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LTSN 01 Workshop,  Liverpool Medical Institute  1st December 2004

Problem-Based Learning – not just a Method but a System?
The Purpose of the Workshop was to explore the aims of producing a Guide on the reasons for, and the implications of, effective Problem-Based Learning (PBL) as a coherent system of higher education for Medicine, Dentistry and Veterinary Science.

The Guide would be addressed to academics who wished to consider the development, amendment or research of PBL in professional education.
This initiative is based on the growing unease that PBL may fall into disrepute through its adoption as a fashion, rather than as a coherent educational approach.

The extant literature may not be quite as helpful as it might be. In part it appears to support the impression that any number of different methods of teaching may use the term ‘Problem-Based Learning’, to an extent where Howard Barrows, one of the major pioneers of PBL, has abandoned this appellation which he regards as now ‘corrupted’. An equally unhelpful trend in the literature is that the claims for or against the value of PBL are seldom, if ever, underpinned by an adequate description of who did what, how, for or with whom and under what circumstances.

Indeed, the absence of these variables from such papers tends to negate the value of the evaluation of such research.

What then are the variables which ought to be considered?

An international Web directory is being developed at the University of Brighton to begin to explore this question. The responses are based on a detailed questionnaire which continues to be refined (http://www.interact.bton.ac.uk/pbl/index.php). 
The responses received so far indicate the need for clear definitions and explanatory descriptions of the components which constitute a coherent system of PBL.
The aim of the present initiative is to contribute to the definition of a set of criteria for the planning, implementation and evaluation of Problem-Based Learning.

Sixteen colleagues from nine universities participated at the Workshop (Appendix A) together with a senior representative from the Higher Education Academy LTSN 01 
Subject Network and two facilitators from the Universities of Liverpool and London respectively.

In preparation for the Workshop the participants had been invited to respond to an initial set of questions (Appendix B). The responses (Appendix C) would constitute the criteria for the specification of all subsequent aspect (Appendix D) which would be designed to support the achievement of the initial statements (the goals of PBL).

The participants followed the Agenda (Appendix A) in two groups during their discussions and during the plenary sessions.

The main outcomes of the Workshop:

· There was general agreement that PBL as a system should be explored, in order to define the components of the system, that is the variables which can affect acceptability (by students and teachers), effectiveness (short term and long term outcomes) and efficiency (sustainability) of PBL as an educational  system.
· All aspects in the two questionnaires (Appendices B, D) were endorsed as appropriate, and further aspects were proposed in the form of additional questions. Some of these emphasized the importance of appropriate resources, including recognition and reward of creativity and commitment in the range of educational tasks.

· Very productive discussion focused on the precise meaning of some of the questions, in order to avoid ambiguity.

· This led to the recognition that brief statements in response to the questions would merit amplification through explanatory text and, in some instances, accompanied by illustrative examples in the Guide.
· A series of ‘key points’ emerged during the discussions which would merit further consideration.

· It was suggested that further discussions might take the form of a Delphi consultation, primarily conducted by e-mail (Bettcher, DW, Sapirie, S. & Goon, EHT (1998) Essential public health functions: results of the international Delphi study. WHO Statistics Quarterly, 51, 44-56).

· While the logistics of a Delphi consultation would counsel a limitation of the number of respondents, consideration should be given to inviting additional schools of Medicine, Dentistry and Veterinary Science with current experience in PBL. This would also assist in the exploration of any profession-specific differences in the design and/or implementation of PBL curricula.

· Support and collaboration should be discussed with the Subject Network and the Academy.
· Special thanks were offered to the LTSN-01 Subject Network for its generous support and to the two tremendously helpful raporteurs for their elegant distillation of the wide ranging discussions.  
Appendix A.   Workshop Agenda

                 B     Questions 1 and 2

                 C     Consolidated responses to Questions 1 and 2

                 D     Further Questions
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