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What is problem based learning?

As the word suggests, it’s learning that starts with a problem situation which stimulates the learner to take the initiative to gain relevant knowledge, understanding and skill guided and supported by the facilitator.

You are probably familiar with the traditional learning approach where the teacher or lecturer starts by giving new information, describing challenges and problems and showing you how these can be solved by applying your new knowledge and skill in practice. So how does problem based learning differ? Here are the main points of the two learning approaches to help you see the difference.

	Traditional teacher driven learning
	Problem based learning

	Traditional lecture
	Small group learning 

	Subject based
	Problem based

	Focus on concepts and description of disease
	Patient focused

	Competitive learning 
	Co-operative learning

	Focus is on theory and description of application to practice
	Integrated application of knowledge and skills in practice


So in problem based learning, the lecturer describes a problem situation, and you investigate the problem and find out what you need to know and how you can apply new and existing knowledge to respond to practical situations such as the one presented. Remember PBL is not the same as problem solving and you are not expected to solve the problem that has been presented. The scenario is the springboard that pushes you to investigate what your own learning needs are. But you are not alone in this process. You will be a member of a learning group and together you will navigate your way through the programme. Your lecturer plays the role of facilitator who helps to keep you and members of your group on track and who identifies resources that are helpful. The lecturer is in fact one of your key resources.

What are the benefits of problem based learning?

Working as a midwife is about being able to respond to a variety of situations in the most effective ways. Problem based learning gives you many opportunities to develop and strengthen a number of skills such as:

· Taking time to look at situation from different perspectives in order to gain a good understanding of the issues

· Analysing a situation and identifying various options to respond

· Being innovative and resourceful in responding to problem situations

· Learning to work cooperatively with others in a team

· Sharing your insights and good practice with others

· Being flexible to respond to changes in the environment

· Self confidence and self reliance in ways of working

· Taking responsibility for your own learning 

· Being accountable for your actions.

Many people prefer to learn from practical examples to build their knowledge and skill while others like to start with theory. There are many ways to approach learning. What is important is to find the approach that is best suited for a particular programme. In a competence-based programme, the problem based learning approach offers unique opportunities for acquiring the right mix of knowledge and skills to become a competent midwife. 

But it is not as easy as it seems. Problem based learning can be a successful learning experience if both students and facilitators know how to go about it. Initially lecturers may feel that students are not learning enough depth. Students may feel that it takes too long to reach an understanding of the concepts because they have to find the information, engage with it and try to understand it by discussing it in their teams with some support from their facilitators. Added concerns are that many students are not necessarily good at problem solving and they may not feel confident enough to work together in teams to learn and achieve the expected learning outcomes.

These possible barriers are not insurmountable. As a student your role is to ask for help from your facilitators and peers when you need it. Facilitators will also be trained to keep a lookout for any student who needs support. Working together with your team and facilitator can assist you to make PBL a successful learning experience.

What happens in problem-based learning?

The PBL approach used in the Midwifery Certificate Programme is adapted to cater for the needs of midwifery students in Malawi. It is a structured learning approach that is made up of these steps:

	Overview of the PBL process

	Step 1

What is the problem?
	Teams receive a written problem scenario and clarify the text of the scenario. Students define the problem. They use brainstorming to identify explanations for what is observed in the problem scenario. 

	Step 2

What do we know already?
	Teams reflect on their experience and establish what they know. 

	Step 3
What are the learning issues?
	Teams reach interim conclusions about the problem. They identify what new knowledge and skills they have to learn in order to respond appropriately to the scenario. 
They compile a learning plan that gives detailed descriptions of the learning issues. A learning issue is a question that cannot be answered with the existing knowledge of the group. 

	Step 4

What are my learning goals?
	Students work independently with the core learning resources and use the questions to guide their interactions with these resources. The teams decide on the self-study approach: 

· all students focus on all the learning issues, or 

· students focus on specific learning issues. 

All students are expected to engage with and understand all the learning issues. 

Students work independently on their portfolio tasks.

	Step 5

What are we learning?
	Teams meet to share their insights and knowledge is built cooperatively. 

