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10 keys to using the Project Method (PBL) in Education 
for Sustainable Development (ESDGC). 
Abstract
The Internet Age has brought us closer to reality, and young people now have the world at their 
fingertips on their mobile devices. The learning model that arises as a result of this situation 
puts emphasis on the proximity, identity and specific use of what is learned. It’s a journey that 
aims to connect the content with each student.

Development Education has gone through a similar process, so that one of its key objectives 
is to prompt young people to reflect and act on their surroundings, their habits and their 
relationships.

One of ESDGC’s current challenges is to incorporate didactic strategies into formal education. 
At the same time, schools are searching for new methodologies that allow them to incorporate 
the learning of competences, encourage students to work independently and redefine the role 
of teachers. Project Based Learning provides an appropriate strategy to assist with the change 
in formal education and to integrate ESDGC into the day to day work in the classroom.
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The first thing that adolescents do each morning when they get up is turn on their mobile 
phones. They check WhatsApp and reply to the comments sent by their closest friends. They 
then open Facebook and Instagram to see what is trendy among their group of friends. They 
look at the videos and comments that have gone viral on the internet and align themselves 
with those comments, news and media products that correspond to their social profile. Lastly, 
they check Twitter. This allows them to keep up to date with the trends they value. They read 
the opinions of the people they follow and subscribe to those that they believe contribute 
significantly to their media identity by retweeting them.

The things that now concern them and fill their time know no barriers. The whole world is in 
their mobile phones and they don’t seem to need anyone to get information, shape it or create 
new content. They have unlimited, unstructured access to a vast amount of information and 
a network of friends that serve as a reference for them to discern between it all, according to 
the trends they set.

The good news is that the content, the tools to access it and the possibility to shape it can be 
found in the pockets of every young person in our classrooms. Seeing, hearing, reading or talking 
with the other side of the planet is child’s play and the equipment fits into the palm of your hand.

The bad news is that everything these devices have to offer is only available to one third of the 
world’s population, as only one in three people in the world have access to the internet, and 
the information that travels on the World Wide Web is anything but free and disinterested.

Education in the 21st century. An exciting time for education. 

These are exciting times for education. At the beginning of the 20th century, education became 
student-centred. Their interests, their development level and their context started to become 
determining factors in deciding how to teach. 

Half-way through the 20th century, the idea that education should serve to engage people 
with change began to gain momentum. Education became seen as a tool to assist people to 
reflect on their reality and design specific actions. Authors such as Freire paved a way that 
ended up leaving its mark on the intentions and actions of others.  No longer a means of 
cultural transmission, education became seen as an engine for social change. Communities 
become aware of their reality and design actions to determine their development.
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The end of the 20th century heralded a new era in which connectivity empowers learners.

n It breaks the barriers of space, enabling contact with anyone among the third of 
the planet connected to the internet, and access to any content on the planet with 
the sole proviso that it be digitalised.

n Thanks to the development of tools for editing digital material and the creation of 
a ‘cloud’ for storing content, learners don’t only access content but create it. Active 
participation in the creation and dissemination of content has become a key activity, 
playing a fundamental role in the construction of individual identity.

These two factors describe a characteristic of learning that is going to become key to ESDGGC: 

In the context of 21st-century learning, analysis of global processes requires didactic strategies 
that invite people to reflect on their own reality, their context, identity and position in the 
community where they live: school, their family and friends, their physical community and 
virtual network. 

Connectivity and unlimited access to large quantities of information and contact with countless 
people that are far away could lead us to think that our youths are able to make a global 
analysis of reality on Earth. 

You might think that greater access to information and the increase in relational networks 
was going to result in a greater capacity for analysis and a higher degree of sensibility and 
commitment to global problems. In short, a greater consciousness of the role that they play in 
the global citizenship in which they participate more actively thanks to the new communications 
and information technology. 

However, in most cases this has not happened. In most cases, the increase in information has 
not led to an increase in the level of commitment to the need to build a global citizenry. Young 
people use information and communication for personal purposes. They use the internet for 
their personal interests and not for structural analyses that they see as far removed and aren’t 
especially interested in.

