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Problems-First Learning: A Framework for Engaging Minds and Nurturing 

Thinkers in Grades 6–12 

By Ted McCain 

_____________________ 

Study Guide 

This study guide is a companion to the book Problems-First Learning: A Framework for 

Engaging Minds and Nurturing Thinkers in Grades 6–12 by Ted McCain. Problems-First 

Learning offers the problems-first instructional method, which flips lessons on their heads and 

makes student learning more authentic and engaging. 

 

This guide is arranged by chapter, enabling readers to either work their way through the entire 

book or focus on the specific topics addressed in a particular chapter. It can be used by 

individuals, small groups, or an entire team to identify key points, raise questions for 

consideration, assess conditions in a particular school or district, and suggest steps that might be 

taken to promote a healthy school culture. 

 

We thank you for your interest in this book, and we hope this guide is a useful tool in your 

efforts to create a healthy culture in your school or district. 
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Chapter 1 

The New Needs of a Changing Generation 

_____________________ 

 

1. Describe the teaching as telling, learning as listening mindset. Why is this instructional 

approach so pervasive in schools today? 

 

2. Consider figure 1.1 (page 10). What is the teacher’s role in this lesson? What is the 

students’ role? 

 

3. What is the forgetting curve? How much of your teaching practice involves asking 

students to memorize content? 

 

4. How has the rise of the internet and technology in the 21st century transformed the skills 

students need for success? 
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Chapter 2 

The Thinking and Processing Skills Students Need for the Future 

_____________________ 

 

1. Consider the top ten skills people need for success in the world of work in 2020 (page 

15). How do these skills differ from memorization skills? 

 

2. What is project-based learning (PBL)? What are the three goals of PBL? 

 

3. What are the three major aspects of three-dimensional thinking? Describe each. 

 

4. List the seven pillars of success. Which pillars are you consciously teaching in your 

lessons? Which skills have you not incorporated into your lessons? 
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Chapter 3 

The Key to a New Approach 

_____________________ 

 

1. The author states, “Problems initiate a progression that leads to student independence” 

(page 30). What does he mean by this statement? Consider figure 3.1 (page 31) when 

responding. 

 

2. What are the benefits teachers experience when they present the curriculum in the format 

of a problem to be solved? 

 

3. Why is the problems-first instructional approach more authentic than traditional teaching 

and assessment? How often do you ask students to complete activities that mirror real-

world tasks and projects? 

 

4. Describe the sequence of steps teachers take when planning backward. How does the 

planning backward approach differ from traditional teaching and assessment? 
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Chapter 4 

Envision a New Role for the Teacher 

_____________________ 

 

1. In your own words, describe the new role for teachers in the classroom. How is this new 

role similar and different from the traditional role of teacher as teller? 

 

2. What are some steps you can take to transition to this new role and mindset?  

 

3. Consider your course curriculum. Which parts, units, or lessons are best suited to the 

problems-first approach? 

 

4. What are some obstacles you may encounter when shifting to the problems-first 

approach? How might you respond to this resistance? 
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Chapter 5 

Ensure That Problems Are First and Teaching Is Second 

_____________________ 

 

1. Consider figure 5.1 (page 45). What is the teacher’s role during the role-play? What is the 

students’ role? 

 

2. How does the example lesson in figure 5.1 ensure students engage with course content? 

 

3. The author states, “Thus, once the teacher presents the task, the teacher’s role shifts from 

being the source of all information in the classroom to that of a resource or a guide for 

students” (page 47). What does the author mean by this statement? In what ways can 

teachers support their students during the learning process? 

 

4. Besides traditional lessons, what are other sources that students can utilize when working 

on a problem? How does this approach support differentiated instruction? 
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Chapter 6 

Establish a Real-World Link Using Role-Play 

_____________________ 

 

1. Have you used role-play in past lessons? If so, did the role-play successfully connect to 

real-world problems and roles? 

 

2. What are the four benefits for teachers and students when using role-play? 

 

3. Why is it important that the teacher remain in character during a role-play? 

 

4. Figure 6.2 (page 52) presents an example of a small problems-first project. Why is it 

important to start with modest projects when transitioning to the problems-first approach? 
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Chapter 7 

Equip Students With the Four Ds of Problem Solving 

_____________________ 

 

1. What are the four Ds of problem solving? Briefly describe each step in this problem-

solving process. 

