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The Strongest student-led businesses don’t 
start with something students can make. 

They start with a problem worth solving.

PLTW Problem Solving Industry business expertise Student-led Business

Problem Solution Customer Enterprise

“Students have a laser 
engraver. What can they 

sell?”

VS.

“What problem does our 
school or community have, 
and could students build a 

solution?”
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Why Curriculum Alignment Matters
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Extra Curricular SLB
• Competes for teacher/student time
• Often depends on one champion
• Product may drive the experience
• Difficult to sustain year to year

Curricular-Aligned SLB
• Reinforces course competencies
• Produces authentic student evidence
• Uses projects already occurring in class
• Creates a repeatable instructional model
• Makes industry participation purposeful

The business becomes the context in which students apply what they are learning
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PLTW Starts with the Problem
 Solve first. Sell Second.

Discover
• What Problem Exists?

Define

• Who Experiences it?
• What are criteria & Constraints?

Ideate

• What already exists?
• What does the user need?

Develop
• Generate multiple approaches

Prototype

• Build Models
• Test

Refine

• Go back as needed to solve user need
• Does it solve the problem?
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Ask the Business 
Question:
Does this solution create 
enough value to become 
a repeatable product or 
service?

Entrepreneurship isn’t 
“making something then 
figuring out how to sell it.”
Good entrepreneurship is 
another form of problem 
solving
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When Does a Project Become a Business?
A Great Project isn’t Automatically a Great Enterprise
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VALUE

PLTW Project
Students Can:
• Identify a Problem
• Research
• Design
• Prototype
• Test
• Analyze Data
• Iterate
• Communicate a Solution

Ask:
• Who needs this?
• How often?
• Why this solution?
• Would they use or pay for it?
• Can students deliver it repeatedly?

Student-Led Business
Students now also need:
• Customer Directory
• Marketing
• Pricing / Finance
• Production Planning
• Inventory / Supply Chain
• Quality Control
• Sales
• Customer Service
• Operations

This is the opportunity for partnerships
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Where Industry Makes the SLB Better
Industry Adds the Business Reality Layer

• Problem Identification

• Criteria & Constraints

• Prototyping

• Testing

• Iteration

• Team Roles

• Documentation

• Technical Presentation

• Data Analysis

• Manufacturing / Design

• Customer Discovery

• Market Constraints

• Product / Service 
Viability

• Quality Assurance

• Continuous 
Improvement

• Organizational 
Responsibility

• Operating Procedures

• Customer / Sales 
Communications

   

PLTW Foundation Industry / Business 
Extension
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Students don’t need 
industry to solve the 
problem for them. 

They need industry to 
introduce the realities 

students don’t know yet. 
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“Date Before You Get Married”
Industry Engagement Doesn’t Have to 
Start with an Internship
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30-min 
classroom 
conversation

Review a 
Client Brief

Provide 
Criteria / 
Constraints

Review 
Prototypes

Teach a short 
Business 
mini-lesson

Become a 
Project 
Mentor

Help 
Students Test 
with Real 
Customers

Support the 
Student-Led 
Business

Micro-
Internship / 
Internships

Apprenticeship 
/ Employment

Deeper Talent Partnership

Low-risk Entry Point



©2026 Project Lead The Way. All rights reserved.

What Could this Look Like in PLTW?
One Curriculum, many Possible Enterprises
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PLTW foundation:
• CAD
• Prototypes
• Client Constraints
• Fabrication
• Workcells
• Production Optimization
• Quality
Possible SLB Extension:
A student designed / 
fabrication service solving 
recurring needs for the school, 
CTSOs, or community.

Engineering / Advanced 
Manufacturing

PLTW foundation:
• Coding
• Client problems
• Cybersecurity Practices
• AI / Data Applications
Possible SLB Extension:
A supervised student 
technology service responding 
to authentic school / 
community needs. IE – 
Students working alongside 
district IT personnel or 
providing a technology 
recycling program for the 
elderly / disadvantaged.

Computer Science / 
Cybersecurity

PLTW foundation:
• Healthcare Scenarios
• Biomedical investigation
• Health / wellness problems
• Research
• Documentation
• Problem Solving

Possible SLB Extension:
Student-developed health 
education, wellness, outreach, 
or other appropriate non-
clinical product & services.

Biomedical Science
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Your Turn: From Problem to Enterprise
Choose one authentic problem (7 minutes).

1. What is the problem? 

2. Who experiences it? 

3. What criteria or constraints should students investigate? 

4. What could students design, build, analyze, or provide? 

5. How could the solution become a repeatable 
product/service? 

6. What business expertise is missing? 

7. What is the smallest useful ask you could make of an 
industry partner?

Table Share outs (3 min):
Share Problem + Enterprise Idea + “First 

Date” Industry Ask
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Don’t begin by deciding what students will sell. Begin with 
who needs something solved

https://bit.ly/4xYjTLB
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Final Thoughts: Start Small. Build 
Authenticity. Grow the Relationship

Curriculum

StudentsIndustry

Jasen Ritter
jritter@pltw.org
www.pltw.org
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Authentic 
SLB

PLTW helps students prove they can solve real problems. A 
student-led business gives them the opportunity to prove 
they can turn those solutions into value for someone else.

https://bit.ly/4yKsT78
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