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Abstract :  
Background: Problem based learning (PBL) is an effective strategy of self- directed learning. It focuses on 

delivering instruction in which problems are used as the basis of learning. Teaching approaches of higher 

education is continuously upgrading in Egypt. Although some Egyptian universities have adopted PBL as a 

learning method for undergraduate students, they did not adopt it as a learning method for postgraduate 

students.  

Objective: This study sought to describe the attainable skills of applying problem based learning strategy 

among postgraduate nursing student. 

Study design:  Cross- sectional study design was used to describe the outcomes of introducing problem- based 

learning as educational strategy to Community studies and allied health problems' Course. All the 68 

postgraduate students nursing who were registered for master during the academic year 2014/ 2015 involved in 

the study. Four students' evaluation tools were used in this study to evaluate the different acquired skills and 

their opinions regarding PBL. The evaluation tools included tutor evaluation scale, self –evaluation scale, peer 

evaluation and students' opinion scale.  

Results: The study revealed that (50%) of students showed very good level in achieving the groups learning 

goals by tutor evaluation and obtained adequate information about the problem by self –evaluation. While 

(54.4%) showed responsibility and commitment by peer evaluation and (88.2%) were strongly agree that this 

method is effective than lecture.  

Conclusion: The main conclusion drawn from the current study is that the majority of the postgraduate students 

were strongly agreed that problem based learning strategy is more effective than traditional learning strategy. 
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I. Introduction 
Education today is changing from one of factual based to one of inquiry based. This approach of 

learning is bringing about new ways in which students are involved in the learning process. Teachers knew that 

students receive knowledge passively and do not learn at their highest potential when they are in a classroom 
(1, 

2)
. Learning process will be more effective when instructors take the role of facilitator, coach and mentor to 

guide students during the problem solving process in state of teach and provide the answer to the problem. 

Problem-Based Learning (PBL) in the student centered classroom gives students the chance to learn best and to 

discover knowledge in a meaningful and applicable way 
(3)

.  Moreover, Smith-Goodwin, and Jeffrey 
(4)

 reported 

that PBL, provide students with learning opportunities for ‘‘how to think’’ rather than ‘‘what to think,’’ and 

potentially within the framework of sustainability.  

Nowadays, PBL in nursing field is an instructive strategy that was approved by World Medical 

Educational and World Health Organization (WHO), as an efficient technique of training community oriented 

students. Nursing students will be proficient in using theoretical knowledge in their working life if they acquired 

decision-making abilities, creativity, and sense of responsibility 
(5)

. The Nursing Education Society in Egypt 

face a challenge in preparing students to execute nursing roles within the context of integrated health care 

system
(6)

. Therefore, some nursing programs are using PBL to assist students in developing higher level of skills 

associated with professional nursing practice 
(7)

. PBL is a student-centered learning approach which strongly 

influence students behavior and enables them to work cooperatively in small group of 6-10 students for seeking 

solutions to situations or problems 
(7,8) 

PBL approach is depending on providing trigger material to a group of 

students, who asked to analyze the problem based on acquired knowledge. The trigger is a brief and broad 

statement of a individual, groups or community problem that used to stimuli clarifying the included concepts. 

Then students formulate their learning goals to find solution of the problem. These processes allow students to 

work cooperatively with the facilitator and with colleagues 
(9,10)

.
  
PBL shows student that learning can take place 

anywhere and at any time. In addition, PBL teaches students to use the information in a meaningful and 
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productive way 
(8)

. Community and population health courses are introduced to health profession programs 

including postgraduate nursing programs. In such courses nursing student require to integrate theories with 

practice, which can be achieved by active self- learning rather than conventional learning. The ability of nurses 

to become self- directed learner is one way of ensuring the continuous competency upgrading in- field practice 
(11)

. 

The Egyptian agenda for higher education focused on the importance of considering the needs and 

students' performance in developing curricula 
(12)

. The curricula that adopt of PBL equip students with 

professional, life-long learning skills that emphasis on application of knowledge, problem solving, and self-

directed learning skills. In addition, it helps students to retain information much longer and better than 

traditional educational methods 
(13)

. However, there has been little research on postgraduate students’ 

experiences with PBL. Using of PBL as a educational strategy for postgraduate students in "community studies 

and allied health problems" course was innovated. Therefore, it was important to conduct the current study; to 

describe the  postgraduate nursing students' acquired skills upon applying problem based learning  

 

II. Aim Of The Study 
The study aimed to describe the postgraduate nursing students' acquired skills upon applying problem based 

learning.  