 

2. Why is defining a crucial step in problem solving? What are the three sub-steps for 

define? 

 

3. List the five sub-steps of design. Why is it important to create a written plan during the 

design step? 

 

4. Why is the debrief step so vital to student learning? What is one major obstacle to student 

ownership of learning? 
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Chapter 8 

Expand Your View of the Curriculum 

_____________________ 

 

1. Why is it important to introduce students to collaborative, multisubject problems? 

 

2. Review the multisubject problem in figure 8.1 (page 73). How does this lesson facilitate 

student discovery, interest, and ownership of learning? 

 

3. What challenges might you encounter when talking to teachers about collaborating on a 

project? How might you overcome these challenges? 

 

4. Consider the content in a course you teach. How might you collaborate with a teacher 

from a different discipline to design a project? 



Problems-First Learning—Study Guide 

Copyright © 2021 by Solution Tree Press 

--10-- 

Chapter 9 

Elevate the Students’ Level of Thought 

_____________________ 

 

1. What is the content trap? Why is it important now more than ever to teach students 

higher-level, information investigation skills? 

 

2. List the five steps of information analysis. How might you introduce the five steps to 

your students? Is there an existing lesson, project, or problem you can adapt to 

incorporate this process? 

 

3. What three steps occur during information synthesis? What are some questions students 

could ask themselves during this process? 

 

4. How can teachers require students to evaluate the information they gather? Consider the 

project in figure 9.2 (page 85). In what ways do the students evaluate the information 

they gather? 
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Chapter 10 

Educate the Whole Mind 

_____________________ 

 

1. How can encouraging fact-based imagination foster higher-level thinking? In what ways 

can you incorporate creative nonfiction into your classroom? 

 

2. List the five steps of the writing process. Why is it important that educators fully teach 

the publish step of the writing process? 

 

3. Does your classroom have a culture that supports creative, innovative thinking? How 

could you introduce the Idea-Storm Think Tank to your students? 

 

4. Describe what occurs during the second stage of the Idea-Storm Think Tank. What is 

sticky voting? 
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Chapter 11 

Evaluate Holistically 

_____________________ 

 

1. In your own words, define authentic assessment. What are five strategies for authentic 

assessment? 

 

2. What are portfolios? What are three main purposes for portfolios? 

 

3. What are rubrics? Why should teachers communicate to students expectations and what 

aspects of a project are most important? 

 

4. The author states, “Self-assessment…is an indispensable tool for assessing internal 

attitude skill development” (page 108). Why is this the case? 



Problems-First Learning—Study Guide 

Copyright © 2021 by Solution Tree Press 

--13-- 

Chapter 12 

Ease Yourself Out of the Picture 

_____________________ 

 

1. Why must teachers be intentional about withdrawing assistance while fostering student 

independence? 

 

2. Why is letting go so difficult? What aspect of withdrawing assistance is most concerning 

to you? 

 

3. What does letting go look like? What does it mean to you? 

 

4. What are some steps you can take to aid in easing yourself out of the picture? 
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Chapter 13 

Pointers for Shifting to a Problems-First Approach 

_____________________ 

 

1. The author shares three things teachers should remember when they begin to design 

problems-first projects. What are they? 

 

2. The chapter shares examples of real-world products students can produce. Are there 

products listed here that students could produce for part of your course? What resources 

are available to you that will give you further information on the kinds of products people 

create in jobs outside of the classroom? 

 

3. In your own words, explain the correlation between student and teacher involvement in 

problem solving over time as illustrated in figure 13.3 (page 126). What steps can you 

take to support this shift in responsibility? 

 

4. What is your biggest takeaway from this chapter? 
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Chapter 14 

Examples of Problems-First Lesson Plans 

_____________________ 

 

1. Consider the problems-first project plan for a junior high school science class (page 129). 

How will students implement the five steps of the writing process to complete this 

project? What are some concepts about shooting video and writing screenplays that you 

would want to emphasize to students? 

 

2. How does the project plan for the middle school English language arts class (page 134) 

ensure students are responsible for their learning? Explain how this project develops 

students’ thinking in analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. 

 

3. Review the example project plan for a junior high school social studies class (page 138). 

If students find they have questions after the role-play finishes, what are some strategies 

the teacher can use to address these questions?  

 

4. Do you have any projects that you currently give students that can be adapted into the 

problems-first format? If so, how might you adjust your assessment to ensure holistic 

evaluation? 


