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PROBLEM-BASED LEARNING IN ‘CULTURE, PLACE AND 
PLANNING’ 
As with most professionally accredited courses in town planning, comparative 
study of planning in other countries forms an essential part of the core.  At 
Sheffield it takes place in the final, diploma, year of the four-year 
undergraduate course and in the second year of the two-year postgraduate 
programme.  The rationale is that for students to be able to make sense of 
planning systems and policies in other places requires a mature 
understanding both of theoretical and philosophical underpinnings of planning 
and the practice of planning in Britain.  At Sheffield, we have always 
eschewed the ‘Cook’s Tour’ approach to comparative study and have 
emphasised the way in which planning policy, the instruments of planning and 
procedures are a product of the culture which gives rise to them.  As a 
reflection of that theoretical approach, the comparative planning module has 
been given the title Culture, Place and Planning. 

Teaching comparative issues in planning can be difficult for students to relate 
to, particularly if they lack a breadth of experience. In order to bring the issues 
to the fore, and help bring students through the material to the comparative 
questions we wanted them to reach, we decided to run a ‘problem-based 
learning’ (PBL) exercise during the course. In fact, we ran two PBL exercises, 
the first a text-based exercise, and the second image-based.  The inspiration 
for this approach came from the National Network for Teaching and Learning 
Anthropology which reported on the use of PBL at Cambridge.  Although 
much teaching on planning courses might loosely be described as problem-
based, the particular methodology referred to by the anthropology network 
derives from experience in medical schools which had devised a seven-stage 
approach that we adopted and adapted for the particular purpose o f this 
module  (NNTLA 1999). 

PBL challenges students to explore new areas and use their own creativity to 
prioritise their learning needs. It asks them to reflect on the inferences they 
make from limited information, and challenges them to use very limited 
triggers to open new areas of learning. Some students find them extremely 
challenging, while others experience it as liberating in offering them control of 
their own learning.   

Whereas PBL is often thought of as a method that is most appropriate for 
small group teaching, we have used it with larger classes (up to 40), but have 
divided students into smaller groups of 5-6 to conduct the exercise. We feel 
that this is quite successful and allows groups to present their conclusions to 
each other, opening up new topics of discussion with other groups.  

The problem-based exercises and their assessment 

The form of PBL we used begins by challenging student-groups to identify 
their own learning needs. The exercise involves presenting students with 
‘triggers’ (details below), from which they identify areas or issues which 



require explanation or additional knowledge. Students must then identify 
routes towards accessing the required knowledge, and the results are then 
analysed and collated.  

The first exercise 

The first exercise took as its ‘triggers’ short passages selected from a range of 
authors whose subject was the comparison of planning processes and 
policies.  The quotations were chosen because they contained terms that 
were problematic or ambiguous, but which appeared to reflect on the core 
problems of comparative planning study.   

In the first year we ran the PBL, students were given little information about 
the quotations other than their author and source. Even so, they tended to 
spend a great deal of time investigating that source rather than addressing the 
issues the trigger suggested, and in the second year of the PBL we removed 
all references from the triggers. As we hoped, this focused the students more 
on the specific content of the trigger itself and broadened their search for 
information.  

Each group was given a different quotation and the output of the exercise was 
an annotated bibliography which was designed to shed light upon the 
complexities of the quotation that the group had been given.  Each group  was 
also required to present their thinking to the class as a whole. 

We gave students explicit advice on the stages of the exercise in the form 
below. 

Stage 1. Definition  (allow 10 minutes) 

Define research 'problems' leading from the 'trigger' (the phrase we have 
suggested to you) 

• do all members of the group understand the terms and concepts 
of the trigger? 

• What phenomena or facts need to be explained? 

• What do you think are the principal research problems that lead 
from your trigger?  

Stage 2: Analysis (allow up to 35 minutes) 

'brainstorm’ the problem 

• what explanations are there in the group about the problems? 

• Make a short, systematic inventory of available explanations. 

• Which explanations seem most adequate and why? 

Stage 3: Learning objectives (allow 15 minutes) 

Formulate targets for knowledge acquisition 



• what further knowledge does the group need to respond to the 
problem? 

• How should the research tasks be divided up? Who is doing 
what? 

• How will the group work together during the week? 

Stage 1-3 are completed in the first session. Students then take a week to do 
research stage 4, where they can use any resources at their disposal, 
including the library, members of staff, etc.   

Stage 4: Research  

Acquire knowledge in relation to research questions 

• individual or group work over the week, limited to 3 hours 

• prepare an annotated bibliography of material related to your 
problem.  

Stage 5: Synthesis 

Review the newly acquired knowledge within the group 

• how does the new knowledge elucidate the problems? 

