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Problem-Based Learning

If one put the various ways to engage students
in active learning on a continuum, problem-
based learning (PBL) would be at the highest
level of engagement. For this reason its use has
become fairly common in the field of medicine.
Today it is also being adopted in other fields
where graduates need to develop solutions to
problems using knowledge that does not cur-
rently exist. Recently on the WSU campus,
there has been an increased interest in PBL
and an exploration of how to integrate it into
existing programs.

Before the printing press, lectures were the
most efficient technology available to share
information with multiple people. Anyone
involved in higher education teaching or re-
search knows this is not the case today. It has
become impossible to fit all the important infor-
mation known about our subjects in our
courses. When we try, the students end up
memorizing facts for an exam—only to be
forgotten within weeks.

PBL is an antidote to this problem. Many

definitions of problem-based learning exist.
Essentially the term PBL refers to a methodology
of teaching which turns the traditional lecture
on its head and uses problems as the stimulus
to learning rather than a textbook or a lecture.

Inits purest form, students are presented with
a series of problems or issues designed to meet
their learning needs at that point in their de-
velopment.

In PBL, the professor’s role is not that of the
information provider but more of a coach or
a resource person. The professor serves as a
guide or a facilitator who is “on the sidelines”

as the students work together in collaborative
learning groups to:

* identify what they need to know to solve the problem(s)
* learn and share what they need to know

* apply it to the issue at hand

* develop potential solutions to the problems or issues

Students working together in groups as they

learn is an essential part of PBL because problems
used are generally complex enough that, within
the time frame provided, it would not be pos-
sible for one student alone to identify and learn
all they would need to solve it. Once the infor-
mation needed is identified, students may divide
up the topics, then teach the topics each has

become expert with to the group so that all will
be able to work from the same knowledge base
when solving the problems. By its very nature
PBL courses allow and encourage the integration
of knowledge, not only from one’s own discipline,
but also from other disciplinary perspectives.

Using PBL, students learn how to access infor-
mation, how to analyze it, and how to use it to
develop and evaluate possible solutions. Finally,
they get experience evaluating their own work.

PBL leads to more engaged thinking which helps
students retain the basic knowledge and theory
from the course. Carefully selected problems will
ensure that students learn the most essential facts
in one’s course—and ideas on how to use them.

Problem-based learning integrates all levels
of learning from the fundamental knowledge-
based learning to analysis to synthesis to
evaluation. Students of PBL are thinkers and
discoverers who learn to view problems as
solvable—not insurmountable—and who learn
the true value of applying their knowledge. B



Director’s
Corner....

A graduate teaching assistant-
ship allows students to de-
velop their professional
skills, prepare for a future
faculty position, learn their
disciplines more deeply,
practice balancing the de-
mands of teaching, research,
and learning, and finance a graduate education.
Along the way we all hope they learn to teach
well; however, we’d like to be able to do more
than just hope. As a result, the Office for Teach-
ing and Learning and the Graduate School,
along with faculty across the campus, developed
the Graduate Teaching Consultant (GTC) pilot
program for WSU.

Dr. Hilary Ratner, Dean of the Graduate School,
and | met several times last year with the “Teach-
ing Coordinators Network,” a group of faculty
working with teaching assistants. From our dis-
cussions with this group, it was clear that follow-
ing the two-day central WSU GTA Orientation,

departmental and advisor support for GTAs
varies widely across campus. Some departments
have courses for credit on teaching as a part of
a graduate student’s education—even before
the student enters the classroom. Others have
regular classroom observations or assigned
faculty mentors for teaching. Others do not
provide any support services outside those
offered by individual professors.

All departments we met with, even those with
strong development programs for their stu-
dents, voiced a desire for more help in training
their GTAs to teach beyond the OTL workshops
(open to all who teach at Wayne State Univer-
sity including GTAs) and the GTA Brown Bags.
Many indicated that in their departments
observations purely for teaching improvement
were rarely conducted and that they didn’t
have the resources to commit to them. Where
observations are completed they are often done
for evaluation purposes—continuing or begin-
ning a GTA contract. A general need was

Two Live Teleconferences
Coming In February

OTL is pleased to sponsor two live teleconferece programs this month

Lessons That Last

February 20, 1:45-3:15 p.m.

Come hear David Shribman discuss “Lessons
that Last,” focusing on his latest book, | Remem-
ber My Teacher, a collection addressing what
contributes to effective teaching and the im-
portance of teaching. Mr. Shribman is a Pulitzer
Prize winner for his coverage of politics and
a contributing editor of Fortune Magazine. He
is also a regular panelist on “Washington Week
in Review,” an analyst for BBC radio, and a
frequent guest on “Face the Nation.”

The Real Cost of Online Learning
February 26, 2:30-4:00 p.m.