 

III. Subjects & Methods 
3.1-Study design: Cross- sectional study design was used to describe the outcomes of introducing problem- 

based learning as educational strategy.    

3.2- Research questions: 
1. What are the acquired skills among postgraduate nursing student as outcomes of experiencing problem- based 

learning? 

2. What are the opinions of postgraduate nursing student regarding problem- based learning as educational 

strategy? 

3.3- Study Setting 

The study was conducted at Faculty of Nursing Mansoura University. 

3.4-Subjects and Sampling 

Convenient sampling technique was used to recruit subjects that involved all master nursing students (n=68) 

who registered at the post graduate preparatory courses and studying the course of "Community studies and 

allied health problems" during academic year 2014-2015 

3.5-Tools of the study 

Data were collected by using the following tools: 

Tool I: Problem based learning module: 

Based on the literature review the problem based learning module was developed by researchers included 9 

scenarios related to Community studies and allied health problems  

Tool II- Students' performance evaluation:  

This scale was adopted from Criterion- Referenced System that developed by Montemayor 2004 
(14)

. 

This scale was used by tutor to evaluate certain criteria of master students' performance and abilities throughout 

the problem- based sessions (PBL). Students also used the same scale for self- evaluation. The evaluation scale 

is a 6-point likert scale that starts with "not developed skills" to end by "excellent level of performance". This 

scale consisted of four parts namely; reasoning and decision-making skills, self- learning, collaborative work 

skills and personal characteristics and commitment.  

Tool III- Students' opinion scale:  

The opinion scale was developed by the researchers to obtain the opinion of the postgraduate students 

regarding to the PBL sessions.  The opinion scale is a 5- point likert scale starts with "strongly disagree" to 

"strongly agree". This scale included four parts namely; skills that are provided by the PBL, the facility, 

resources and the structure of the learning materials.  

Tool IV- Peer evaluation scale 

This tool was modified form of the scale of Montemayor 2004 (14). and used to evaluate students' performance by their peers 

throughout problem-based learning sessions 

3.6-Methods: 

1- Ethical consideration: 

1- The Community Health Nursing Department Committee approved to apply problem- based learning as a educational 

strategy in the course of "community studies and allied health problems".  

2-Approval was obtained from the Research Ethics Committee, Faculty of Nursing. 

3- Postgraduate students were informed about the study in the beginning of the course.  They were ensured that 

their participation and their opinions about the course would have no effect on their academic evaluation. 

Researchers assured that all questionnaires were anonymous and considered as confidential data. 
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2- Tool development: 

After reviewing of national and international literatures, this review was a guide for developing  students' 

opinion scale  and  for adapting students' performance evaluation scale . 

3-Validity and reliability of tools  

A pilot study conducted on group of five master students registers in specialty semester of community 

health nursing and had previous experience with PBL to test the content validity of the study tools. Based on the 

finding of the pilot study, modifications were made to the tools. 

The reliability was tested by statistical SPSS package to yield a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.94.  

4- Designing and implementation of the PBL module: 
-The researchers designed the mentioned course by using a hybrid model of PBL to fit to the level of the master 

students. A timetable of 24 contacts hours over 12 weeks was carried out. This duration was one class for 2 

hours/ week. The researchers participated in running the sessions and dividing students into groups.  

-Students were divided into 9 groups of 7-8 master students. The nine trigger scenarios were assigned randomly 

to the groups.  Three scenarios were assigned for each researcher who played the facilitator role. Each group 

was directly exposed to one trigger scenario for four weeks and indirectly to 8 trigger scenarios as audiences 

over the remaining four weeks.  

- The first week included two sessions. The first session started with introduction to the community health and 

the concepts of problem-based learning for two hours. Then role-play was used to orient students about the 

problem- based learning process. The second session focused on the basic principles of library utilization and 

database search for 1 hour.  

- The second week included the first tutorial hour that was spent on introducing the triggers scenarios to the 

students. Each group worked to explore the learning issues of the scenario and select a team leader to acquire 

the leadership and communication skills. The researchers helped postgraduate students to establish the ground 

rules and to identify the responsibility of each member in the group work. In addition, they formulate a readable 

format and presentation of their discussions.    

