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Outline of Presentation

1. What is the Common Problem Pedagogy?
2. What sorts of learning skills and outcomes 

does it hope to achieve?
3. What are some of the fundamentals of 

problem-based learning?
4. Sample projects from Oswego, Oneonta, 

Plattsburgh and Cortland.
5. Logistics
6. Resources
7. Questions



Common Problem Pedagogy 
is based on a simple idea.

Pair faculty from different 
disciplines with a community 
partner to address a problem of 
common interest

Pair their relevant classes 
to organize interdisciplinary 
teams of students to 
address the problem.



Characteristics of The Common Problem 
Pedagogy:

• problem-based
• cross-disciplinary
• experiential
• active learning
• self-directed
• civically engaged
• knowledge anchored in application
• student self-reflection on learning is key
• learning as a process
• learning in the context of teamwork

and communities of inquiry
• communication and oral presentation 

emphasized



Problem Based learning is
•Student centered
•Challenging for both students 
and instructors
• Focused on ill-structured 
problems
• Less concerned about a 
product than the process



Focus on Problem-Solving Skills

The goal in the pedagogy is to 
provide minimum guidance in order 
that students can take ownership of 
the problem and struggle with the 
ways in which to solve it.

The Common Problem Pedagogy

It stresses self-directed learning.



We encourage participating faculty to 
provide students with a general 
framework for problem-solving, but let 
them struggle with the solution.



STEPS IN PROBLEM-SOLVING

ANALYSIS

DISCOVERY

HYPOTHESIS

EVALUATION



WHAT’S 
WRONG?

AT WHAT 
SCALE

WHAT’S THE 
DESIRED 
OUTCOME?

WHAT 
INTERVENTIONS 
MIGHT ACHIEVE 
THAT OUTCOME

STEPS IN ANALYSIS



GATHER 
INFORMATION

SEEK OUT 
EXPERTS

IDENTIFY 
RELEVANT 
RESEARCH

ORGANIZE 
RESEARCH

DISCOVERY



HYPOTHESIS

• Formulate the hypothesis as an 
intervention;

• what interventions, if acted on, would 
most likely achieve the outcomes 
desired.

• rank alternatives

• select optimal solution



Evaluation

• Can the solution be field tested?
• What was the opinion of instructor, 

experts, other groups, community 
partner?



“In PBL, students learn content,
strategies, and self-directed learning
skills through collaboratively solving
problems, reflecting on their own 
experiences, and engaging in self-
directed inquiry.”

Cindy Hmelo-Silver



The pedagogy is meaningful to the students 
because the problems chosen are real, and 
relevant—a powerful motivating force for learning. 

Additionally, in being engaged with 
students outside of their own 
discipline, they can often gain new 
insight into problems by employing 
different disciplinary concepts and 
frameworks.



Oneonta students reflect on their Common 
Problem experience: 
https://cloud.swivl.com/v/0ac96c743ad7d276604e37f05ea18aff

https://cloud.swivl.com/v/0ac96c743ad7d276604e37f05ea18aff


Two Student Learning Outcomes for each participating class:

Identify scope of ill-structured 
problem, determine its causes, 
and construct and assess possible 
solutions.

 Incorporate insights of other 
disciplines in constructing 
meaningful solutions to problems.



THE SMART NEIGHBORS 
PROJECT AND PROGENY 

Four Years of Promoting the City 
of Oswego’s Businesses and 

Not-for-Profits



MAN IN THE MOON 
CANDY STORE

‘17-’18 PROJECT





Participating Classes



Participating Classes



SMART NEIGHBORS: 
MAN IN THE MOON CANDIES

Participating Classes



DOWNTOWN
BANNER 
PROJECT



STUDENT WORK IS PLACED ON DIGITAL OZ 
A WEB SITE PROMOTED BY THE OFFICE OF COMMUNICATIONS 

AND MARKETING AT SUNY OSWEGO



THE GRAND 
CHALLENGES PROJECT







Courses involved:
• Creative writing 
• Film-making

• Art
• Marketing 

Sculpture

OSWEGO’S SMART NEIGHBORS 
PROJECT

“As students, this project helps us step 
out of our comfort zones. We forget 
that a huge part of why we’re here is 
networking and getting out into the 
community. This project gives us the 
confidence to do that.” —student Emily 
Shaben



