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Chapter 11

Problem-Based Learning

Purpose of the Chapter

This chapter is about problem-based learning (PBL). It begins with an overview of the model and a presentation of its theoretical and empirical underpinnings. A brief discussion of the model’s history is provided as well as sections that describe how to plan, conduct, and evaluate problem-based lessons. The unique management system required to successfully implement the model is also described.
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Main Chapter Points
Overview of Problem-Based Learning

· Unlike other models in which the emphasis is on presenting ideas and demonstrating skills, problem-based learning has teachers present problem situations to students and get them to investigate and find solutions on their own.

· The instructional goals of problem-based learning are threefold: to help students develop investigative skills and problem-solving skills, to provide students experiences with adult roles, and to allow students to gain confidence in their own ability to think and become self-regulated learners.

· The general flow or syntax of a problem-based lesson consist of five major phases: orient students to the problem; organize students for study; assist with independent and group investigations; develop and present artifacts and exhibits; and analyze and evaluate work.

· The learning environment of problem-based learning is characterized by openness, active student involvement, and an atmosphere of intellectual freedom.

Theoretical and Empirical Support

· Problem-based learning has its intellectual roots in the Socratic method dating back to the early Greeks but has been expanded by ideas stemming from twentieth-century cognitive psychology.

· The knowledge base on problem-based learning is rich and complex. Several meta-analyses done in the past few years provide a clear picture of the model's instructional effects.

· Over the past three decades, considerable attention has been devoted to teaching approaches known by various names—discovery learning, inquiry training, higher-level thinking—all of which focus on helping students become independent, autonomous learners capable of figuring things out for themselves.

Planning and Conducting Problem-Based Lessons

· Major planning tasks associated with problem-based learning consist of communicating goals clearly, designing interesting and appropriate problem situations, and logistical preparation.

· During the investigative phase of problem-based lessons, teachers serve as facilitators and guides of student investigations.

Managing the Learning Environment

· Particular management tasks associated with problem-based learning include dealing with a multitask learning environment; adjusting to different finishing rates; finding ways to monitor student work; and managing an array of materials, supplies, and out-of-class logistics.

Assessment and Evaluation

· Assessment and evaluation tasks appropriate for problem-based learning necessitate finding alternative assessment procedures to measure such student work as performances and exhibits. These procedures go by the names of performance assessment, authentic assessment, and portfolios.

Important Terms

	artifacts

cognitive-constructivist perspective

cognitive psychology

constructivism

discovery learning

discrepant events

exhibits
	higher-order thinking

inquiry training

meta-analysis

scaffolding

self-regulated learners

zone of proximal development


Strategies for Teaching Chapter 11

Several of the overall activities described at the beginning of this section should be considered for helping teach students how to plan and conduct a problem-based lesson and to reflect on their lesson. In addition, the following activities can help students understand key aspects of problem-based learning.

Present and Explain

Activity 1: Video on Problem-Based Learning

Purpose: To provide student with an overview of problem-based learning.

Strategy: Show the video “Problem-Based Learning” that was created specifically for Learning to Teach. Use it as a springboard for small group or whole-class discussion about the model, its syntax, and the learning goals it can achieve. Classroom examples from elementary and secondary are provided.

Small Group and Experiential

Activity 2: Planning for Problem-Based Learning

Purpose: To help students understand the difficulty with planning problem-based lessons.

Strategy: After examining some examples of problem-based learning have students work in small groups to develop a problem-based lesson plan. Use the “Lesson Plan Format for Project-Based Learning Lesson” found in Chapter 11 of the Guide to Field Experiences and Portfolio Development to provide a structure for the plan. Have students identify specific strategies for organizing and allocating resources and managing early finishers, dependent students, inclusion students, and students who dislike group work.
Field Work and Portfolio

Activity 3: Meaningful Learning Experiences

Purpose: To help students consider the strengths and weaknesses of problem-based learning.

Strategy: Have students interview friends, family members, and peers about their most positive and meaningful school learning experiences. In small groups pool the results of the interviews and compare the experiences cited with problem-based learning and with more teacher-centered models of instruction such as presentation and direct instruction. Have each small group make a list describing the experiences and possible strengths and weaknesses of problem-based instruction based on the interview information.

Activity 4: Example of Problem-Based Topics

Purpose: To help students to find examples of problem-based curricula and topics.

Strategy: Assign students to visit the library looking for examples of project-based or problem-based learning in current curriculum guides and methods books and in similar materials from the 1920s and 1930s. Authors such as Harold Rugg provide fine early examples of the use of these approaches in elementary and secondary classrooms. Books for Professionals recommends some current sources. Compare early and current examples to the syntax presented in Chapter 11.

A variation on the above is to have students examine state curriculum outcomes for grade level and problem-based lessons, looking for curriculum outcomes that are supported by the problem-based instruction. Have students generate examples of how project-based models might fit into an instructional sequence designed to meet state outcomes.
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