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CBL IN A NUTSHELL 1

Challenge Based Learning is an approach which has –

• " A multiple entry point strategy with varied and multiple 
possible solutions.

• " A focus on universal challenges with local solutions.

•" An authentic connection with multiple disciplines.

•" An opportunity to develop 21st century skills.

Cha!enge Based Learning: Take action and make a difference [Apple 2009] p.2
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CBL IN A NUTSHELL 2

Challenge Based Learning is an approach which has –

•" The purposeful use of Web 2.0 tools for organizing, 
collaborating, and publishing.

•" The opportunity for students to do something rather 
than just learn about something.

•" The documentation of the learning experience from 
challenge to solution.

•" 24/7 access to up-to-date technology tools and resources 
so students can do their work.

Cha!enge Based Learning: Take action and make a difference [Apple 2009] p.2
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THE OUTLINE

Cha!enge Based Learning: Take action and make a difference [Apple 2009] p.2
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THE BIG IDEA

Make it BIG [of global proportions – e.g. sustainability, 
health, space, poverty, cultural diversity].

Make it open ended.

Allow it to link disciplines.

Spend time thinking about it, refining it and re-drafting it
[this is crucial].

Discuss the Big Idea with others to refine or confirm it
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CASE STUDY-WILLIAMSTOWN PS

The Big Ideas.

• Grade 3/4s 

" • Saving Endangered Animals.

      • Improving Physical and Mental Performance.

Grade 5/6s

" • Protecting against natural disasters.

" • Ethical Tourism.
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CASE STUDY-WILLIAMSTOWN PS

My CBL Classroom

" • Students worked on a Challenge for two mornings   
and two afternoons [two full days in total] during a term. 

• The activity was taken in a room in which each student 
had access to a computer.

" • There was an interactive whiteboard [although, a 
digital projector would also be fine] and equipment such as 
video cameras, microphones, digital still cameras, stop 
motion animation set ups and scanner. 
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CASE STUDY-WILLIAMSTOWN PS

My CBL Classroom

• There were also break out spaces for small group 
discussions and technology skill tutorials, and activities that 
required a quiet area, such as podcasting. 

• Both the home group teacher and the Information and 
Communication Technology [ICT] teacher where working 
together on this activity, with a whole grade of students. 

• Students worked together in teams of 5 or 6. The groups 
were structured as mixed ability groupings.

Tuesday, 17 May 2011



THE ESSENTIAL QUESTION

Now having a big idea is great, but how does that lead to 
curriculum activities for students? This is where the 
Essential Question is important. 

Look at your big idea and develop a question that your 
students will focus their thinking. 

The Essential Question can be teacher developed, but you 
can allow for student input as well. This is a great way to 
start student involvement in the topic.
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THE ESSENTIAL QUESTION

One of the units I taught had the big idea of Human Survival. 

This idea was focussed into a study on Natural Disasters by 
the Essential Question, “How can we minimize the effects of 
natural disasters on human populations?” 

The writing and discussion about Essential Question is 
important and if done well will lead to the framing of a great 
Challenge. 

The Challenge also needs to be question. In the case of this 
activity the Challenge was “How can earthquakes, tsunamis 
and volcanoes be less hazardous to human life?” 
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QUESTION OR ACTIONABLE 
STATEMENT?

After my last presentation on CBL, I received this comment 
via email. 

“ An important clarification, in my opinion, is that the 
Challenge statement is NOT a question.  This is an 
ACTIONABLE STATEMENT - worded succinctly and 
promoting the creation of actionable solutions, but NOT 
dictating or designing what those solutions will be.  So 
open-ended, actionable, and not a question.”
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WHAT WOULD ACTIONABLE 
STATEMENTS LOOK LIKE?

From this  How can we reduce the death toll caused by 
Earthquakes, Volcanoes and Tsunamis?

