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hile Project-Based Learning (PBL) has become a popular buzz-
phrase, all too often the execution of projects lacks a final and 
key component of PBL: wider integration. True Project-Based 
Learning may be difficult or impossible to fully implement 

within the logistical constraints of a supplementary religious school. 
The ambitious nature of PBL framing can, however, be scaled to meet 
the realities of the weekly school classroom – so long as, in the scaling 
process, the core components of the framework remain. 

The project ought to solve a problem that students understand well 
enough so that they can propose solutions in the form of their projects. 
The classic example of PBL comes from Ron Berger’s book An Ethic of 
Excellence,1 in which students conduct a water-quality study in their 
hometown and compose recommendations to local regulatory authorities 
based on their findings, prompting the city to rectify several trouble 
spots in water safety. The “problem” can be scaled to Jewish concerns 
from the global bent of traditional PBL: a boring seder (solution: a 
beautiful art haggadah), the need for recognition of the sixth grade class 
moving on to Bnai Mitzvah year (solution: plan and run an end-of-year 
Aliyah ceremony), half the classrooms are missing mezuzot (solution: 
make them!), the school has lost steam in its commitment to tzedakah 
(solution: plan and host a Tzedakah Fair to decide the school’s designated 
project the next year). 

The concluding steps in PBL include the presentation of the project, 
which is achieved commonly enough, but also making some meaningful 
contribution to the community through the project. On both ends of 
the project, educators must build a frame with a “problem” drawn from 
outside the bubble of the project itself and offer an opportunity for 
action to apply the project to that “problem.” This crucial step of wider 
integration often falls short of expectations, however, if it is taken at all.

Influencing the World Around Them 

Students exhibit stronger motivation to explore a subject when they know 
that the product of their work will influence the world around them. In 
our religious schools, students are a part of several communities: the 
class, the school, and the synagogue; their neighborhoods, their cities, 
and their countries of origin; the local Jewish community, the Jewish 
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people as a whole, and the human race. For a project to be meaningful, it need not aim to influence all of the 
student’s intersecting communities – only one or two. Taking steps to bring a project out of the classroom and 
into the community – any community or sub-community – can be as complex as a curricular design overhaul or 
as simple as incorporating projects into pre-existing community events. Even integrating an individual’s project 
into class-wide activities can lend it the sense of relevance and urgency PBL intends to foster. Yet the farthest 
many student projects venture into the world is a bulletin board display in the hallway.

Any Jewish school relies on a myriad of moving parts: scheduling, specialists, all-school events, teachers, 
space reservations, administrators, worship opportunities, synagogue-wide events, tzedakah/social action 
commitments, Bnai Mitzvah preparation, and dozens more. In my experience, the most natural way to bring 
an otherwise isolated project into the community is to use the product to connect two or more of those 
moving parts. For example, make the sixth-grade art siddur an integral component of the end-of-year all-
school assembly or ceremony or use the fourth-grade haggadah for the school’s model seder. Invite the 
second-graders not only to present an Israeli folk dance meticulously learned over the course of the year from 
a specialist, but also to lead the community through the dance on Yom HaAtzama’ut.  Before sending home 
student mezuzot, affix them to classroom doors, perhaps until the next year’s students make a set to replace 
them.  This allows students to see their projects in use around their educational home. 

Ceremonial nods to student work are not enough; children are keen enough to sense how much value is placed 
on their work, which educators can best demonstrate by framing opportunities with substance for students to 
play active roles in the community through that work. The temptation to plan one-hour projects ready to go 
home at the end of the day is substantial and understandable, especially given the often sporadic nature of 
attendance in supplementary religious schools and the delight of parents in being handed freshly-minted work 
in the carpool line. However, most schools exploring learning through projects aim to increase the quality of 
the education in the school and boost the cultural esteem of the program, thereby making it “worthwhile” for 
students to attend more often. If this logic is to work, then the process of learning through projects really must 
take that extra step farther, out into the community, to become Project-Based Learning. 

Poor attendance should be a reason to explore avenues for incorporating PBL. Cultures change slowly, so it 
may take a few academic cycles for the added value from PBL to have a noticeable impact on attendance rates; 
however, the first step toward building a community that values the work of its students is to set up student 
work to be valuable to the community.

Scaffolding and Expanding 

Plenty of learning can be accomplished through a project. PBL, however, erects scaffolding around the project 
and expands the foundation beyond the four walls of the classroom. The recent jump in the popularity of 
the concept is a double-edged sword: as beautiful as the idea of incorporating educative projects into more 
religious school classes may be, the more times the concept is relayed by those who are not deeply familiar 
with PBL’s core components, the more the process risks being “watered down” with oversimplification, 
misunderstanding, or complete omission of some of those components. 

The complex nature of PBL stands as a barrier to its success in our schools. Of all the intricacies of the formal 
PBL framework, the most crucial may be those related to wider integration. If Jewish educators can take 
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steps toward that wider integration, toward formulating a meaningful role for student work to play outside 
the classroom, we can truly begin to reap the benefits of PBL: deep content integration, encouragement of 
creativity, increased student motivation, elevated cultural esteem of the program, and perhaps even more 
regular attendance. 

PBL strives to inspire students to connect the siloed components within a community, and when they see – or 
better yet, work themselves to forge – those connections, all the goals of the school can come a little more 
within reach.

Footnotes: 

1. Berger, Ron.  An Ethic of Excellence: Building a Culture of Craftsmanship with Students. Heinemann, 
Portsmouth, NH, 2003. 
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