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Figure 1: Key collaborative practice skills and qualities

Figure 2: Interprofessional PBL team meeting

Background:  The importance of 
collaborative practice approaches to 
healthcare is widely recognised1.
Collaborative healthcare practice is 
underpinned by a number of 
essential individual skills and qualities 
(see Figure 1), as well collectively 
valuing that the outcomes achieved 
during a collaboration will be greater 
than what could be achieved 
individually. The contextual nature of 
collaborative healthcare practice and 
complexity of the underpinning skills 
and qualities emphasises the 
challenge for health educators in how 
to explicitly teach, develop and assess 
the competency of collaborative 
capability.

Problem-based learning (PBL) is a 
student-centred pedagogical 
approach, where groups of students 
address an ill-structured problem. 
The key goals of PBL are to develop 
an adaptable knowledge base, 
problem solving, life-long skills and 
motivation to learn, as well as 
collaborative practice2. Therefore, it 
could be assumed that participating 
in small groups within a PBL 
framework will develop the 
collaborative skills needed to work 
within health care teams.

PBL has been extensively used within 
the Physiotherapy program at Charles 
Sturt University for the past nine 
years, and developing collaborative 
practice skills was an underpinning 
driver for its use.

Question for exploration: Does 
problem based learning really 
develop collaborative practice skills?
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Discussion:  Our assumption that PBL 
was effectively developing collaborative 
skills was challenged when we saw that 
our students struggled to adapt, be open 
to new ideas, and negotiate new ways of 
working when they found themselves in 
different teamwork contexts.  

The development of collaborative 
practice skills during PBL has received 
little research attention3, with factors 
influencing collaborative learning, such 
as group dynamics, the facilitator and the 
quality of the problem, more commonly 
studied4.  In addition, collaboration may 
not be a key focus for students5, who can 
struggle to manage the collaborative 
aspects6. Students identify social 
cohesion within PBL teams as highly 
important7, whereas professional 
cohesion and collective competence is 
required in the health care context8.

Through reviewing our pedagogical 
approach, our assessment processes and 
our student outcomes, we’ve concluded 
that PBL is valuable in developing a 
number of underpinning skills and 
qualities for collaborative healthcare 
practice, such as problem-solving, 
communication and conflict 
resolution9,10. However, given the 
challenges - we’ve observed and research 
supports - in students transferring 
knowledge between contexts11, it cannot 
be presumed skills and qualities 
developed in PBL will be adequate for 
the collaborative healthcare practice 
context. We believe that PBL maybe a 
helpful ‘stepping stone’ in bridging the 
gap between classroom and workplace, 
but should be included as part of a multi-
modal approach targeted to developing 
the nuanced set of skills and qualities 
necessary for collaborative healthcare 
practice. 

Practice Pearl
PBL can develop foundational interpersonal 
and communication skills needed for 
collaborative practice, but should be 
integrated with a scaffolded suite of 
pedagogical approaches, delivered in a 
variety of contexts, to explicitly teach the 
higher level and more nuanced features.
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