For young people, social networks are good for building their identity, for establishing a 
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close social network that guarantees their participation in a specific culture. Information is 
important to the degree that it serves their specific relational needs and relates to their group 
and personal context. 

Globalisation, the increase in the amount of information to which our young people have 
access, the ability to communicate instantly and the possibility of creating audiovisual content 
and sharing it automatically on the internet has not led them to be more interested in global 
content, as might have been expected. 

We could say that the increase in connectivity and the amount of information has unleashed 
an unsuspected interest in the local, in one’s surroundings and interpersonal relationships as 
factors that guarantee the identity of young people in the 21st century.

ESDGC has evolved quickly over the last century since the first generations’ awareness 
programmes to the current focuses that cast development as the responsibility of each 
and every person on the planet. ESDGC has followed a similar path to our young people. 
Globalisation, the increase in information and the possibilities to connect with others have led 
to the need to focus educational work on local content and work on raising awareness of the 
need to embrace the concept of global citizenship.

In the field of formal education, ESDGC has provided dozens of interesting proposals.  Some 
of them have been turned into projects at schools and even forged networks with the wider 
community. Others have been more short-lived. 

The legal framework that enabled us to work with these issues has changed over the years in 
Spain.  Different Education Acts have suggested this content be dealt with as ‘extracurricular’, 
‘core’, ‘integrated’ or a ‘specific subject’ in the curriculum. This treatment of ESDGC content 
has been put into practice differently by different teachers. Some accept the importance 
of addressing this subject as something relevant to their classes. Many associations and 
collectives provide didactic materials or programmes that complement the work of teachers. 
In many cases they also offer training programmes and teacher support. 

The response from schools and teaching staff in this field has always been ambivalent. On the 
one hand they recognise the importance of working towards the objectives set by ESDGC, and 
on the other they express their concern regarding the increase in time and effort that dealing 
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with these subjects in their classes entails.  Timetables, the programming demands of each 
of the subjects taught, and external accountability (university entrance exams, external tests, 
etc.) all become a barrier to including ESDGC in the school curriculum.

Currently, our big challenges are:

n To have ESDGC integrated into the curriculum of each area of knowledge at each 
level of compulsory education.
n To break down the barrier between the educational activities planned for formal 
and informal education.
n For the educational proposals from within the ESDGC framework to be transformed 
into specific, engaging actions by members of the teaching community. 

Today we can be optimistic about our enterprise because certain factors suggest that the 
road ahead has been prepared, at least in many of the country’s schools, despite the notable 
regression the latest educational legislation has entailed.

Today hardly any relevant figures in educational theory defend the transmission of content. 
Memorisation, standardisation of knowledge and accumulation of wisdom are things of the 
past, regardless of the efforts of those who legislate against the current tide.

The management, creation and use of knowledge, the importance of acquiring cooperative skills 
for working in an interconnected world, the ability to come up with creative solutions to problems; 
the new educational scenario demands that our students acquire the ability to engage with what 
they learn, adopting it as something useful in their lives and the community where they live. 

Teaching methods are beginning to firmly defend the importance of designing learning 
projects.  Staff and students are beginning to rethink their roles. The borders between formal 
and informal education are diminishing. Content in and of itself is losing prestige to the ability 
to handle content for practical purposes. The new competencies for which learners are being 
assessed clearly include the capacity to contrast information, prepare speeches, undertake 
action, and engage with reality. On the other hand, technological advances make it easy to 
create content and materials that empower young people to use these competencies at a 
local level to create currents of opinion, undertake actions and use the content from different 
disciplines for a specific purpose that they can relate to.
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In recent years some teaching strategies that are based on these premises have been gaining 
recognition, such as Project Based Learning (PBL). PBL is a framework to prompt thinking about 
where we are headed and what we expect out of the learning adventure. It’s a direction, an 
invitation to reflect on what characteristics we want our teaching to have and what resources 
we can put into play so that everyone- students, teachers and the community- is striving 
towards the same goal.