Student teams meet as often as needed to check progress on completing the portfolio tasks and achieving the specified learning goals. 

 

	Step 6

What conclusions do we reach?
	Teams reflect critically on their understanding of the concepts. They apply their new knowledge and insights to the original scenario and describe what this means for other situations.

	Step 7

What have we learned about learning?
	Team reflect on their group and individual learning experiences. They identify what worked well and where and how they could improve in future.




 What is the role of the student in problem based learning?

PBL uses a group learning approach. As a member of a learning team you are expected to prepare for the team sessions and contribute actively to the discussions. You will build your knowledge by exchanging ideas, listening to one another, respecting each other’s viewpoints, being critical and asking questions that challenge and probe the issues. 

But you will also work independently and engage with the learning resources and do the assessment activities. One of your first tasks is to prepare a learning plan so that you know what you have to learn and how you will learn it. An important aspect of being a self directed learner is to keep an eye on your progress and know when to ask for assistance from your peers and your facilitator when you get stuck. It is up to you to develop the habit of reflecting critically on your own learning in order to improve your learning ability. Managing your own learning includes managing the use of your time so that you are able to pace yourself and complete all your learning and assessment activities. 

What is the role of the facilitator in problem based learning?

We have chosen the term facilitator in this programme to mean someone who is able to guide and support you to play an active role in the learning process and to take responsibility for your own learning. So what exactly is the difference between teaching and facilitating? The key difference is the degree of autonomy. In teaching the teacher assumes full control of the learning process, whereas in facilitation the learner is enabled to take control of her or his own learning. It is remains the facilitator’s responsibility though to manage the overall learning process. 
A good facilitator knows when to step in and offer support and when not. For learners who are new to PBL facilitators will provide quite a bit of structured support. But as learners and their teams become more used to the PBL approach, the support will probably be less directive. Throughout the PBL process, the facilitator will continue to challenge the teams by asking probing questions.

How will you be assessed?

The focus of the Midwifery Certificate Programme is on building your professional competence as a midwife using the PBL approach. This is why your assessment will test your ability to analyse situations, show problem solving skills, have a deep understanding of the concepts and know how they are applied in practice. 

You will be involved in three types of assessment in the programme.
· Portfolio assessment activities – counting for 50% of the final, overall assessment.

· The portfolio – counting for 10% of the final, overall assessment.
· Integrated assessment task – counting for 40% of the final, overall assessment.
As you can see from the above allocation of marks, you will be assessed on a continuous basis through the assessment activities that you include in your portfolio. The integrated assessment task enables you to apply what you have learned in a practical situation. The purpose of all assessment is to develop your midwifery competencies so that you are able to respond with confidence in any situation that you come across as a midwife.

The assessment activities provide opportunities for you to track your progress through the programme and your facilitator will give you regular feedback. 

What is a portfolio?

The portfolio is essentially a collection of evidence of your learning achieved during the programme. The term comes from fine art where students collect samples of their work. Your portfolio will demonstrate your growth as a midwife and will provide evidence of your repertoire of skills, knowledge, and understanding by the end of the programme. 

Why compile a portfolio?

A portfolio includes a variety of evidence of achievement and is developed over a period of time; this means that it can offer greater insight into:
· Personal and professional growth over a period of time
· The depth and breadth of achievement
· Your cumulative and holistic achievement.

Most other forms of assessment focus on particular knowledge, skills and attitudes in isolation at a particular moment of time: a portfolio offers a much richer picture of what a person is capable of. Evidence captured in a portfolio can be particularly useful in providing evidence of your competence.
Although your portfolio is a working document, it will not contain every piece of paper about your achievements, learning and development experiences. You will need to select carefully what is most significant. In this programme we suggest that you include items from the list in the table below.

