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Elementary School: Project Night

PREPARE:
As you read the case, make notes:

1.	 WHO are the primary participants in the case? Describe them.

2.	 WHAT is taking place?

3.	 WHERE is the case taking place? Is the environment a factor?

4.	 WHEN is the case taking place? Is the timing a factor?

In March, students in Mr. Carlos 
Morales’s fifth-grade class begin 
a project-based unit in social stud-
ies. They choose a topic for their 
project based on any of the social 
studies units they have com-
pleted during the school year.  
Mr. Morales has provided them 
with a long list of topics from five 
areas: Native Americans, explor-
ers, colonial America, forming a 
government, and the westward 
movement. The students begin 
by conducting research in the school’s media center with the help of Linda Porter, the library 
media specialist, who teaches them to find information on their topics using encyclopedias and 
Internet searches. Mr. Morales knows that his students need to develop and practice these impor-
tant research skills.

After students have compiled and read information they collected on their chosen topics, 
Mr. Morales forms “research evaluation teams” to help them learn to identify important 
information and evaluate their sources. In research teams, students have an opportunity to 
explain to the others what information they think they should include in their projects and 
why it is important. To help team members evaluate the presenter’s ideas, Mr. Morales 
gives them question starters:

•• “Can you make your point clearer?”

•• “An even better idea is . . .”

•• “I’d like to know more about . . .”

Mr. Morales likes using this procedure. It helps improve the quality of the projects by giving stu-
dents practice at evaluating their own and others’ thinking. The question starters also have been 
especially helpful for the bilingual students who are not as fluent in English. Mr. Morales monitors 
students’ progress in the research teams and assists when needed. Research teams continue for 
several weeks, until everyone has had a turn to present his or her project resources.

Students then meet individually with Mr. Morales to pick a project design. They have many 
choices, including the following:
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