• Final group response to the initial trigger. 

• Discussion of the learning process.  

The second exercise 

In the second exercise, each of the student groups was given three images to 
compare.  Once again, the information they were given about the images was 
limited and the images varied in type.  Some were paintings or engravings; 
some were photographs of places and activities, and one group (composed of 
architectural students on the dual degree in Architecture and Town Planning) 
was given three extracts from three plans.  The images had been selected 
because they represented themes such as transportation, high rise housing, 
or commerce.  In practice, students found are a far richer range of meanings 
in the images and the comparisons than our original, rather crude, thematic 
choice would have suggested. 

The second exercise was carried out according to the same stages as the first 
exercise, with adaptations to reflect on the differences in the material they had 
been given.  The output took the form of a poster presentation to the class as 
a whole. 

The first time we ran the PBL, we included it as a teaching method without 
assessment. However we were struck by the poor attendance and the lack of 
understanding of students on ‘the point’ of the exercise. As a result, we have 
subsequently assessed the output of the PBL as an element in the overall 
assessment of the course. The final discussion is not assessed and can be 
the most difficult to sustain on a course with tight time constraints. However, it 



is an important element of the PBL, where students can reflect on their 
learning experience.  

Evaluation  

Two types of evaluation of the exercises are possible.  One is through our 
own perception of how the exercise worked and how students responded to 
the exercise both during the work and afterwards.  The other is through the 
students’ evaluation of the exercises.  For the latter, we relied on the routine 
use of student evaluation forms common to all modules offered by the 
department, on comments that students have made directly to us during and 
after the exercises and, in the latest iteration, on a specially designed 
evaluation form for the first of the two exercises. The form is included in 
Appendix 5. 

Our own perception has been that students are initially non-plussed by the 
open-ended nature of PBL.  Nevertheless, particularly when we had 
eliminated the sources from the quotations in the first exercise, we noticed the 
way in which students did begin to focus upon the terms in the quotations or 
features in the illustrations which needed to be addressed.  At its most basic, 
we found they were having to confront phrases like ‘neo-liberal economics’ 
whose import they realised they did not fully understand.  But in fact, all 
groups quickly moved to a much more sophisticated level of analysis and 
began to perceive relationships between terms and areas for exploration in 
the quotations and the images which led to an often high quality of thought in 
the oral presentations and the written and graphic outputs. 

Nevertheless, we also perceived, rather to our surprise, an unfamiliarity with 
the methods needed for the exercise.  For example, many of them claimed to 
understand what ‘brainstorming’ meant, but in practice did not see it as 
distinct from the process of evaluation that followed.  Indeed, on occasion 
there has been reluctance to engage in brainstorming because it is unfamiliar 
or because there is little understanding of what it could lead to or what its 
benefits might be.  We also noted that the concept of an annotated 
bibliography needed more explanation than we had envisaged.  Both 
problems have required us to rethink the way in which we presented the 
exercises after the initial attempt. 

Two specific changes seemed to be necessary after initial attempts to run the 
exercise.  One of the trigger quotations proved to offer too little to students to 
engage with and has subsequently been replaced; but illustrates the point that 
the careful choice of triggers is critical to the success of the exercises.  The 
other change that we propose to implement is to allow more time for Stage 3 
of the exercises which has tended to be rushed. 

Student responses in some ways reflected our own perceptions.  Reactions in 
the opening stages often took the form of the question, “But what are we 
supposed to do?” which needed us to provide some reassurance while 
avoiding the temptation to give them direct answers.  But initial uncertainties 



seem to have given way to a much more purposeful grappling with both the 
methods and the content of the exercises.  By the end of the exercises, most 
students perceived them as helpful and interesting, and something which had 
engaged their critical faculties.  What is less clear is the extent to which they 
saw the exercise as contributing to their ability to handle the major 
assessment for the module, which takes the form of a report on planning in 
another country viewed in a comparative context.  Nor are we able to say 
categorically that the quality of the output of that report has increased as a 
result of running these PBL exercises. 

Interestingly, some students reported that they found the exercises were more 
about methodology than about the substance of their learning.  We believe 
that this response is probably connected to the lack of experience of such 
learning methods elsewhere in the course.  Overall, we conclude that 
students have been surprised, intrigued and occasionally bothered by PBL, 
but that in general the attitude has been positive and the outcome seen as 
beneficial. 

Perceived benefits 

We would argue that PBL has had the following benefits for teaching and 
learning in the field of comparative planning studies: 
 

• It challenges students to discover their own learning needs.  The 
groups must decide which elements of the triggers (whether 
verbal or graphic) they need to explore and to find their own 
methods for doing so.  This allows them both to realise and to 
admit that there may be key terms and references that they are 
not fully conversant with or do not understand at all. 

