
Developing Benchmark Lessons

After teachers have identified concepts, learning performances, and a driving question,
they might begin to develop benchmark lessons (sometimes teachers design an investiga-
tion before developing benchmark lessons).Remember that the role of benchmark lessons
in project-based science is to help students learn difficult concepts, illustrate a laboratory
technique,build new inquiry abilities,model thinking,or stimulate curiosity. The teachers
described in the opening scenario were worried about covering important objectives and
meeting their students’ needs, two other reasons to use benchmark lessons.

Don’t expect to develop benchmark lessons from scratch.Original ideas are rare. You
might come up with some original ideas, but more likely you will modify activities that
have already been developed to meet the needs of your own students and to ensure that
all students in your class learn. For our insect project, there are several good resources
that we could use to develop benchmark lessons.

The FOSS Insects kit is valuable for teaching about the structure and life cycle of
several different insects: mealworms, waxworms, milkweed bugs, silkworms, and butter-
flies (FOSS, 1993).The FOSS kit Environments has several lessons about insects. In one
lesson, students investigate the environments (moisture and darkness) preferred by
isopods and beetles. In another lesson,students investigate the level of salinity needed for
brine shrimp to hatch (FOSS, 1993).

Another useful curriculum is the Science and Technology for Children (National Sci-
ence Resources Center, 1992) curriculum The Life Cycle of Butterflies. Intended for sec-
ond graders, this material can generate several benchmark lessons.Students raise painted
lady butterflies to learn about metamorphosis; they use observation and recording skills
to raise caterpillars and butterflies; they learn about caterpillars’ basic needs for air, wa-
ter, food, and shelter; and they learn about insect body parts and function.

Portfolio Activity 11.2

TURNING CONCEPTS, LEARNING 
PERFORMANCES, AND CURRICULUM 
OBJECTIVES INTO DRIVING QUESTIONS

Materials Needed:
• The list of concepts, learning performances, and cur-
riculum objectives generated in Portfolio Activity 11.1

A. Take the list of concepts, learning performances, and
curriculum objectives generated in Portfolio Activity
11.1 and brainstorm several driving questions from it.

B. Share this list with a colleague or classmate to try to
generate additional driving questions.

C. Evaluate each question for
• Feasibility.

• Worth.
• Contextualization.
• Sustainability.
• Meaning.
• Ethical

D. Select one driving question that you will develop into
a project throughout the rest of this chapter. Write an
argument about why you are selecting this question
over others you brainstormed.

E. File the argument and the driving question in your
portfolio.
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Key Idea 

Numerous resources
help teachers
develop benchmark
lessons.
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