OTL will present the PBS program, “The Real
Cost of Online Learning,” a teleconference
that will address the hidden costs of creating
online courses, how to calculate the real costs,

the resources needed to develop effective online
ourses, and ways to control costs without re-
ducing course quality. This event is particularly
designed to generate necessary discussion be-
tween faculty and administrators on the factors
involved in making online courses financially
viable and questions that should be asked before
creating and teaching online courses. The pro-
gram will also address the importance of adopt-
ing a new teaching paradigm for effective online
teaching and how and why this paradigm can
be used to help determine course elements
and cost.

Both events will take place in Bernath Auditor-
ium in the Undergraduate Library, and will be
followed by an opportunity for discussion. For
further information, please call Laurie Evans at
577-9669 or email her at evans@wayne.edu.l

expressed for personalized confidential feedback
to help GTAs improve their teaching.

From these expressed needs the Graduate
Teaching Consultants program was created.
It is modeled from a successful program at the
University of Michigan, but developed exclu-
sively for the benefit of WSU students—the
WSU GTAs teaching our courses and the WSU
undergraduates learning from them.

There is a short description of the program
included in this newsletter. Please take a look
and encourage any GTAs you know to take
advantage of these services. If there is demand
for the services and positive feedback for this
pilot implementation, we will try to secure
continued funding so the services may be ex-
tended beyond Winter 2004. &

For Your Department...

We can arrange to bring the following programs
directly to your department to provide a session
specifically addressing the needs, concerns,
and interests of your faculty.

How to Cope with Disruptive Students
Many faculty have encountered behaviorally
disruptive students that challenge the learning
process and at times are frightening to students
and faculty. Dr. Jan Collins-Eaglin, Director of
Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS),
is willing to replicate her “Coping with Dis-
ruptive Students” workshop for departments
on an individual basis. Contact Dr. Collins-
Eaglin at 577-3398 to set up the workshop.

Respondus
As many faculty across campus have already
discovered, Respondus software is a great tool
for creating and editing exams for use on Black-
board. Respondus allows you to create exams
offline, to import files from publisher test banks
or from other files, to retrieve questions from
one Blackboard exam to use in another Black-
board exam, and to easily randomize exam
questions. The software is provided free to
faculty to use on home and/or office com-
puters. Department sessions can be tailored to
address questions about online testing and the
best use of Respondus and Blackboard for your
students. To schedule a session, call Laurie Evans
at 577-9669.




Enhanced Document
Security with
Acrobat 6.0

Using Adobe Acrobat to create PDF files of
documents to be posted on Blackboard has
many advantages: reduced file size, cross-
platform readability, and prohibiting others
from editing source files. But did you know
you can also use Acrobat to prevent users
from printing out a hard copy of a PDF?

For example, faculty teaching fully online or
teaching very large classes often want to provide
feedback and correct answers for exams but
don’t want students to be able to distribute the
documents. Acrobat 6.0’s security features can
prevent users from printing, copying, and
distributing this sensitive material. Here’s how:

e Open your PDF document in Acrobat 6.0,
and select Document (from top menu) >
Security > Restrict Opening and Editing

e The Password Security dialog box will
open

e Under Permissions, click the box to select
Use a Password to Restrict Printing
and Editing of the Document and
Security Settings

* Type in a password. Note that your stu-
dents don’t need this password to open
the document in Acrobat Reader (it controls
access only to alter the securities setting).

e Under Printing Allowed, select None
e Under Changes Allowed, select None

* Uncheck the box next to Enable Copying
of Text, Images, and Other Content

e Click OK
* Reconfirm your password

e Save the document

When the document is posted to your Black-
board course site, users will be able to view the
document and read the information. However,
they will not be able to edit it, download it, or
print it. If you don’t want to impose all three
restrictions activate only the restrictions you
desire using the appropriate commands as
described above. B

~ = Integrating Teaching
& Technology

Problem-Based Learning and Blackboard

Imagine a learning environment that engages
students to become problem solvers through
reality-based online simulations. Norman Tyler,
a professor at Eastern Michigan University,
utilizes this method with his Downtown Revitali-
zation course in which students are challenged
to interact with each other electronically in an
imaginary community called Rivertown.

At the beginning of the semester students are
given roles (e.g. business owner, resident) and
are provided with background information
about Rivertown. Tyler “publishes” a local
weekly newspaper called the Rivertown Bugle.
In it he presents competing issues challenging
key stakeholders in the community, such as
proposing the construction of high rise office
buildings. Students then research and post
opinions and concerns on the discussion board.
Additionally, face-to-face sessions are held
weekly in the form of city council meetings.
Tyler then incorporates the results into the next
issue of the Bugle, either expanding on students’
discussion, or presenting a new topic.

