
Empowering Learners:

Teaching Essential 21st Century Skills with a 
Project-Based Approach



Who We Are
Sara Finesilver (she/hers), Instructor, English as a Second Language, 
Equity Coordinator, Outline of Instruction Curriculum Coach at 
Madison College
sfinesilver@madisoncollege.edu

Jolene Wierschke (she/hers), Instructor,  English as a Second Language 
at Milwaukee Area Technical College
wierscje@matc.edu 

Cristina Parente(she/hers), Director, English Language Learning 
Programming, Wisconsin Technical College System
cristina. parente@wtcsystem.edu



Objectives
● Understand Teaching Skills That Matter and how it 

connects to WTCS ESL/AE priorities
● Define project-based learning  
● Examine a sample lesson
● Develop lesson adaptations from your practice



Agenda
● Overview of Teaching the Skills That Matter
● Warm up
● Definition and example of project-based learning
● Project creation time
● Share out project-based ideas
● Resources



What is TSTM?

“The Teaching the Skills That Matter in Adult 
Education project (TSTM) trains teachers to 
integrate the skills that matter to adult students 
using approaches that work across critical topics. 
Using the project's tools and training, adult educators 
can teach the transferable skills students need in 
these critical contexts.”



Why Teach the Skills That Matter?

WIOA Section 23: Instruction must be tied to ‘activities, programs, or 
services designed to help an individual acquire a combination of basic 
academic skills, critical thinking skills, digital literacy skills, and 
self-management skills, including competencies in utilizing resources, using 
information, working with others, understanding systems, and obtaining 
skills necessary for successful transition into and completion of 
postsecondary education or training, or employment. “



Teaching the Skills That Matter (TSTM) Training 
Model

To provide training and technical assistance to teachers in adult 
basic skills education to target the skills that matter in the areas of 
civic education, digital literacy, financial literacy, health literacy, 
and workforce preparation with approaches that work. 

National level

○ Academic year
○ Coaching
○ In-person & online training

■ 2 WI cohorts in 2020 & 2023

State level in Wisconsin

○ Webinars - Spring 2022
○ Asynchronous PD training

■ Pilot - Spring 2024
■ Current - Fall 2024

○ Look for more information on future TSTM trainings!



The 9 Skills that Matter are:

     Adaptability and willingness to learn
Communication
Critical thinking

 Interpersonal skills
Navigating systems

Problem solving
Processing and analyzing information

Respecting differences & diversity
Self-awareness



The 5 Topic Areas:

● Civics education
● Digital literacy
● Financial literacy
● Health literacy
● Workforce preparation



The 3 Approaches that work are:

● Integrated and contextualized learning

● Problem-based learning

● Project-based learning (Today!)



Warm Up Activity

What stops us from doing 
more project-based 
learning?

Why?

Scan the QR code and 
share your thoughts!



Project-Based Learning
● Learners create a product that demonstrates skills and 

content knowledge (e.g., a report, presentation, video, 
etc.)

● Questions, goals, and tasks cohere with progress toward 
final project

● Projects usually require communication, collaboration, 
critical thinking, and creativity; are typically 
multidisciplinary

● Approach aligns with life skills/ applied knowledge
● Students crave hands-on learning experiences



How Do We Begin Developing a 
Project-Based Lesson or Activity?

Starts with a student need (or even content area)

What kind of project would…
● encourage research, creativity, and collaboration?
● showcase skills and knowledge around that need or topic?
● make learning feel grounded and authentic?



Project-Based Lesson Steps

The student or group:

1. Follows the line of inquiry

2. Develops specific plan to meet 

project requirements

3. Completes project steps

4. Presents final product

5. Completes final project 

assessment

The teacher:

1. Poses a meaningful question

2. Lays out project details: steps, 

timeline, and final product

3. Monitors and guides progress

4. Facilitates presentations

5. Develops final project 

assessment



Example Project-Based Lesson 
from the TSTM Toolkit



Example Project-Based Lesson for ESL



Example Project-Based Lesson for 
Corrections



Create your own project!
Think of one project and one objective based on your students’ needs.

● Choose your teaching context: Adult Learners, K-12, Tutoring,

● Choose your focus area: Workforce Preparation, Civics, Financial Literacy, 
Health literacy, Digital literacy

● Choose 1-2 of the 9 Skills that Matter: Adaptability and willingness to learn, 
Communication, Critical thinking, Interpersonal skills, Navigating systems, 
Problem solving, Processing and analyzing information, Respecting differences 
& diversity, and Self-awareness

● Create an objective for your project-based lesson: By the end of this lesson, 
my students will be able to ________________________.

Identify 2-3 benchmarks that students will work through to complete the project.

Share with others near you



Teaching the Skills That Matter (TSTM)

Toolkit Walk-through
● Description of skills, subject areas, 

and instructional approaches.
● Templates for unit and lesson plans.
● Vetted lessons that effectively 

integrate the Skills That Matter.

Information and resources 
related to TSTM can be 
found on the LINCS website 
under Federal Initiatives.

https://lincs.ed.gov/state-resources/federal-initiatives/teaching-skills-matter-adult-education/toolkit-overview


What’s available to use?

• 5 downloadable lessons plans 
for each topic area

• developed by 
nationally-recognized subject 
matter experts and reviewed by 
ABE content specialists 

• examples & videos of each of 
the 3 instructional approaches



What questions do you have about 
TSTM or project-based learning?



Contact Information 
Sara Finesilver, Instructor, English as a Second Language, Equity Coordinator, Outline 
of Instruction Curriculum Coach at Madison College
sfinesilver@madisoncollege.edu

Jolene Wierschke (she/hers), Instructor,  English as a Second Language at Milwaukee 
Area Technical College
wierscje@matc.edu  

Cristina Parente, Education Director, ELL Programming
cristina.parente@wtcsystem.edu

mailto:sfinesilver@madisoncollege.edu
mailto:wierscje@matc.edu
mailto:cristina.parente@wtcsystem.edu




Language Acquisition Project-Based 
Learning Examples
● Presenting on a chronic illness after evaluating 

websites and researching reputable sites
● Reflective Project grammar & job skills
● Diamante Poem
● Medicine Label
● Story Corp Interviews
● Sharing Our World - MATC Book Project
● Graph Creation Project
●

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1vtCdBNqi6UUWdGXkbcZwA41Rl5PpOv3nuKw5FO-aj1g/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/10-978RRer6SBQ8KuHd4maCzaMO4-7_lx/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=110006353524184100542&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://storycorps.org/discover/education/
https://www.matc.edu/news/2024/04/esl-book-2024.html
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1vtCdBNqi6UUWdGXkbcZwA41Rl5PpOv3nuKw5FO-aj1g/edit?usp=sharing