- During the third and fourth weeks, one hour/ week was allocated for self- study and group independent 

discussion. Each group had a compulsory weekly one tutorial hour to check that students' response to the course 

and to assess their PBL activities. During the compulsory tutorial hour, students were asked to illustrate their 

decisions about their goals and learning objectives as well as their plan to achieve these objectives. Moreover, 

researchers provided tutorial advice for master students as they need at any time.  

-At the fifth week, each group was asked to observe a community setting to correlate the obtained knowledge 

from the trigger scenario with the real community to be mentioned in their final presentations. 

-During the sixth week up to the eighth week, each group presented their conclusion about the assigned trigger 

scenario in 15-20 minutes. The presenter group was asked questions by audiences and tutors and comments 

were recorded. At the ninth week up to the twelfth week, postgraduate students presented a final conclusion to 

all students.        

5- Data collection: 

-The tutorial and peer evaluation during the course was done. This evaluation depended on the objectives that 

were planned to be covered in each session. Evaluation also included the steps that the groups were working on 

during the previous PBL sessions. Students' scores were obtained every tutorial meeting and were summed at 

the end of the course. 

- Self-evaluation and students' opinion took place by the end of the course the. Self- evaluation and students' 

opinion were used to permit students to reflect on their abilities, performance, and personal characteristics.    

6- Data analysis: 
The data was analyzed by using SPSS (Stand for statistical product and service solution) program version 16. 

Person Chi Square and independent t- test was used to find the difference between the level of tutorial 

evaluation and students self- evaluation. 

   

IV. Results 
Table (1) illustrates the tutorial evaluation of postgraduate students' performance during PBL sessions. 

More than one third (42.6%) of students showed very good level of performance in relation to reading of 

documented sources and 30.9% of them applied the acquired knowledge to the problem. Regarding to clinical 

reasoning and decision-making, 44.1% of postgraduate students discriminated the important information of the 

problem and formulated conclusion by very good level of performance. Self-directed learning skills included 

very good level of performance related to defining of learning objectives among 52.9% of postgraduate students. 

In addition to 45.6% showed very good level of performance in accomplishment of learning objectives. As 

regards to collaborative work, 50% of the postgraduate students showed very good level of performance towards 

achievement of the group's learning goals. Regarding attitude during discussion, 41.2% and 36.3% of them 
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accepted feedback with openness and reacted positively to feedback and criticism by very good level, 

respectively. 

Table (2) reveals the self-evaluation of postgraduate students' performance during PBL sessions. Half 

of participants (50%) were able to obtain adequate information about the problem. Regarding clinical reasoning 

and decision making skills, 51.5% of them showed very good level of performance in relation to prioritizing and 

interpreting the given information in the problem. Regarding self-directed learning skills very good level of 

performance was achieved among 47.1% and 44.1% of students in identifying areas of opportunity for 

improvement and setting goals and establishing a concrete action plan to achieve their learning needs, 

respectively. Concerning to collaborative work, more than one-third (33.8%) showed very good level of 

performance towards the attainment of the team's learning objectives. While 45.6% of students were able to 

discuss a topic and stand up for their point of view, they showed responsibility and commitment in all the 

assigned tasks by very good level of performance. 

Table (3) represents the difference between tutorial evaluation and postgraduate self-evaluation for 

their acquired skills. There was significant difference (P ≤ 0.05) between tutor evaluation and students' self- 

evaluation in all acquired skills items except self- directed learning skills did not show significant difference. 

The significant mean difference between valuation and postgraduate self-evaluation induced by increased self- 

evaluation scores in building of knowledge Base, collaborative work, and attitude during discussion skills as 

well as the overall scores of the acquired skills.  

Table (4) shows peer-evaluation results of postgraduate students' performance during PBL sessions. 

Regarding postgraduate students' attitude in class 50% of students were prepared for every class, open to 

criticism and accepted feedback openly. More than half of them (54.4%) showed responsibility and commitment 

by very good level of performance. Regarding their attitudes toward collaborative work, 51.5% of them showed 

very good level in attendance of every group meeting. Moreover, 48.5% worked towards achievement of the 

group's learning objectives, 52.9% listened to their classmates and 45.6% showed responsibility and 

commitment in all the team's tasks. 

Table (5) clarifies the opinion of postgraduate students regarding PBL sessions. More than half 

(54.4%) of postgraduate students strongly agreed that they became able to utilize the library and 52.9% of them 

strongly agreed that, they became able to utilize internet. While 33.8% and 54.4% of students strongly agreed 

that, they discovered their talent and acquired problem-solving skills, respectively. Regarding learning methods, 

83.8% of them strongly agreed that PBL is more effective than lecture. While, 88.2% of postgraduate students 

strongly agreed that the internet is the most common source that add recent information and the library is the 

second information source. As regards to the acquired skills, 63.2% of postgraduate students strongly agreed 

that they acquired teamwork skills and 41.2% of them strongly agreed that they acquired collaborative skills. 