• It requires students to make associations between ideas which 
they may not have done hitherto.  The images were deliberately 
chosen to differ in terms of place and time; the trigger quotations 
selected for the striking, and sometimes strikingly unusual, 
presentation of ideas. 

• It requires students to think about the relationships between 
form and content.  The choice of particular words and the type of 
graphic representation are both important in the analysis that 
students must undertake in these exercises.  Students must 
interrogate not only the meanings of words and phrases but also 
the reasons for the choice in the light of a given purpose. 

• It enables students to reflect on how to make comparisons.  In 
this sense, the PBL exercises are, as the students perceived, 
also about methodology.  But since our aim in the module is to 
develop students’ understanding of comparative planning 
methodology, PBL has a direct relevance to their learning. 



• It encourages students to develop their repertory of 
presentational techniques.  Although this is by no means 
exclusive to PBL, the PBL exercises require non-traditional 
forms of output to explain both methods and substance.  It also 
develops an ability to present complex ideas and processes 
orally. 

• It develops students’ skills in group working, particularly in the 
generation of ideas and in cooperation to solve complex or 
open-ended problems. 

Challenges 

One of the greatest challenges is in encouraging students to loosen the 
boundaries of their learning, and allow themselves to explore new ideas. We 
use PBL with postgraduate diploma and MA students, who are often still quite 
conservative with their approach to learning. It is challenging, therefore, to 
convince them that they do own the choice of direction in this exercise.  

We are sure, therefore, that there is no question of providing further 
information about the triggers or offering our own thoughts; indeed to do so 
would in our view be mistaken.  What we do believe that we need to develop 
is ways of reassuring students about the methods at their disposal and the 
kind of outputs that they can achieve. 

The first area where we clearly needed to give reassurance is in 
brainstorming.  We noted earlier how students, though claiming to understand 
the process, often seemed unsure about what it entailed or what its benefits 
might be, both in the PBL exercises and more generally.  We have, therefore, 
taken care as we have developed the exercises to give clearer oral and 
written guidance on brainstorming and to follow the advice with informal 
discussion with each group. 

The second area where reassurance has been necessary has been in the 
annotated bibliography.  Once again, students showed superficial 
acquaintance with the form without a real understanding of its purpose.  And 
once again the solution was to provide explicit guidance on the forma with 
reassurance about the ways that they could push out boundaries in 
presenting their ideas.   

In the longer term, we see scope for developing other forms of output which 
might include the preparation of web-sites.  We might also look for outputs 
which tied the exploration of the triggers to the substantive aspects planning 
in the countries chosen by the student for their assessment reports. 

Support requirements 

Prior to the introduction of PBL into this course, one of the staff had been 
exposed to PBL on an anthropology teaching and learning network 
conference. There, a video of PBL in practice was shown, which 
demonstrated many of the challenges and opportunities that PBL offers. 



Materials from C-SAP (http://www.c-sap.bham.ac.uk/) were used as the 
model for our PBL exercises, with some modifications for class size, time 
limits, etc.   

Practical requirements included the ability to scan photographs and place 
them on the web, so that students had full access to them while preparing 
poster presentations. Ideally, we might ask students to prepare web-sites 
rather than (or as well as) posters, depending on the amount of emphasis 
given to PBL within the course.  

In addition, we have started to request that students submit their 
bibliographies in Endnote form, so that we can use them to build up a general 
resource for the course. We already have an endnote library (available as a 
web-based resource) of references from students’ comparative essays, and 
we are supplementing this  

Evidence of success  

The outcomes of the PBL exercises could be considered to be evidence of 
success of the method, as in only a short space of time, students grappled 
with difficult concepts. Although the results were quite variable, it was clear 
that some groups made significant progress and used their creativity to 
explore areas that were new to them.  It is more difficult to assess how far the 
exercises had an impact on the major assessment for the module which 
required students to select a country for comparison with Britain.  We 
nevertheless believe they contributed to a general maturity of outlook which 
was reflected in the work submitted. 

How can other staff reproduce this?  

Probably the most significant elements to using PBL in this way are those 
which enable good group work among students. This, clearly, depends on 
departmental philosophy and students’ attitudes, but can be an extremely rich 
learning method. We suggest groups of about 6 students is a good working 
number which combines both a breadth of input and a manageable team. 
Groups do need staff input during the first couple of stages of the PBL, and 
we recommend running these as (lightly) supervised sessions where staff can 
give additional guidance or reassurance to students.  