Though Tyler uses his own Web site, the tools
within Blackboard enable instructors to easily
implement problem-based learning (PBL)

strategies within their courses. Like the approach
described above, instructors can present prob-

lems and students can work together within
Blackboard to work on problems. Virtual Chat
is a great place to brainstorm and generate
multiple hypotheses. Similarly, the Discussion
area serves as a space for the students to discuss
approaches, progress, and evaluation of their
solution to the problem. Both of these activities
can either be done in a group area or in the
full class forum. Instructors can also provide
additional information using multimedia
elements such as video clips.

A problem does not have to be technological
to benefit from the use of Blackboard or online
tools. These tools allow students to collaborate
while in separate locations on or off campus.
On a commuting campus such as ours where
group meetings can be difficult, the tools in
Blackboard allow groups to collaborate while
geographically separate.

Although quite involved, Tyler’s approach

is an excellent example of PBL. Through
such simulations, non-linear learning occurs
as students bring their own perspectives to
the environment. Likewise, a deeper level of
learning is achieved due to the level of
involvement. B

References:
(2002, June). Online simulation enhanced problem-based
learning course. Online Classroom, 2 — 3.

Classroom Support for Blackboard

http://www.lib.wayne.edu/services/instruction_tutorials/drop_in.php
http://www.lib.wayne.edu/geninfo/staff/facultyliaison.php

Did you know that Blackboard support in the
classroom is available through the University
Libraries? In response to an increasing number
of inquiries, support will be provided through
the library’s instructional services. According
to Vanessa Middleton, the Instruction Services
Team Leader, instructors have expressed real
concern about getting Blackboard support for
their students. Librarians are happy to help

familiarize students with the Blackboard en-

vironment during scheduled library instruc-
tion. To help your students gain library and
Blackboard skills, contact your library liaison
or Vanessa Middleton at 577-5947 (e-mail:
ah4674@wayne.edu). Blackboard training is
also available to students as a regular part of
the Drop-in Computer Workshops in the
Undergraduate Library. A schedule is available
at the Undergraduate Library’s Information
Desk or on the Web site provided above. B



Feedback Available for GTAs Teaching Winter 2004
Graduate Teaching Consultant Pilot Program

Teaching is a skill that improves with training,
practice, and coaching. Like sports, the sooner
one can get good guidance, the quicker one’s
skills can improve. The Graduate School and
the Office for Teaching and Learning have
combined forces to expand the support for
WSU'’s graduate teaching assistants through a
pilot project Winter 2004.

Graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) provide
essential instruction and teaching to many
undergraduate students. Many new GTAs have
never taught before teaching WSU undergrad-
uates, and some have also never made a pre-
sentation before becoming a GTA.

Because the OTL and the Graduate School be-
lieve that personal, confidential feedback can
accelerate the development of teaching skills,
we have developed a pilot program whereby
senior graduate students are trained to act as
graduate teaching consultants (GTCs) to other
GTAs. Four experienced graduate teaching
assistants were selected in the Fall of 2003 to
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become graduate teaching consultants. They
received intensive training throughout the Fall
of 2003. During Winter 2004 the GTCs will
conduct classroom observations and do student
group informational feedback sessions (SGIFs)
for GTAs. (OTL staff will continue to offer these
services for full-time faculty members.)

The GTCs for Winter term 2004 come from the
humanities, science, and social science discip-
lines. All are ready to help. They are:

Susan Beckwith, English Literature
Milos Besta, Computer Science
Jennifer Kibicho, Economics

Nicola Work, Romance Languages

If you advise a graduate student who holds a
GTA position, teach graduate students, or are
a friend of a GTA please encourage WSU GTAs
to take advantage of this service by calling Laurie
Evans at 577-9669. If you are a graduate student
please call now to schedule this service. &

What is
Small Group Instructional Feedback?

Small group instructional feedback (SGIF)
sessions provide faculty members and Grad-
uate Teaching Assistants with information
from their students about their teaching. It is
usually conducted about midway through the
term. This feedback allows instructors to learn
more about how the students are engaging
with the course so modifications or explana-
tions can be provided to students to enhance
their learning experiences for the rest of the
term.

OTL staff will confer with you to review the
process and determine any concerns that
you may wish to explore. They will then
arrange to attend all or part of one class to
observe and then conduct a 20-30 minute
session with your students to gather feedback
from them. Students are told that individual
comments will not be identified to the faculty
member—only areas of general consensus
will be relayed to the faculty member.

All results are discussed only with the faculty
member concerned and are completely
confidential. To learn more or to schedule a
SGIF please call Laurie Evans, 577-9669.

Back issues of Teaching Matters available online at
http://www.otl.wayne.edu/newsltr.ntml