Let’s describe some of the keys to integrating ESDGC in a formal education scenario that is 
centred on these internet-savvy children and teenagers. We’ll then do a general run-through 
of the basic stages in the development of a project according to the PBL teaching strategy.

10 keys to designing an educational strategy

Key 1. Offer useful ‘content’ 

Many people accuse our young students of disinterest and of not paying attention. The 
adult world strives to offer them content that it considers important for their future lives 
and professions, for their adult lives. However, it doesn’t seem to make an impact on the 
students’ interest. This causes great frustration among teachers amazed by their students’ lack 
of response to what they believe will be useful knowledge for the future.

However, they aren’t telling them the whole truth and the students know it. No one today can 
guarantee that a large part of the content that is taught in compulsory education is going to be 
of use in the future. Above all, because nobody can describe exactly what content our young 
students will have use in two decades time when they enter the workforce.

What we do know is that, whatever the specific content they have to use and the jobs they 
carry out, they will all need to have acquired certain skills:

n Understand the information around them and distinguish that which is relevant in 
terms of resolving a specific problem.
n Know where the relevant information is to be found and how to access it.
n Have flexible thinking that allows them to look for different ways to resolve a 
specific problem.
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n Have sufficient social skills to establish a wide social network with which to manage 
content, currents of opinion, trends, etc.
n Engage personally with that content which is immediately relevant and involved in 
their relational network.

Curiously, our students connect directly with this way of understanding content. They pay 
attention to what we are showing them when these are tools that might serve their specific 
interests and prove useful in their immediate surroundings. 

As teachers we must ask ourselves, ‘How is the content that I want to cover with my students 
going to be useful today? How is it going to contribute added value to their specific social 
interests? To their lives? To their immediate, local needs?’

When you are thinking of content, don’t think ‘why?’ Think ‘how?’

Key 2. Put the topic into the first person 

Young people have learned to navigate the vast amount of information around them. In order 
to do so they exclude a large part of that which reaches them.

Consumer society has conscientiously researched the mechanisms that a person uses to 
discriminate between information and understands that the key is in achieving a direct, 
personal relationship with the product. Information is relevant to a young person to the extent 
that it offers them a personal experience, contributes something to their identity. 

In the Internet Age you don’t need a rational analysis of information to determine whether it 
is relevant. It needs to speak to each person that receives it. 

What does the subject of today’s class have to say about me, my life, my friends, my family 
and my immediate context? Only by answering these questions will we be able to interest our 
students in more global analyses of a problem.



Número Cinco (Julio 2014)
Issue Five (July 2014)

The INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL for GLOBAL and DEVELOPMENT EDUCATION RESEARCH
REVISTA INTERNACIONAL sobre INVESTIGACIÓN en EDUCACIÓN GLOBAL y para el DESARROLLO

10 KEYS TO USING THE PROJECT METHOD (PBL) IN EDUCATION 
FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (ESDGC). 

Página 172
Page 172

The challenge for teachers when considering a ESDGC project is to offer proposals that allow 
the students to have direct experiences in the first person.

When you present a global problem, think what that problem has to say to ‘each one’ of 
your students.

Key 3. Build the content. Be the mastermind.

Practically all the viral content that our young people share on the internet is homemade. In a 
society saturated with all kinds of productions, the consumer needs to feel personally involved 
with the informative content that they consume.

In the Internet Age young people value producing their own content to the extent that they 
create communities of fans around products created by the consumers themselves.

The didactic materials used in a project and the task to be carried out should enable the 
students to make it their own, shape it, re-build it.

Don’t focus only on the quality of the information that you offer, but also on its potential for 
your students to be able to use it to build knowledge. 

Imagine that the materials that you offer are clay in your students’ hands and make sure that 
they can sculpt with it.

Key 4. Transmedia Narratives

An educational project needs continuity. Just as engaged social action cannot be sustained by 
occasional, unconnected interventions, a project needs to be experienced by its participants 
as a learning journey in which the students face up to what they know and what they have yet 
to learn. 