 PBL also can depend greatly on the particular triggers that are chosen. In our 
experience, texts used as triggers need to be very short (a short sentence, or 
even just a clause), dense, and contain at least one problematic assertion or 
term. Our students have a tendency to try to find the source of the trigger first 
and find out what the author ‘meant’ by it, whereas we encourage them to 
think about individual words, if necessary, and to use them as a basis for 
exploration (e.g., terms like ‘democracy’, ‘participation’, utopia’, etc.).  

We discussed in depth the use of images as triggers and decided to use a 
collection of images that to some extent challenged each other. We used 
images that could be juxtaposed through spatial difference, temporal 



difference, cultural difference, and so on, allowing students to address a 
range of preconceptions that they might have.  

All the triggers were aimed at challenging students’ assumptions and 
prejudices, and encouraged reflection on taken-for-granted understandings. 
This was certainly helped by having a mixed student group (in terms of 
courses and nationalities, as well as ethnicities), but may need 
encouragement from staff. Students are also urged to see the staff as 
additional ‘resources’ that they can use as and if they wished.  

Appendices 

Appendix 1  First exercise: brief to students 

  The ‘trigger’ quotations 

Appendix 2  Examples of the analysis of the problem by students   

Appendix 3  Second exercise: brief to students 

  The ‘trigger’ images 

Appendix 4 Example of the output from second exercise 

Appendix 5  Sample evaluation form 
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Problem-based learning exercise.  
 
This sheet introduces a problem-based learning exercise. This is a 
participative exercise which is run by groups of students with 
guidance and support from staff. Problem-based learning is an 
active learning form and encourages students' reasoning and 
critical appraisal. The technique of 'working through a problem' 
is designed to activate knowledge you have gained from the course 
so far, help you decide what you need to learn and where to find 
the information. The exercise follows the following steps: 
(Stage 1-3 are completed in the first session, stage 4 in 
subsequent period and stage 5 in or after the following session).  

Stage 1. Definition  (allow 10 minutes) 
Define research 'problems' leading from the 'trigger' (the phrase 
we have suggested to you) 
- do all members of the group understand the terms and concepts of 

the trigger? 
- What phenomena or facts need to be explained? 
- What do you think are the principal research problems that lead 

from your trigger?  
 

Stage 2: Analysis (allow up to 35 minutes) 
'brainstorm the problem 
- what explanations are there in the group about the problems? 
- Make a short, systematic inventory of available explanations. 
- Which explanations seem most adequate and why? 
 

Stage 3: Learning objectives (allow 15 minutes) 
Formulate targets for knowledge acquisition 
- what further knowledge does the group need to respond to the 

problem? 
- How should the research tasks be divided up? Who is doing what? 
- How will the group work together during the week? 
 

Stage 4: Research  
Acquire knowledge in relation to research questions 
- individual or group work over the week, limited to 3 hours 
- prepare an annotated bibliography of material related to your 

problem.  
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Stage 5: Synthesis 
Review the newly acquired knowledge within the group 
- how does the new knowledge elucidate the problems? 
- Final group response to the initial trigger. 
- Discussion of the learning process.  
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The annotated bibliography.  
 
The annotated bibliography is a summary of the sources you 
examined in response to your research problem. You should give 
full references for all the sources you cite, and offer a short 
outline of what you learned from them. You should also conclude 
with your responses from stage 5:synthesis, which can form the 
basis of your bibliography’s conclusions.  
 
The bibliography will be assessed according to the extent to which 
it addresses the research problem you defined, and whether it 
shows that you have explored the key concepts you identified.  
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"Trigger" Number One 
 
the diffusion of industrialism, carried out by national units, is the dominant event of 
our time.  
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"Trigger" Number Two 
 
Studies involving comparative cross-national policy analysis, which view these 
capacities from the top down, have traditionally stressed vertical integration at the 
higher levels of states as a main determinant of whether policies can be effective. 
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"Trigger" Number Three 
 
Culture refers to the acquired, cognitive and symbolic aspects of existence, whereas 
society refers to the social organisation of human life, patterns of interaction and 
power relationships.  
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"Trigger" Number Four 
 
Modernism, in either its capitalist or socialist forms, has not served Africa well, or at 
least very unevenly, and neo-liberal development philosophies promoted through 
structural adjustment policies have been downright destructive.  
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"Trigger" Number Five 
 
This sense of lack – of centredness, of authenticity, of history – has in many subtle but 
important ways informed the development of planning theory and practice in New 
Zealand.  
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"Trigger" Number Six 
 
“The Nepal case thus illustrates how planners might embed redistributive 
measures within financial market rules, even as they reckon with the ideological 
ascendancy of neoliberalism.” 
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"Trigger" Number Seven 
 
“… rationality is ultimately determined by power, and not by the Enlightenment 
ideals of reason, democracy, public utility and sound argument.”  
 
 




