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Abstract
Objective: To assess the third year physiotherapy students’ perception of problem based learning sessions in
Musculoskeletal physiotherapy.
Design, setting and sample: Third year physiotherapy students in the department of Physiotherapy, Faculty of
Allied Health Sciences, University of Peradeniya.
Measurements: A 15 item, self-administered questionnaire with a five point Likert scale was used.
Results: The response rate was 75% (24 out of 32). Seventy nine per cent of students agreed that it promotes
critical thinking. A majority of students felt that, the PBL sessions were better at fulfilling learning objectives,
gave better factual knowledge of musculoskeletal physiotherapy was enjoyable and ensured team work. Most of
the students’ indicated that more such sessions should be organised in the future. The main disadvantage
perceived was that it was time-consuming.
Conclusion: The results of this study showed that, third year physiotherapy students’ perception of problem
based learning sessions in musculoskeletal physiotherapy was positive. Thus it can be used as a teaching
learning strategy.
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Introduction
Problem based learning (PBL) introduced by the McMaster Medical School in the mid1960s, has become a popular teaching learning method and is used in many educational
programs of health care professionals such as in medicine, dentistry, physiotherapy,
occupational therapy, speech pathology, and allied health curricula all over the world (1,2,3,4).
It uses patient problems as a framework for students to acquire new knowledge and learn
problem-solving skills(5). PBL is mainly structured around small group discussions and the
tutor is a part of the PBL session in facilitating the group discussion to the requisite
depth(6,7,8), ensuring active learning.
BSc (Hons) physiotherapy degree programmes were commenced at Universities of
Peradeniya and Colombo in the year 2006. It is desirable to enable students to gain
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conceptual knowledge and to apply this knowledge in the clinical setting in a self-directed
manner(9,10). However, the most commonly used teaching method in the Department of
Physiotherapy, Faculty of Allied Health Sciences, University of Peradeniya is the
conventional lecture discussions. Musculoskeletal physiotherapy is a main subject of the
physiotherapy curriculum and it is a specialised area which discusses the diagnosis, treatment
and prevention of muscle, soft tissue and joint problems.
Two published studies on PBL among medical and nursing students in Sri Lanka has stated
that students have endorsed the educational benefits of PBL and their perceptions on PBL
method were very positive and consider it as an effective way of learning(11,12).
Although a considerable number of studies have investigated the student perceptions of PBL
in medical and nursing curricula, its use in musculoskeletal physiotherapy remained
unexplored in Sri Lanka. Therefore, the main objective of the study was to assess third year
physiotherapy students’ perception of PBL sessions in Musculoskeletal physiotherapy.
Method
Background/settings
The study was carried out in the department of Physiotherapy, Faculty of Allied Health
Sciences, University of Peradeniya, Sri Lanka. Students enter the physiotherapy degree
programme after 12 years of pre-university education. They come from varied backgrounds
and their self directed learning skills are diverse.
The Faculty of Allied Health Sciences provides five four year undergraduate programs on
Physiotherapy, Nursing, Radiography, Pharmacy and Medical Laboratory Sciences. First year
of the physiotherapy course is dedicated to the teaching of Anatomy, Physiology,
Biochemistry, Physiotherapy skills, Bio-mechanics and Research methodology.
Musculoskeletal module is scheduled in the second year of this programme. This module
discusses management of injuries and pathological conditions related to bones, muscles,
ligaments and joints.
Participants and study design
The student cohort for this investigation comprised 32 third year undergraduate
physiotherapy students of the department of Physiotherapy, Faculty of Allied Sciences,
University of Peradeniya. A total of eight sessions were allocated to cover four common
musculoskeletal conditions over a period of two months (April 2012 - July 2012) using PBL
strategy. A deliberate effort was made to ensure that the case scenarios selected for PBL
sessions were those with tremendous clinical correlations.
The 32 students were randomly divided into three groups of 11, 11, and 10 students each. The
PBL procedures and processes were carefully explained to the students. The PBL materials
consisted of four written problems involving hypothetical patients. These PBL clinical case
histories were designed to stimulate the students to find the anatomical solution to the
problems or to find the anatomical basis of the clinical conditions. The printed scenarios were
circulated on Friday mornings and the group PBL discussion took place on the following
Monday evenings. Each one of the case scenario was discussed in two PBL sessions.
Students discussed the case scenario using their existing knowledge at the first session. At the
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second session, students discussed the case after going through given references. The
materials available to the students for research were the Faculty library, personal texts, notes
and electronic facilities. Electronic facilities included computer assisted learning (CAL)
through storage media and browsing internet.
At the end of the PBL course (eighth session), the students were requested to evaluate these
sessions by means of a self administered questionnaire which contained a five point Likert
scale to indicate their responses. The questionnaire was organised in two sections:
demographic details and the 15 items to obtain the students` perception of the experienced
PBL sessions. Students were requested to fill in the evaluation questionnaire and hand it in as
they were leaving the lecture theatre. The participation was voluntary and anonymous.
Results
Demographics
The response rate was 75%. Male Vs female ratio of the sample was 25: 75. Eight students
were absent on the day of the study.
Perception
About 62% of the students declared that PBL gives better factual knowledge of
Musculoskeletal physiotherapy and an overwhelming majority of the students perceived that
PBL promotes students’ critical thinking and reasoning of Musculoskeletal physiotherapy
(Figure 1).
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Figure1. PBL promotes students’ reflective/critical thinking and reasoning of
Musculoskeletal physiotherapy

While 45%, 54%, and 62% of the students felt that the PBL sessions provided more learning
fun, fulfilling the learning objectives, and gave better factual knowledge, respectively, a
majority of students have expressed that they learnt to work with different social and cultural
group people during this activity (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Learnt to work successfully with students from different social and cultural groups
In addition, 50% of students agreed that the working in a group was better than working
alone. A majority of students (83%) has appreciated the tutors’ role on encouraging students’
independent learning. Finally most of the students have indicated that more such sessions
should be organised in future (Figure 3). However, students also indicated that it is a time
consuming process.
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Figure 3. More Problem Based Learning (PBL) sessions should be organized

Discussion
Problem Based Learning (PBL) is a learning method which uses patient problems as a
framework for students to acquire new knowledge and learn problem-solving skills(13) under
the guidance of a facilitator (14,15,16,17).
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In keeping with the vision of producing knowledgeable and caring physiotherapists, students
were provided with the PBL opportunity to enhance their self directed learning skills. This
study has demonstrated that PBL is an effective way of improving critical thinking,
enhancing team work and acquiring better factual knowledge of musculoskeletal
physiotherapy. Learning to work successfully with students from different social and cultural
groups had a high rating. Moreover, they felt that group working which helps to interact with
others is the best method of learning. These findings are similar with other authors who
highlight the social and affective advantage of small group tutorials(18,19,20).
Students endorsed that PBL enhanced learning of facts, fulfilling learning objectives,
reflective/critical thinking and was fun. These findings are compatible with the findings of
other authors (21,22,23). Most students stated that time consumption is the main disadvantage
and that it is similar to other studies(24,25). The reason for this could be the limited electronic
facilities in the Faculty of Allied Health Sciences. It may be necessary to consider improving
e-learning facilities in the faculty if allied health sciences in the future to support PBL
activities. Although students have concerns over the time consuming nature they are more
likely to accept PBL learning strategy in future.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the results of this study shows that third year physiotherapy students’
perception of problem based learning sessions in Musculoskeletal physiotherapy is positive.
Thus it can be used as a teaching learning strategy.
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