An educational project is a story. It’s something that can be told by those that participate in 
it like a series of experiences that become a part of the way they see the world.  It begins 
with an Opportunity that teachers and students take advantage of (the Intention). It’s a cause 
for reflection on, or reencounter with, an intimate or everyday reality that prompts them to 
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embark on a journey where they learn, reflect, research and act on the reality (Direct their 
Attention and Act).  It also produces changes in their lives, their way of seeing the world and 
how they engage with it (the Change).

Our students’ cognitive universe travels through digital media. There, content is treated as 
narrative. It tells stories that make emotional connections with viewers. In addition, these 
stories travel along different media channels: games, applications, video, text, etc. They all 
construct a narrative that our students access in part.

If we ask what ‘Harry Potter’ is, some will say it’s a film, some a book and others a video game. 
They are all right. But each will access the story being told in a different way, a story that is 
described across various media platforms that together build the narrative.

Our young people need content they can relate to, that’s useful for constructing their social 
identity and that paints narratives they can identify with and participate in, building a large 
part of the content and meaning. These narratives shouldn’t be sourced from a single media 
channel.

Make proposals for research and action that facilitate the description of narratives. Your 
students need to view their learning as an adventure, a story.

The story’s narrative lines intertwine like rhizomes thanks to the various media channels that 
support them.

Key 5. Space and time

The artificial scheduling of spaces and times for teaching isn’t relevant when it comes to 
learning. 

Young people learn inside and outside the classroom. Moreover, we can be sure that they 
learn more when they’re not in the classroom. Marking boundaries that separate schools from 
the world beyond only limits the possibilities of setting up educational projects. It’s necessary 
to incorporate the neighbourhood, the community, families, social networks and all those 
physical and virtual spaces in which young people develop and learn.
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The same is true of time. Young people learn seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day. It’s 
necessary to incorporate all the student’s time into the educational project.

When planning an educational project, don’t contain it within the school walls and timetable. 
Incorporate all the other settings your students move in and the moments they live.

Key 6. The power and role of teachers

It’s been decades since teachers wielded authority over our students’ knowledge. 

n In the Internet Age, if a young person wants to know something, they will most 
likely first try to get the information from their most respected source, their group 
of friends (whether physical or virtual). If they don’t get the answer they’d hoped for 
there, they’ll try looking on the internet. Only in the event that these two sources 
prove unable to provide the answer they’re looking for will they ask their teacher.

n This scenario is in stark contrast to the classic image of the teacher as the exclusive 
source of wisdom, a person who wields a monopoly on knowledge. Today knowledge 
is available to all those with an internet connection.

n But it isn’t just that, our young people don’t especially value the possession of 
knowledge. They only need to know where to find it when they need it. Absolute 
knowledge is infinite. Knowing how to manage sources of information has become 
more important to them.

n The old idea of obtaining knowledge for ‘the simple pleasure of knowing things’ has 
also changed. Nowadays, what you learn has to have a specific, direct use. It has to 
help solve a specific problem from students’ daily lives, explain something from their 
immediate surroundings and be directly useful in their social circle.

n Lastly, knowledge is multisensory and there are no exclusive sources for accessing 
it. Information arrives from simultaneous and discontinuous sources.  
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This also means accepting a radical change in the role assumed by teachers. Teachers go from 
directing processes to supporting them, to provoking, stimulating and providing criteria to 
evaluate the quality of information and research processes.

In the Internet Age the teacher’s role is to promote and lead an educational project with which 
both students and teachers engage wholeheartedly, carrying out complimentary tasks.

In educational projects, ESDGC provides the basis for a joint action of a group of students who 
themselves lead the project while having the support of a teacher who orients, stimulates 
and advises them, managing the learning process.

Key 7. Unlimited connectivity

Nowadays we travel with the world in our pocket. Mobile phones and tablets have changed the 
way we are in the world. With chat services such as WhatsApp we are constantly connected 
with people and groups. 

I began this article describing young people’s intimate relationship with social networks 
through their mobiles. This relationship is maintained constantly throughout the journey to 
school and will be maintained afterwards throughout the day. 

