LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Implementation of Problem-
Based Learning Method of
Medical Education to Improve
Trends in Undergraduate
Medical Research in Pakistan

Sir,

Research is cornerstone of discovery and innovation in
the field of medicine. Scientists created effective
treatments for diseases once thought life-threatening
and incurable, with the help of medical research on under-
lying pathophysiological processes. The revolutionary
newer direct-acting antiviral treatment for hepatitis is a
meritorious success of clinical research. In the current
times, the management of diseases is highly dependent
on evolving medical literature. Therefore, quality
research carries paramount importance in order to excel
in the field of medicine. It fosters critical thinking, under-
standing of literature, decision-making and sound
clinical-knowledge base, which are the key skills in
clinical practice. Unfortunately, South Asia contributes
only 1.2% of the research projects annually.! Considering
the ever-changing disease patterns, emerging new
infectious and non-infectious diseases, and sky-high
under-five mortality rate (78.8/1000 live births) in
Pakistan, it is immensely important for the medical
students to direct their efforts towards research.2

The research culture in Pakistan is still in the initial
stages and we are quite lagging behind. It is a matter of
particular urgency for health-policy makers to promote
research trends among undergraduate medical students
in order to improve the prevention as well as treatment
outcomes by maintaining a reliable healthcare system.
The major problems that hinder the process of medical
research in Pakistan are inadequate research and
development budget; lack of interest, time, and
opportunities; lack of research curriculum; and most
importantly the conventional method of medical
education in majority of medical institutions in Pakistan.!

Compared to the conventional lecture-based learning
(LBL), problem-based learning (PBL) is a student-
centered pedagogy. It promotes practicality, emphasizes
on enhancing knowledge, and instils critical thinking in
undergraduate medical students. A better understanding
and knowledge of diseases, as reflected by relatively
better academic performance of students through PBL
as opposed to LBL (p=0.001), can help to conduct
quality research studies.3 Haseeb et al. highlighted that

the PBL group of students showed healthier attitudes
and better knowledge towards health research
(p<0.001), as compared to their LBL counterparts.4 Khan
et al. endorsed that the PBL students had a research-
oriented attitude when compared with the LBL students
(p=0.021), and they were more inclined to actively
participate in research (p=0.017).5

Medical students, taught in traditional approach, place
more emphasis on the resources supplied by the faculty;
in contrast, PBL-trained students have an approach that
empowers reasoning and conducting research in order
to solve the problems and improve the learning.5
According to an audit report, major chunk of all articles
published in the students' corner of the Journal of
Pakistan Medical Association originated from medical
colleges where method of medical education was PBL.6
In Pakistan, a study highlighted that postgraduate
trainees were deficient practically in terms of reading
and writing medical literature.” As PBL showed marked
improvement in clinical reasoning of medical students as
compared to traditional methods, it can also help to
facilitate the development of the local literature both in
terms of research utilisation and production.

A study showed significant improvement in the students'
problem solving and critical thinking skills (p<0.001),
establishing the fact that students who undergo PBL
training are more likely to have better learning and
professionally pertinent skills after graduation. They are
more actively engaged in analyses and applications
necessary for clinical trials; hence, more inclined towards
research.8 PBL is a means of promoting self-learning,
enhancing communication skills and problem solving
capacity. The result of a study demonstrated that
introduction of PBL method significantly motivated
students to identify the gaps in their knowledge and
stimulated 76% students to conduct research.® Hence,
the research-friendly impact of the PBL curricula may
help in improving research output in Pakistan.

The deteriorating healthcare in Pakistan is an immense
burden on our economy. It warrants meticulous research
pertaining to regional public health issues in Pakistan
that will not only pinpoint the leading healthcare delivery
problems but will also help to develop cost-effective
clinical practice, and ultimately improving the quality of
life of the individuals. Poor research quality and low
research output among postgraduates reflect a lack of
research skill and implementation of research-oriented
curriculum during their undergraduate years. Therefore,
developing the curricula in terms of PBL may help to
develop an insight of the research methodology,
inculcate critical thinking, sharpen reasoning skills, and
enhance productive approaches in medical students. It
will improve the quality of undergraduate research that
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can partly compensate for the overall lack of research in
medical profession in Pakistan. Hence, it should be
greatly emphasised to adopt PBL curricula, in order to
develop an optimistic attitude towards medical research.
Health policy-makers should give a trial to PBL
implementation in medical colleges in Pakistan and the
data should be collected regarding changes in the

research outcomes.
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