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Chapter Six 
 

Reflective Pause 
 
 

A New Model of Four Interrelated illuminative 
Concepts for understanding Problem-based Learning 
 
In this final chapter it is time to have a short reflective summary and pause. 

This book has presented and explored four illuminative concepts to stimulate 

fresh and invigorated thinking about problem-based learning and inspire your 

PBL practice.    

 

Concepts are essential to advancing understanding and for the 
development of practice. We create them as we understand and 
organise our environment and our place within it. And we organize 
our environment and practice through developing our 
concepts…Concepts permit us to make sense of the world and 
apply this sense making to new contexts and circumstances. This 
is the power of concepts… (Jackson and Shaw 2002:1).  
 

My model consists of four interrelated concepts that are each presented in 

separate chapters. These are namely:  

1) The problem as a provoker of a liminal space (chapter two) 

2) The PBL tutorial as a potential site for dialogic knowing (chapter three) 

3) The PBL process as finding and being in flow (chapter four)  

4) Learning as hard fun (chapter five)  

Each of these concepts together with related practice strategies and case 

studies are explored in the previous chapters. Each chapter has contributed to 

building up the model by presenting a new illuminative concept and its 

interrelationships with other concepts.   

 

For the first time, in this chapter this new model as a whole is presented. The 

PBL problem can provoke a liminal or threshold space between 1) current 

levels of knowing and new levels of knowing, 2) habitual forms of professional 

action and forms of professional action new to the learner and 3) satisfaction 
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with current identities and a desire to explore other possible identities. This 

liminal space is represented by a triangle with these three dimensions. PBL 

students move within and beyond the liminal spaces prompted by the problem 

and learn and grow in three ways. These are: using the PBL tutorial as a site 

for dialogic knowing, developing flow, creativity and mindfulness in the PBL 

process and experiencing learning as both hard and fun at the same time. 

 

The following figure is a visual representation of the model. These illuminative 

concepts are represented as interrelated and overlapping. 
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Figure 6.1 Barrett Model of Four Interrelated illuminative Concepts for 
Understanding Students’ Talk about Problem-based Learning 
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In addition to representing the new model visually I also present it in terms of 

a new definition of problem-based learning. 

 

New Definition of Problem-based learning 
 

 
At the start of the learning process in problem-based learning, students are 

presented with a problem.  Students work through the problem in small teams 

in PBL tutorials. The PBL problem can provoke a liminal space, a threshold 

space, between old levels of knowledge and new levels of knowledge 

required to work on the problem, between habitual forms of professional 

action and new forms of professional action and between current identities 

and new possible identities.  PBL tutorials offer the potential for dialogic 

knowing.  The degree, to which this is realised, depends on the extent to 

which students co- construct: democratic social relations, knowledge, and 

shared control, in the talk of the tutorials. The PBL process used by the 

students includes reviewing facts, brainstorming ideas, naming learning 

issues, engaging in independent study, reasoning through the problem and 

carrying out action plans. This PBL process, which includes the tutorial, 

independent study and learning from resources, is punctuated with times of 

confusion and times of boredom. The PBL process has at the edge of this 

chaos, the potential to create the conditions that lead to flow. Flow is a state 

of optimal performance where challenge and skill are matched and the 

students are fully and mindfully engaged in the task at hand. In the PBL 

process students can find flow and develop their creativities and mindfulness. 

The learning that emerges from this PBL process is hard fun, it is fun and 

hard at the same time. Play is a medium for learning in terms of the 

importance of playing with ideas as a prerequisite to understanding and play 

as development, imagination, and creativity.  PBL challenges students and 

tutors conceptions of learning and teaching in higher education. A PBL 

approach encourages us to treat PBL itself as a problem and to interrogate 

our current definitions of PBL in the light of experience, research and lively 

honest conversations in an on-going debate.  
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Pause and Reflect 
 
 
Now is your final opportunity for you to pause and reflect on your experience  

of engaging with the book as a whole.   

 
 

 
 

• Which concepts did you find most inspiring? Why? 
• How could this new model of problem-based learning inform the 

development of your practice? 
• Which practice strategies are most relevant to your educational 

context? 
• Which of the case studies did you find most useful? 
• Which resources did you find helpful? 
• What ideas from this book do you want to share with colleagues? 
• What ideas of your own has this book stimulated? 
• What is your next step for developing your PBL initiative?  
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