There will only be one time when it will cease dramatically and that’s while they attend class. Use 
of mobiles in schools is prohibited by law in many regions, such as the Community of Madrid. 
In Spain the use of devices that allow us to be in contact, search for and share information is 
heavily restricted. It seems that the idea of those who have introduced these limitations is to 
ensure that teachers have their students’ full attention.   Yet, they are mistaken.

More and more teachers are inviting their students to freely share everything that takes place 
in class. Many also take the initiative and comment on their classes on Twitter and add photos, 
comments or links on Facebook.

Unlimited, unstructured connectivity is one of the characteristics that most identifies the 
Internet Age in which young people live today. It’s necessary to allow the educational project 
to benefit from the possibilities offered by incorporating people, initiatives and information 
that may be useful to it. It’s also important to promote the visibility of its products, generating 
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an ‘architecture’ upon which the particular learning journey travelled by the group can be 
recognised.

Don’t be afraid of your students’ unlimited connectivity. Incorporate the possibilities it offers 
to benefit the project and break down the space and time barriers on learning.

Key 8. Pleasure and effort

Learning produces effort. Learning a new language, playing an instrument and solving a 
problem are all tasks that demand determination.  Effort is a cornerstone of learning. However, 
we have to bury the idea that effort is synonymous with punishment, suffering and boredom.

Traditional education championed the value of effort as something contrary to pleasure. 
However, that’s not true.

When we plan a trip with our family we also make a huge effort when it comes to organising an 
itinerary that will please everyone. Choosing a destination requires research and assessment. 
We look into activities, places of cultural interest and entertainment. We do a thorough search 
to ensure that it’s economically feasible and that the experience will be worth the effort. We 
dedicate time to this task. We ask people we know about possible destinations. We read, and 
watch films and documentaries. As with so many other things in life, the pleasure involved is 
intimately related with the effort.

In recent years it has been common to hear a rigid and emphatic defence of the value of effort 
in learning. It normally comes associated with more conservative thinking about education and 
as a justification for discipline, memorising information and the external control of learning. 
According to this school of thought, the effort that must be made by students will reap its dose 
of pleasure in the more or less distant future through access to university, a chosen profession 
and the workforce. But they’re not interested in something so far off.

The other great resource for motivating students’ efforts is reinforcement. Throughout the 
history of education, didactic approaches have drawn upon reinforcement as a ‘star resource’ 
for stimulating students’ effort. All kinds of rewards are given out when the desired result is 
achieved: emotional reinforcement, qualifications, physical prizes, medals and honours. These 
consequences provide students with pleasure and encourage them to repeat the desired conduct. 
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PBL is based on a different premise. Learning is a logical response to students’ interest, 
curiosity and need. It’s a spontaneous movement that satisfies a primary need and therefore 
produces pleasure in and of itself. Kilpatrick said: “the more an individual becomes interested 
in something, the more effort he will put into it.” The challenge is to design didactic plans that 
correspond to that search for knowledge and put it in relation with the prescriptive curriculum. 

When we learn to play a musical instrument we can do so in two different ways. One is driven 
by prizes that are external to the act of learning- family reinforcements, economic ones, 
qualifications- and the other is motivated by the pleasure derived from achievement itself and 
the satisfaction of the experience of playing. In both perspectives on the process of learning the 
instrument effort is required. ABP is resolutely committed to the second of them. The didactic 
plan begins by asking yourself what the students’ needs and interests are, and from there how 
can you provoke the intention of embarking on a journey that will lead them to learning.  

The idea is to ask yourself- to listen to- what the students’ interests are. What do they need 
to learn? What might spark their interest to know? What tools might be offered for use in 
a specific, immediate context? Based on all that, the question is how to create proposals 
for research and action that will lead them to build knowledge as a response to their own 
desire. The aim is to design didactic proposals in which the effort only responds to an intention 
expressed by the students themselves.

Ask yourself about your students’ motivations. What do they need to learn and how can you 
spark their interest in embarking on a journey that will lead to them doing so.

Key 9. Competencies: Acquiring competence – exercising competence 

Competence, as defined by DeSeCo: “is the ability to successfully meet complex demands in a 
particular context.” It’s an ability that is demonstrated in the real world.