Postgraduate students strongly agreed that tutorial time was adequate (39.7%), and they had opportunity to 

express their opinion (38.2%). 

 

Table (1): Distribution of Post graduate students according to the tutor's evaluation of their performance' 

throughout problem-based learning sessions. 
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Table (2): Distribution of Post graduate students according to self-evaluation of their performance' throughout 

problem-based learning sessions. 

 
 

Table (3): Difference between tutorial evaluation and Post graduate students self-evaluation. 

 
 

Table (4): Distribution of Post graduate students according to the peer evaluation of their performance' 

throughout problem-based learning sessions. 
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Table (5): Distribution of Post graduate students according to their opinion regarding problem-based learning 

sessions. 

 
 

V. Discussion 
Quality in nursing practice depends upon educational preparation of nurses to solve problem, think 

critically, and make decisions in today's health care system 
(15, 16)

. Therefore, using problem based learning 

(PBL) is very important to empower students' work through a actively participating in the learning process, and 

identify learning goals with peers, engaging in self-study. PBL also empower students' skills through discussing 

and applying new learning strategy, and integrating a variety of knowledge 
(17)

.  

The current study revealed that more than two thirds of the postgraduate students strongly agreed that 

PBL is more effective educational strategy than the traditional methods. In addition, they showed very good 

level of performance in relation to interpret the information and attainment of the team's learning objectives. 

Around half of them showed responsibility and commitment in all the team's tasks and more than half reported 

they are strongly agree that they acquired team work skills. The same findings was found in Saudi Arabia 
(18)

 

study which reported that more than two thirds of participants agreed that PBL is better than the traditional 

system and helps in improving student skills mostly problem solving skills and help whetting analytic skills. 

Furthermore, it provides students with the skills of finding, assessing, and interpreting the evidence that are 

required to analyze a health condition. These skills lead to the proficient practice, which can be achieved by 

teamwork 
(19)

.  

Moreover, the results of this study showed improvement of learner abilities in self-directed learning, 

critical thinking, independent study, group interaction, reasoning skills, and active participation. The findings of 

this study  was documented in different studies 
(20, 21)

 one conducted  in nursing education in Community health 

nursing and the second one conducted in Critical care and emergency nursing both studies in Egypt. These 

studies revealed that PBL as a new teaching approach was preferred among the majority of undergraduate 

nursing students.  In addition, they acquired critical thinking and group interaction skills.   

On the other hand, a study was conducted in Sweden 
(22)

 found that PBL is very motivating and 

enhances remembering of the learned issues. This finding is enrolled with the current study, which showed that 

postgraduate students are strongly agreed that PBL improve learning. Furthermore, they reported that they 

acquired problem solving skills as well as the ability to discover their own talent. This is in agreement with 

study conducted in china that found, PBL fostered critical thinking, problem solving skills and life-long learning 

skills that are obtained by students 
(23)

.  

Moreover, post graduate students utilized library and internet, they gained teamwork and collaboration 

skills. Concerning peer evaluation, more than half of students showed responsibility, commitment, attended 

every group meeting and listen to their classmate  by very good level of performance. These results  enrolled 

with study conducted in Australia on peer assessment of first year medical students, which revealed that peer 

assessment encourages students to develop critical reasoning skills and enable them to learn from each other. 
(24)

 

However, a study in China confirmed that students who are familiar with the traditional teaching might 

feel uncomfortable in PBL roles in which they have to coordinate with peers, be independent, and generate their 

own studying materials
(25)

. These was contradicted with the current study in which, the majority of postgraduate 

students who were familiar with the traditional teaching strongly agreed that PBL is effective than lecture.  
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VI. Conclusion 
Postgraduate nursing students accept PBL as educational strategy. They found PBL a method that 

improves learning and positively affects students' skills. Application of PBL acquiring problem-solving skills 

and develops self-directed learning skills as well as computer skills through utilizing the internet. PBL enriched 

students with teamwork experience and developed their group collaboration skills.  

 

VII. Recommendation 
This study recommended that PBL strategy should be applied in postgraduate community health nursing 

courses. 
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