
know questions, provide learning inputs and experiences
that support student investigations.
Revisit Inquiry and Reflect—Students engage in ongoing
reflection on new learning.
Prototype and Develop Products—With their new
understanding and skills, students develop their product
or performance.
Feedback and Revision—Students give and receive
feedback from relevant stakeholders. Feedback could be
self, peer, teacher, or expert feedback. Plans for revision,
along with need-to-know questions, inform the next
Investigation Cycle if one follows.

Launch Project and Inquiry
Launch—What experience might generate both interest and wonder to launch
your project? (e.g., Surprising data, field trip, persuasive letter)
Identify Questions and Products—What is the context of your project? What
will students create? How will you share this with them? OR How will you
collaborate with your students to define these things? 
Know/Need-to-Knows—How might you facilitate a process for generating
student questions? Note, use student questions throughout the project to drive
and contextualize learning.

Investigation Cycle

Present Products and Explain Learning
Preparing for Showcase—What practice or support do students need to
showcase the product(s) and learning?
Showcase—What is the appropriate structure or format for the products to be
presented? How will students explain their transfer of learning to people
beyond the classroom?  
Closing Reflection & Celebration—How will students individually reflect on
learning and growth and celebrate with others?

Complete these steps in
the Investigation Cycle
two (2) or more times.
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A.

B.

C.

A.

B.

C.

PROJECT LEARNING EXPERIENCE STEPS

A.

B.

C.

D.
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Self-assessment Rubric 
We created a one-point rubric to assess
the current HQPBL experience in your
classroom. The indicators derive from the
guiding questions. The ACP team has
expanded the indicators for a few of the
criteria. In some cases, we elevated a
portion of the HQPBL description, while
in others, the added indicators speak
more directly to educational equity.
Consider this your one-stop shop for the
critical components of HQPBL! 

Before reading the chapters/sections on
each HQPBL criteria, review the rubric.
Identify    how    your   students    already

experience the framework to the right of
the indicators. Celebrate with a happy
dance, self-high five, or enjoy that warm
fuzzy feeling. Elevate the parts of the
framework you want to learn more about
to the right of the indicators. Think of
this as your “need-to-know” for reading
this book. Though not included in the
rubric, take a moment to reflect on the
“why” for your need-to-knows. What
difference would it make to incorporate
that indicator for yourself or your
students?

Here is our rubric and it is also located in
the Appendix, page 79. 

HQPBL Criteria
Meets expectations in
these ways... because

In an HQPBL classroom,
students:

Areas for improvements
are... because

Intellectual
Challenge and

Accomplishment 
How are students
learning deeply,

thinking critically,
and striving for

excellence?

Investigate challenging
problems, questions, and
issues over an extended period
of time
Focus on concepts,
knowledge, and skills central
to subject areas and
intellectual disciplines
Experience research-based
instruction and support as
needed for learning and
project success
Commit themselves to
completing work of the highest
quality
Are guided and supported by a
teacher in their learning

Engage in work that makes an
impact on or otherwise
connects to the world beyond
school, and to their personal
interests and concerns
Use the tools, techniques,
and/or digital technologies
employed in the world beyond
school
Make choices regarding
project topics, activities, and/
or products

Authenticity

How are students
working and

making choices in a
meaningful and
relevant way in
regards to their

culture, their lives,
and their future? 

Share their work-in-progress
with peers, teachers, and
others for feedback
Exhibit their work and describe
their learning to peers and
people beyond the classroom 
Receive feedback and/or
engage in dialogue with their
audiences
Improve the quality of their
work 
Develop products that
demonstrate what they know
and can do in regards to the
learning goals

Public Product
How is student work

being publicly
displayed,

discussed, and
critiqued

throughout the
project process and

at the end?
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Closing 
As is the aim of the designers of the HQPBL framework, we wish to elevate this
framework—spread the good word about the indicators of a well-designed, well-
implemented PBL unit through the student lens. We hope you will, too. 

It should be noted that we will use the terms High Quality Project-based Learning,
Project-based Learning, HQPBL, and PBL interchangeably throughout this book. We
believe that all PBL should actually be of the highest quality, and we are effectively
using the HQPBL framework to define PBL.

For those of you looking to learn more about the research basis for HQPBL, check
out the white paper by Dr. John Mergendoller, Senior Fellow at the Buck Institute for
Education.  

HQPBL Criteria
In an HQPBL classroom,

students:
Areas for improvements

are... because

Collaboration
How are students

collaborating with
other students in
person or online
and/or receiving

guidance from adult
mentors and

experts?

Work in teams to complete
complex tasks or build upon
one another’s thinking
Build healthy relationships
with each other and their
community as part of the
learning process
Contribute individual voices,
talents, and skills to a shared
piece of work, while respecting
the contributions of others
Learn to become effective
team members and leaders.
Learn how to work with adult
mentors, experts, community
members, businesses, and
organizations

Manage themselves and their
teams efficiently and
effectively throughout a
multistep project
Learn to use project
management processes, tools,
and strategies
Use the perspectives and
processes of design thinking,
as appropriate

Project
Management

How are students
being managed
throughout the

project process that
enables them to

proceed effectively
from start to finish? 

Pause regularly—not just at
the end of the project, but
throughout the process—to
think about what they are
doing and learning
Learn to assess and suggest
improvements in their own
and other students’ work
Reflect on, write about, and
discuss the academic content,
concepts, and success. skills
they are learning
Use reflection as a tool to
increase their own personal
agency

Reflection
How are students
reflecting on their

work and their
learning throughout

the project?

Meets expectations in
these ways... because

*Learn more about HQPBL at HQPBL.org Modified and Adapted from HQPBL 
© 2022 Applied Coaching for Projects
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