
    
  

1 
 

 

Problem Based Learning (PBL) 

 

Content Outline 

1. Introduction 

2. Objectives 

3. Definitions and characteristics 

4. Process of PBL 

5. How is PBL different from Problem Solving? 

6. What skills are required for PBL? 

7. What facilitator does in the PB learning process? 

  



    
  

2 
 

1. Introduction 

Constructivism focuses more on the context which is manipulated by the learner to 

establish equilibrium between the old and new knowledge. Context provides the 

learner the scope to become the designer of their own learning.  

 

A specific context is used in the constructivist approach and that is PBL. The learners 

use the context of a problem not to solve it but to use it in the process of learning 

the content. Basic premise of PBL is that, “Learning begins with a problem when 

presented in the same context as it would be encountered in real world.” Woods 

(1985) 

 

2. Objectives 

At the end of this module, you will be able to  

 Discuss characteristics of PBL 

 Describe the process of PBL 

 Differentiate between PBL and Problem Solving 

 

3. Definitions and Characteristics 

Some definitions and characteristics are discussed below. 

According to Barrows (1980), “PBL is the learning that results from the process of 

working together towards the understanding of the process of resolution of a 

problem.”  

He gave following characteristics of PBL which are reflected in his definition. 

 It is a constructivist approach where learners construct their new knowledge in 

the context of the problem. 

 It is a student centered active learning. Students are progressively given more 

responsibility of their learning. 

 Learners learn through cooperation. It is basically a small learning group 

comprising of not more than 6 to 10 students. 

 Facilitators are guides and not teachers in order to make learners independent. 

 Learning becomes self-directed. 

 Problem becomes the vehicle for learning the content. Students while struggling 

with the problem learn actual content and problem solving skills.  

 Problem stimulates cognitive process of constructing knowledge. Through 

problems students discover important concepts and inter-connection between 

sub-concepts. 

 It is a mimicking of the real problem where the learners are in the role of the 

character who encounters the problem. 
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Duch, Groh and Allen define, “problem-based learning as an instructional method 

that challenges students to ‘learn to learn’, as they work cooperatively in groups to 

seek solutions to real-world problems.  

They outlined the nature of problem as follows: 

 Problems engage students’ interest and motivate them to learn. 

 These problems require students to develop a line of reasoning that is backed up 

by evidence. In simple words, learners gather evidences related to the problem 

and then confirm their assumptions.  

 Problems are complex enough to involve a group of students rather than a single 

individual. 

 They are informal or ill-structured so that there is a scope for each participant to 

make assumptions or look at it from varied perspectives. 

 The problem has the content hidden with the embedded objectives of learning 

and not states separately by the instructors. 

 Problem gives ownership of the process of learning to suggest solution. 

 

“It is an approach that challenges students to learn through engagement in a real 

problem.”  

This one liner definition clearly reflects upon the 5E principles of constructivism. It 

talks about engaging in exploring the cause and effect of real problem, explaining in 

connection with the content and evaluating the evidences through assumptions. 

 

PBL is an student centered approach  that uses careful but ill-constructed problem as 

a context for the learners to define their learning needs, conduct self-directed 

inquiry, integrate theory and practice and apply knowledge and skills to develop a 

solution to define problem. 

The definition encompasses the entire process of PBL as described below. 

 

4. Process of PBL 

1. Presentation of the problem: 

The facilitator is active in this phase wherein she is instrumental in presenting the 

problem using any medium,. It can be by reading, through demonstration or 

through video etc.  

Problem is defined in order to have a common comprehension ground for the 

group members. Highlights and unfamiliar terms, concept or ideas are clarifies for 

better insight into the problem. This helps them to organise the information in a 

meaningful way. This also helps them to know what they know and what they are 

not aware of. Misconceptions also can be removed in this phase. 
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2. Exploring the nature, causes and other aspects of the problem:  

The learner begins to become active from this phase onwards. Through group 

discussion and sharing of various perspectives and viewpoints. This is the stage of 

designing an action plan for working on the problem. The group brainstorms on 

the ideas based on their previous knowledge. They also identify the issues; facts 

that they need to learn to crack the problem. They formulate tentative 

hypotheses to be tested. 

 

3. Independent Studies:   

Students engage themselves in independent study on their learning issues 

outside the tutorials.  Every member makes efforts to gather data from the 

library, resource people, online data base etc. This becomes self-directed study. 

 

4. Working together on the problem:  

Students revisit the problem with new information and knowledge acquired during 

self-study. They share and work together on the problem again. Prior hypotheses 

are tested. New assumptions are made if required and evaluated. Thus self-

assessment and peer assessment is made in this phase. In this way re-

organization of the information gathered is done in this phase. 

 

5. Discussion on solution: 

The students present and discuss their solution to the problem. And the best ones 

are selected after thorough and critical thinking on each one. 

 

6. Review of PBL process: 

Students evaluate what and how they gained new knowledge working on the 

problem. All participants engage in the self, peer and tutor evaluation of the 

process of problem solving. Such reflections help in cognitive constructivism. 

 

In this way, through the process of PBL, three conditions are created.  

Activation of prior knowledge when students apply it to understand new knowledge at 

the very first stage. Similarity in the context in which the information is learnt and 

applied. Such contextual learning enhances the functionality of the learnt knowledge. 

In short, in the process of PBL, problem comes first without advanced reading, 

lectures or preparation. The problem serves as a stimulus for the need to know. 

Based on the prior knowledge and the identified gaps in that knowledge, students in 

their groups determine the learning issues. They identify and gather and use a 

variety of information resources to study these issues and return to the group to 

discuss and share what they have learnt.  
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5. How is PBL different from Problem Solving? 

PS focuses on the decision making based on prior knowledge. It starts with learning 

that one needs to know. Then the problem is given and the learnt knowledge is 

applied to solve it. 

PBL focuses on the process of learning through a problem. Here the problem is given. 

The learners identify the knowledge to be learnt. They learn it and then apply to 

resolve the problem. 

 

6. What Skills are required for PBL? 

Team work, listening, sharing, recording, cooperation, tolerance, and respect for 

peers’ views, critical evaluation of literature, use of resources and presentation skills 

etc. are the pre requisites of PBL for its successful accomplishment. 

  

7. What facilitator does in the PB learning process? 

 They are the tutors and active participant in the PBL process. 

 Acts as a resource for the learners to access related information or data in any 

form. 

 Evaluates continuously at every stage of PBL. 

 Observes questions or intervenes and …. 

- Prompt group to dig deeper into content 

- Show connections between different points of view and tie together 

information that would provide direction to students. 

- To ensure students stay on track during the discussion. 

- Motivate learners to examine evidences for conclusion. 

 