 Thus, there are two dimensions to the term competence:

n On the one hand, it’s necessary to be competent in terms of AQUIRING a specific 
ability.
n On the other hand, being competent entails EXERCISING this ability in the real 
world. 
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It isn’t possible to demonstrate competence if students aren’t allowed to put it into practice 
in daily life. 

The real world is the clay on which the sculptor is able to demonstrate their competence 
by sculpting. It isn’t possible to do so explaining it on a piece of paper or with a computer 
simulation.

This practical aspect to competence learning demands that didactic plans intervene directly in 
the real world, that they are of practical use in students’ lives and connect with their interests 
in the construction of knowledge. 

Key 10. Ruptures. Classrooms open to the community. Education as an engine for social 
change. The ethical value of education.

PBL is a framework1 that enables us to reflect on education from another viewpoint. It 
questions the most obsolete elements of traditional teaching and offers a didactic solution 
for proposing an educational model that empowers students, establishes cooperative work, 
opens classrooms and schools to their surroundings and engages people and the communities 
they live in.

It’s necessary to question the borders around education in terms of space, time, power, 
engagement, cooperation and usefulness. A key to doing so is to reflect on the ‘ruptures’ 
that your educational project produces. Opening classrooms to the community and heralding 
education as an engine for social change.

Competence is the ability to successfully meet complex demands in a particular context. 
It’s an ability that is demonstrated in the real world.

ACQUIRE COMPETENCE
Acquire an ability.

EXERCISE COMPETENCE
Be able to exercise it in a real context.

1  A framework (Lakoff, G.: 2004: No Pienses En Un Elefante. Madrid, Complutense) is a mental structure that 
shapes our way of seeing the world. The framework determines how we act, the objectives we set ourselves, how 
we plan our work and what is judged as good and bad in our specific actions.
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Reflect on the community impact of the educational project that you’re proposing in the 
classroom and look to establish a network of collaboration and trust with the community 
where your students live.

Project Based Learning (PBL) step by step.

Project work is a strategy that begins with listening: 

n What are the students interested in?
n What events are having an impact on their everyday lives?
n And how is all this related with the content that I want to cover in the classroom?

This starts a process in which the teachers decide what content they want to cover with (‘The 
Opportunity’) and how to get the group to decide to work with it (‘The Intention’).

When a group decides to work on a project, there arise dozens of questions that need answers 
as well as lines of action that must be planned. The teacher needs to accompany them on 
this process, helping to ‘Direct their attention’: advise and organise the group, provoke new 
questions, support the activity and open up the process to the community, connecting it with 
people, networks, social initiatives, etc.

At that point the project takes on a life of its own; the group is engaged with the activity and 
there is soon a clear need to do something that stems from the research process and their 
work.

n It’s necessary that what they are working on in the classroom has an impact on 
their immediate surroundings: their school, their community, their families and their 
networks. 
n It’s the moment when the group decides what to do with their project and how it 
is going to influence the community. 
n This is when the group commits to the change as a logical consequence of the 
learning process.
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It isn’t possible to describe each phase of the project in detail in a dozen pages. Each one of 
them prompts reflection on the role of content, on group work, on breaking the classroom’s 
limits of space and time, on the desire for community change, etc.

It all demands a change of mentality on behalf of teachers and new tools for managing group 
work, evaluation, the concepts that allow the whole process to be described- which I call ‘The 
Architecture’- and the other curricular items. Dozens of teachers and schools have already 
realised the need for a change in strategy and are employing the PBL framework to carry one 
out. Through his framework, ESDGC is fully integrated into students’ day to day activities.

Perhaps we will know that ESDGC has succeeded when it no longer exists, when it is so 
integrated into all the reflection and action that takes place in the classroom that it doesn’t 
require a name. A first step towards the standardisation of ESDGC in the curriculum is arming 
teachers with active didactic strategies for formal education.  Therein lays the value of the 
Project Method.

A
R
C
H
I
T
E
C
T
U
R
E

Evaluation

The Opportunity Surprise yourself

The Intention

Direct their 
Attention

The Strategy

The Action

Decide

Design

Change

Do


