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Problem-based learning (PBL) uses ‘real life’ 

cases to support integrated learning of the 

basic and the clinical sciences. PBL has now 

been used for over fifty years globally. This 

method of learning still causes division 

among educators and an important question 

on its effectiveness may not yet been 

satisfactorily answered despite several 

studies being undertaken. Many important 

factors like the nature of the group, the group 

dynamics, the facilitator, the physical space 

where the sessions are conducted, the 

cases/problems used, the curriculum and 

student preparation play an important role in 

the success of PBL. PBL challenges focusing 

on interpretation, empowerment and 

motivation have been mentioned [1]. Inter-

group and intra-group communication can 

affect interpretation. The facilitator’s role of 

guiding and triggering curiosity, instead of 

adopting the traditional role of content 

provider may be wrongly perceived by some 

students as unhelpful and uncommunicative. 

Students may also question the credibility of 

some peer group members, with implications 

on group dynamics. 

Important considerations while facilitating 

small group PBL sessions are explained and 

these can reduce the challenges and help to 

create more interactive and effective 

sessions. 

Considerations while facilitating PBL 

sessions 

1. Develop and strengthen facilitation 

skills 

Students in South Africa rated facilitators 

who were friendly and cared about the group 

highly [2]. Students should be aware that you 

want them to succeed, and care about them. 

They wanted the facilitators to encourage 

group members. Faculty members in a hybrid 

curriculum may find it difficult to let go of the 

traditional authority associated with a 

teacher and assume a different role. Training 

programs for new PBL facilitators have been 

found to be useful. Facilitators should treat 

mailto:ravi.dr.shankar@gmail.com


Janaki Medical College Journal of Medical Sciences (2024); Vol.12 (1):1-3 

 

JMCJMS: ISSN 2091-2242; eISSN 2091-2358  Shankar, PR 

 [2] 
 

students seriously, value their opinions, and 

be motivated and interested. Attention to 

group dynamics and to individual group 

members is important. The facilitator should 

encourage quieter students to participate. 

Learning facilitation requires time and effort. 

More universities in developing countries 

now offer a workshop for faculty on 

facilitation skills.   

2. Create a safe and supportive learning 

environment 

 

Student voices in the group should be valued. 

Learning has motivational and emotional 

components, and these should be considered 

by the facilitator [3]. Students should develop 

the skills for lifelong learning and become 

reflective practitioners. Groups are likely to 

multiethnic and multinational, and the voice 

of each team member should be respected. A 

common language, usually the medium of 

instruction should be chosen and all group 

communication should be in this language. 

This may reduce the risk of any possibility of 

favoring a particular language. A set of 

ground rules should be agreed on at the 

beginning and be strictly followed. Students 

(especially in developing nations) may be 

younger and be used to being passive 

recipients of knowledge and the switch to 

active learning will need support and 

guidance [4]. Comfortable seating, a closed 

room and freedom from disturbances is 

important.  

3. Allow students to take greater 

ownership of the process 

Students should be allowed to take greater 

ownership of the process. Students take 

increased responsibility for their learning and 

develop team working, negotiation, time 

management, leadership, increased initiative, 

and self-awareness [5]. A study however, 

found students had a greater understanding 

of the importance of taking responsibility for 

self-learning than supporting the learning of 

peers [6]. They were aware of the importance 

of supporting peer learning but did not often 

put this into operation. A facilitator should 

encourage each student to give their best, 

support their peers and be responsible and 

invested in the group’s success. Poor 

communication among team members, social 

loafing, free riding, and unequal work 

distribution can impact group dynamics and 

should be addressed. Students in developing 

nations are used to a teacher-centered 

approach and require support and 

encouragement especially during the first 

semester of the course.  

4. Spend time on writing and selecting the 

cases 

The problem/case is at the heart of the PBL. 

They should integrate the clinical and the 

basic sciences with professionalism and 

psychosocial components, encourage group 

discussion and participation in the different 

steps of PBL, promote collaborative learning 

and SDL and teamwork [7].7 PBL cases are 

usually written by writing teams, are based 

on educational objectives and may require 

testing, rewriting, editing and customization. 

The initial trigger should be engaging, and a 

detailed facilitator guide is required. Student 

and facilitator feedback should be 

encouraged. I have seen some cases that do 

not work well, and students struggle to 

identify the learning objectives and 

sometimes the case may not promote group 

work and discussion. Hospital and 

community cases that are anonymized and 
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modified could be considered. Simpler 

problems are recommended during the 

earlier semesters and the cases can become 

more intricate and complex as students’ 

progress.  

5. Arrange a chart/whiteboard/online 

document during the session 

During PBL, the facilitators provide 

scaffolding to support learning and as the 

groups learn to work together this support is 

slowly reduced. Visualization tools like 

whiteboard, an electronic whiteboard, or a 

shared online document help this process and 

ensures all group members are working on a 

single reference document. Screen sharing of 

online documents were widely used during 

online sessions during the COVID pandemic. 

In my university and many others, we 

continue to use online groups to share 

triggers and an online document to analyze 

the problem and develop learning objectives. 

Whiteboards are now common in most 

universities in developing countries and a few 

even have interactive whiteboards.     

PBL is well-established in developed nations 

and is now becoming more common in the 

developing world including Nepal. With large 

class sizes and student numbers there is a 

requirement for a large group of facilitators. 

Greater attention to and practice of these 

strategies/considerations will enhance small 

group work, promote student engagement, 

and help make PBL more enjoyable, 

productive, and effective for both learners 

and facilitators.  
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