	What to include in my portfolio

	1. Curriculum Vitae

2. Evidence required for the various portfolio tasks: documents you prepare to complete your assessment activities, e.g. interview schedules, and other planning documents

3. Feedback on your performance from your facilitator, sister at the clinic 
4. Any other item you think demonstrates your proficiency as a midwife

5. Self-reflection. Structured reflection on your learning journey




The portfolio and self-reflection are methods that help you to become a reflective practitioner. Reflection assists you in discovering yourself as a learner and being aware of how learning takes place.
An additional value of developing a portfolio is that it is a tangible professional development product. Each person’s portfolio serves as display of individual goals, growth and achievement, as well as a testimony to acquired knowledge, professional and personal attributes and contribution.
Assessment criteria 

Taken as a whole, your portfolio should offer a person who has not been involved in the course a snapshot of the learning and development that has taken place. The criteria for assessing the portfolio are listed in the table below.

	Criteria for assessing the portfolio 

	Criteria
	Mark allocation

	1. Completeness. The portfolio comprises items from the prescribed categories
	25%

	2. Reflection on items included in the portfolio.

2.1 Description of evidence 

2.2 Explanation: 

· Why was the evidence included?

· What does the evidence demonstrate about the development of pertinent knowledge and skills? 

2.3 Description of how you will use what you have learned in practice? 
	50%

	3. Presentation

3.1 Logically ordered

3.2 Easily accessible. Use is made of contents page, headings and simple numbering system that make it easy to navigate a way through.  
	25%


Self-assessment

Once you have completed your portfolio, you need to assess yourself against the above criteria outlined using the rating scale given below.

Assessment rating scale 

	Exemplary
	Good
	Competent
	Not yet competent

	100% - 75%
	74% - 60%
	59% - 50%
	49% - 40%

	All the criteria have been met and surpassed. The portfolio is indicative of a midwife who has engaged fully and critically with the programme and has been able to demonstrate both depth and breadth of understanding but also innovation in practical application.
	All the criteria have been met. The portfolio is indicative of a midwife who has engaged fully and critically with the programme and has been able to demonstrate some depth and breadth of understanding linked to practical application.
	All the criteria have been met. The portfolio is indicative of a midwife who has engaged meaningfully with the programme and has been able to link the learning to practical application.
	Not all the criteria have been met. Small changes need to be effected and the portfolio re-submitted.


Facilitator assessment
Your facilitator also evaluates the completed portfolio and will take into consideration your assessment before deciding on a final mark.

Some guidelines on how to develop your portfolio

Plan and prepare 

The purpose of the portfolio will determine what content to include and how to gather and organize it. In this programme you are expected to show evidence of your growth and development as a midwife. The list provided earlier gives ideas of the kind of items you can include. You can also start by identifying headings under which you can slot in the items you collect.

Select the most appropriate items

You can start by collecting as much as possible but before you insert the items in the portfolio it is necessary to discern what is most significant. Remember you are compiling a dossier that reflects your development and competence. Sometimes you may want to include several versions of a report or article to show how you have progressed. Be clear about why you are including an item in your portfolio. Why is it important or necessary? It is not about quantity but quality.

Organise your portfolio and be creative about its presentation

The quality of the portfolio's physical appearance and organisation is as important as that of the content. You cannot have an impressive portfolio in terms of physical appearance while its content is poor but you can equally undermine good content through poor presentation. The quality of the presentation or physical appearance should parallel the quality of the content. You could use the following structure:

1. Cover – include your name and other relevant details. You are marketing yourself so be creative.

2. Table of contents

3. Route map

4. A narrative statement about why you have enrolled for the Midwifery Certificate Programme and what you are expecting to achieve.

5. A system for cross referencing individual pieces of evidence

6. The evidence itself, clearly labelled.

7. A short reflection on each item of evidence. Why have you included it? What does it show?

8. A final reflection on the portfolio as a whole. What does it show? What progress have you made? What are you most proud of? Where do you want to improve?  

Include critical reflection

It is good practice to reflect critically on each item you include in the portfolio. You can complete questions such as: Why I chose to include this item? What it shows about my performance? What I still want to improve? Include reflective comments at the end of each section. This provides a useful narrative that creates interest and makes it easy for your facilitator and any other reader to follow your progress. End your portfolio with a final reflection on the portfolio as a whole.
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