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Problem-based learning: librarians and 
the education off health professionals

The 1990s are an exciting 
tim e lor the education  o f  
health professionals in Aus­

tralia. T h ree  A ustralian  m edical 
schools, F linders, U niversity  o f 
Q ueensland, and the University o f 
Sydney are adopting the US model 
and converting to graduate rather 
than undergraduate programs. T o ­
gether w ith m any o ther Australa­
sian m edical schools they will 
develop an in tegrated , p roblem - 
based curriculum , in place o f the 
m ore trad itiona l approach  to 
teaching m edicine. T he problem - 
based approach  is also being 
adop ted  th ro u g h o u t A ustralasian 
in the education  o f o the r health  
professionals such as nurses and 
physiotherapists.

W hat are the im plications o f a 
problem -based curriculum  for the 
librarians who are responsible for 
p rov id ing  resource su p p o rt and 
reader education?

The im plications are profound 
and to fully grasp them  it is neces­
sary to understand that the prob­
lem -based approach to education  
involves a fundam ental shift in 
ph ilosophy. T h e  em phasis is on 
learning rather than teaching. In a 
prob lem -based  cu rricu lum  there 
are very few didactic lecturers in 
w hich the s tu d en t has no role 
o ther than  to passively listen. In ­
stead, students take responsibility 
for their ow n learning in a self-di­
rected learning environm ent.

S tudents decide on their edu­
cational objectives (learning goals) 
and  devise app rop ria te  m eans to 
m eet them . In a p roblem -based 
course, students are presented w ith 
a sequence o f  p repared real-life 
problem s, w hich they  w ork

through w ith the guidance and ad­
vice o f  a tu to r. S tuden ts decide 
w hat in form ation they require in 
o rder to progress th rough  the 
problem  and w here they should 
find th a t in fo rm ation . S tudents 
actively take responsibility  for 
their own learning.

The problem -based  course, 
w ith its em phasis on self-directed 
learning, relies very heavily on in ­
form ation skills and good library 
and in fo rm ation  resources, the 
range o f  m aterial provided, the 
depth of reader education, the in­
volvem ent o f the library in the ac­
quisition  by s tuden ts o f  lifelong 
inform ation skills, in tim ate know l­
edge by library staff of the p rob ­
lem-based curriculum  —  all these 
factors are m ore com plex in a pro­
gram based on self-directed learn­
ing.

In late M ay 1995, the Faculty 
o f M edicine and H ealth  Sciences 
at the University o f  Newcastle will 
he holding a conference that will 
address m any o f the questions that 
both educators and librarians ask 
about problem -based learning.

T he underg raduate  m edical 
program  at Newcastle accepted its 
first students in 1978 and from its 
very beginning has had a problem - 
based, integrated curriculum . It is 
recognised internationally as an in­
novator and leader in this type o f 
education and has provided advice 
and consu lta tion  to medical and 
health educators wishing to adopt 
a prob lem -based  approach, bo th  
here in Australia and overseas. In 
con junction  w ith the Biom edical 
Library o f the University o f N ew ­
castle and the teaching hospital li­
braries it has developed a

successful in fo rm ation  and re­
source m anagem ent program  that 
meets the needs o f  students.

T he conference is called Im ­
peratives in medical education: be­
y o n d  problem-based learning  and 
will be held from  28- 
31 M ay 1995. T h e  focus will be 
on the practical aspects o f im ple­
m en tation  and m ain tenance o f  a 
problem -based, integrated curricu­
lum . T he in fo rm ation  needs o f  
students and the dem ands m ade 
on libraries by such a curriculum  
will be a particu lar focus o f  the 
conference. Active student partici­
pation  will be a feature and par­
ticipants will have the opportun ity  
to observe problem -based tu to r i­
als. This will bring hom e to them  
the im plications o f  such an ap ­
proach to learning.

There will also be an emphasis 
on medical inform atics and com ­
puter-assisted learning. T he Fac­
ulty  o f M edicine and H ealth  
Sciences at the University o f N ew ­
castle was recently awarded a fed­
eral grant through the C om m ittee 
for the A dvancem ent o f University 
Teaching to develop an electronic 
clearing house o f innovative teach­
ing m aterial in m edicine, health  
sciences and nursing.

Any librarian involved or soon 
to be involved in a problem -based 
curriculum  for health professionals 
will benefit from  a tten d in g  the 
conference.

Enquiries: K athy Byrne, Fac­
ulty o f  M edicine and H ealth  Sci­
ences, U niversity  o f  N ew castle, 
U niversity  D rive, C allaghan, 
N S W  2308, on (049) 21 5682, 
fax (049) 21 7165  , e-m ail
u c k b @ m e d ic in e .n e w c a s tle .e d u .a u . ■
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