Sustainable Focus 



LOCAL SCHOOL AS PILOT PARTNER





LONGEVITY 
IMPACT

2015 Pilot to now



SUSTAINABLE SUSQUEHANNA 
AND PBL IN ACTION

https://cloud.swivl.com/v/0ac96c743ad7d276604e37f05ea18aff


WHAT WE LEARNED



PLATTSBURGH’S FILM  AND 
SUSTAINABILITY PROJECT

Working with community members 
to produce  films on local 
sustainability issues

Courses involved:
• English (Film)
• Environmental Sciences

Dr. Curt Gervich and Dr. Mike Devine



A Day in the Life explores the hidden 
economic links between student waste and 
the impoverished who recycle it. 

PLATTSBURGH’S FILM  AND 
SUSTAINABILITY PROJECT

Nathan Winans
co-director of 
Power

“I learned how 
hidden poverty 
can be”

The student film Power, about homelessness, 
was shown in the 2017 Lake Champlain 
International Film Festival, and considered 
for the Lake Placid Film Festival. 

POWER (1).mp4

https://drive.google.com/a/plattsburgh.edu/file/d/0B6mHhubBmWAwdWcwMEFpMjAzZVk/view?usp=drive_web


CORTLAND’S MIGRATION IN THE 
CORTLAND COMMUNITY

Courses involved:
• Childhood Education

• History
• Political Science

The project considered ways to better 
integrate refugees into the community. How 
best to meet the needs of the new migrants 
and to address concerns and misconceptions  
by local residents about the refugees .

Students in the Migrations group 
during one of their collaborative 
meeting sessions



LOGISTICS: IDENTIFYING 
FACULTY PARTNERS

• offer informational sessions that bring 
faculty together to discuss their interests 
and find matches;

• use existing courses;

• try to schedule courses at the same time;



LOGISTICS: DESIGN OF THE CLASSES

• the common problem project should 
not interfere with delivery of course 
content;

• many faculty set aside time during the 
last 3 or 4 weeks of class for students 
to work on the project.



LOGISTICS: COMMUNITY PARTNER

• have the community partner make a 
presentation to the class on the 
problem, if practical

• have the community partner attend 
any presentations of the students 
solutions to the problem;



LOGISTICS: ORGANIZING STUDENT TEAMS

• 5-6 members are best;

• the most difficult issue is organizing times 
when students can meet;

• some instructors set up in-class times for 
students to meet as teams;

• discuss the issues of team dynamics with 
students ahead of time so they are aware 
of typical teamwork problems.



LOGISTICS: GRADING

• Rubrics are available for problem-solving, oral 
presentation, civic engagement, teamwork.

• highly recommended to require student reflection 
paper, include reflection on:

1. problem-solving skills learned;
2. working with group;
3. working with students from other disciplines;
4. working with community partner;
5. incorporation of course concepts and 
theories in solving the problem.



SUPPORT AVAILABLE

We offer Webinars on the Pedagogy 
through the Center for Teaching 
Excellence at SUNY Plattsburgh.
Contact Becky Kasper, Director
Kasperrb@Plattsburgh.edu

we can, on a limited basis, provide on-
site workshops or informational session 
for your faculty, based on available 
funding.
Contact: James Liszka
James.Liszka@Plattsburgh.edu

mailto:Kasperrb@Plattsburgh.edu
mailto:James.Liszka@Plattsburgh.edu


For more information on the Common Problem 
Problem contact:

James Liszka:
James.Liszka@Plattsburgh.edu

Becky Kasper
Kasperrb@Plattsburgh.edu

mailto:James.Liszka@Plattsburgh.edu
mailto:Kasperrb@Plattsburgh.edu
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