To this List actions and solutions to reduce the the death toll 
caused by Earthquakes, Volcanoes and Tsunamis

Or this Classify / group actions and solutions that reduce the the 
death toll caused by Earthquakes, Volcanoes and Tsunamis

Important verbs - • Rank • Itemize • Categorise • Catalogue • Record • 
Document • Detail • Identify • Group • Rate • Designate • Order • 
Arrange • Sort • Rank • Index
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THE CHALLENGE

At this point it is worthwhile to “test” the validity of your 
Challenge question [or actionable statement]. This is done 
by seeing whether you can make useful assessment rubrics 
for the Challenge. Assessment rubrics can be teacher 
developed or teacher and student developed. 

The important thing is that they are written at the 
beginning of the Challenge Based Learning activity and that 
they are shown to students before they begin working on 
the Challenge. 

Tuesday, 17 May 2011



ASSESSMENT RUBRICS

I had two sets of rubrics, one assessing ICT skills [that 
related to state curriculum standards] and the other assessed 
how well the Challenge was completed, [what was each 
group’s solution and action in meeting the Challenge]. 

It would be possible to write a third set of rubrics that 
relate to the work process and group dynamics [this could 
also be student self assessment].
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ASSESSMENT RUBRICS
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ASSESSMENT RUBRICS
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ADDING CONTENT

For many secondary school students this would be 
appropriate that they do this themselves. But with primary 
school and middle years students, I feel it is important that 
teachers explicitly direct the content at this stage. 

What do I mean by explicitly direct the content? I mean 
that students are directed to a number of concise 
information sources that will focus their thinking on the 
Challenge and its issues. 
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ADDING CONTENT

After the reading and viewing of this teacher directed content, 
students need to participate in small and whole group 
discussions. Graphic organisers are useful to focus these group 
discussions. 

This directed content should come from technology rich 
sources. I used Wikipedia, YouTube, SlideShare, illustrated 
timelines, selected websites, podcasts, Google Maps, Google 
Earth and web based interactive games. 

This directed content should focus student thinking, not 
dominate the activity. Challenge Based Learning should be 
about students creating actions and solutions to the Challenge, 
not just exploring the work of others.
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QUESTIONS, ACTIVITIES & 
RESOURCES

After this students are ready to start the Challenge! 

Guiding questions and guiding activities are used to unpack the 
Challenge for the students. This is important scaffolding for 
them. 
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THE TOOLS

" Obviously computers, cameras, voice recorders and 
software that allows for the creation of rich multimedia 
information products. 

" The students that I taught used Apple’s iLife suite 
[iMovie, iPhoto, GarageBand, iWeb, and iTunes] and iWork 
suite [Keynote & Pages]. 

" However, any collection of software or Web 2.0 
applications would work, if it encapsulated website 
construction, desktop publishing, audio capture and editing, 
image capture and manipulation and video capture and 
editing. 
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THE PROCESS

Each group of 5 or 6 students then decided how they were 
going to approach the Challenge, decide who was doing 
what etc. Students were encouraged to reflect on their 
participation in the group and how the group was working, 
by completing video reflections on the project. This was 
done by the students recording themselves using a webcam. 
Students used Apple’s PhotoBooth software to generate 
video files. 
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THE PRODUCT

The product in each group’s response to the Challenge was 
a website that answered the questions those guiding 
questions of the Challenge and put forward the group’s 
actions and solutions. Each website contained all of the rich 
multimedia content that each group had created for the 
Challenge: text, images, video, animation and podcasts. 
How each website was constructed, both in design and 
content was up to each group. When finished and assessed, 
these websites were then hosted on the school’s intranet. 
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WHAT ARE THE PEDAGOGICAL 
CHALLENGES?

[discussion here]
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WHAT ARE THE ORGANISATIONAL 
CHALLENGES?

[discussion here]
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USEFUL LINKS

Apple   http://ali.apple.com/cbl/

Education Technology Solutions - Issue 40 
 http://www.educationtechnologysolutions.com.au/

My blogs

http://ictedservices.typepad.com/icted_services/cbl/

http://ictedservices.typepad.com/elearning/challenge-based-
learning/
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MY CONTACT DETAILS

e-Mail   richardson.mark.m@edumail.vic.gov.au

Twitter http://twitter.com/ictedservices

Facebook http://www.facebook.com/ictedservices
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