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Original Article

Purpose: This qualitative study captured nurse academics’ experience of creating an online 
nursing ethics seminar at post graduate level through an action research process. 
Methods: A template for reflections from students and staff about their experience of the sem-
inar was used. Responses were received from students and staff who participated in the semi-
nar and analysed for key themes. 
Results: The 10 student participants and 5 Japanese teaching staff reported overall positive ex-
periences with the implementation. Key themes emerging were building on learning; participa-
tion and group engagement; facilitation versus expert delivery; and translation into practice. 
Conclusions: The findings are consistent with attempts to implement PBL and online learning 
elsewhere, but yet to be widely adopted in Japan. There is a need to embed inquiry-based learn-
ing PBL approaches in Japanese higher education. This study provides encouragement to partic-
ipants and others considering implementing online PBL in nursing courses. 

Keywords: Problem-based learning; action-research; education; ethics education; online learn-
ing

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study is to report on the creation of an online nursing ethics seminar 
using problem-based learning (PBL) through a participatory action research (PAR) process. 
Like many other universities across the world, Yamaguchi University School of Health Scienc-
es were forced into a rapid transition into online teaching by the coronavirus pandemic (Kato 
et al., 2020). Use of web-based learning in nurse education in Japan has been limited and aca-
demics and students are largely unfamiliar with this mode of teaching as in Japan web-based 
learning tends to be used for the delivery of demonstration of clinical skills via video or as part 
of research degree supervision. There are few examples of the application of the principles of 
PBL as a teaching and learning strategy in nurse education in Japan. This paper reports on the 
development of an online seminar in nursing ethics for nurses studying at masters level using 
PBL through a PAR process. The seminar was created to trial PBL online and determine if 
adoption of PBL and online learning would be viable in ethics courses in nursing at Yamagu-
chi University. 

Background 
Providing patient care based on ethical principles is required in every clinical setting from 

primary care to general hospitals. Thus, a sound grounding in ethics is essential for nursing 
students and nurses. There is a diversity of opinion about what should be included in ethics 



Kyoko Murakami et al. • PBL Online Nursing Ethics Seminar

www.ejpbl.org14

education, whether it should be taught as a separate subject or in-
tegrated into other units, scope, method of delivery, and how 
quality in ethics education is measured (Avci, 2017). Japanese 
academics used narrative writing and narrative group work with 
post graduate students in a post graduate ethics course to effec-
tively reveal nurses' cognitions and perceptions around ethics in 
nursing practice (Tsuruwaka & Asahara, 2018), however there 
are few examples of online PBL used in ethics courses in Japa-
nese nurse education. 

The existing ethics course for nurses at Yamaguchi University 
was run over a semester (15 weeks) for 1.5 hours per week by 
zoom in 2020 for postgraduate nurses with clinical experience 
enrolled in a masters program. The content of the existing ethics 
course included an introduction to ethics and its application to 
health and nursing in the context of adult nursing, maternal and 
child nursing, aged care nursing, and mental health nursing. Pro-
fessors with expertise in these clinical areas co-facilitate the 
course. The mode of delivery was a series of fifteen 90-minute 
face to face lectures followed by a discussion with case studies 
used as stimulus material. 

In order to determine the acceptability of using both online 
and PBL for future offerings of the ethics course, online seminars 
that used PBL principles were designed and delivered to volun-
teer participants for 90 minutes for each of 4 weeks. 

Developing high-quality online courses requires skills in in-
structional design and the development of course materials, new 
ways of thinking about pedagogy, and has been viewed as being 
costly in time and money (Altbach & de Wit, 2020). Moving 
into an online teaching environment in higher education requires 
commitment from faculty and university management as it in-
volves careful planning, upskilling of faculty members, and tech-
nical support. Recommendations for teaching medical students 
ethics (Goldie, 2000) are applicable to all health professional stu-
dents and include a move away from teacher-centered to learn-
er-centered teaching using PBL; a reduction in the amount of 
factual information students are required to master because the 
central focus of ethics in health professional practice is clinical 
reasoning and problem-solving and a corresponding move away 
from lecture delivery of content in ethics education towards 
small group case discussion (Goldie, 2000;Tsuruwaka, 2018). 

Each of these recommendations is consistent with using PBL 
which can be both a curriculum design and a teaching/ learning 
strategy. Problem-based learning simultaneously develops higher 
order thinking and disciplinary knowledge bases and skills by 
placing students in the active role of problem solvers (practi-
tioners) when presented with situations (ill-structured problem) 
that reflects the real world (Conway, Little, & McMillan, 2002). 

A PBL approach tends to “turn regular learning upside down” 
because it requires that students identify issues and respond to 
problems before they are given instruction (Maxwell, 2020) and 
promote student engagement “solving a problem nested in reali-
ty” through the use of meaningful and authentic situations (Mik-
ouchi, Akita, & Komura, 2019). For over half a century prob-
lem-based learning has been found to be equal to traditional ap-
proaches in terms of conventional tests of knowledge with stu-
dents in PBL courses exhibiting better clinical problem-solving 
skills, interpersonal skills, and satisfaction with learning although 
definitive evidence of its superiority as a pedagogical approach 
has been disputed (Wosinski et al., 2018). Nevertheless, a sys-
tematic review of literature of the use of PBL in nurse education 
concluded that PBL fosters clinical reasoning in students where 
there is sound facilitation and quality group interaction (Wosins-
ki et al., 2018). Although concerns have been raised about cours-
es being delivered online (Altbach & de Wit, 2020), online ethics 
education for health professionals have previously been found to 
be effective in a range of contexts (Chao, Chang, Yang, & Clark, 
2017; Cho & Shin, 2014; Leppa & Terry, 2004; Schröder-Bäck 
et al., 2014). However, it has been suggested that students may 
have concerns about online learning and be reluctant to partici-
pate, thus careful design of the learning experience is required to 
encourage interaction by using a problem-based learning ap-
proach using authentic, context-relevant stimulus materials 
(Zhang et al., 2019). As authors from Taiwan note, in countries 
where online learning is not in the model of learning, elements of 
PBL, such as small group case discussion, are used in nursing 
ethics courses but classes are not usually online (Chao et al., 
2017). This study aimed to capture nurse academics and student 
perspectives of the implementation of a PBL online nursing eth-
ics course in Japan. 

METHODS 

Approach 
Nurse academics in Japan were required to immediately imple-

ment online learning in response to the coronavirus pandemic. 
The research group came together to explore the most effective 
way to implement online teaching and to learn and develop effec-
tive pedagogies for online teaching. This resulted in the involve-
ment of two Australian nurse academic colleagues. 

Action research was used to capture the experiences of nursing 
faculty in the process of creating the nursing ethics seminar. It is a 
cyclical mechanism of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting 
for strategic action and was chosen as a framework because it ex-
plicitly seeks to bring about change and improvement (Kember, 
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2002). It can be characterised as a ‘bottom-up’ quality enhance-
ment process concentrating on issues of interest or concern relat-
ing to the delivery of online learning and assessment of the nurse 
academics. The movement in qualitative research has been away 
from validity criteria similar to those of quantitative paradigms 
“toward a greater variety of validity considerations that include 
the practical, the political, and the moral” (Reason, 2006 p.191). 
Action research is designed to address worthwhile practical re-
al-world problems with reasonable actions therefore the primary 
rule in approaching quality is that researchers are aware of the de-
cisions they have made and their consequences (Reason, 2006). 

Core seminar content, student learning activities, and assess-
ment strategies were developed to align with the learning objec-
tives. Reading materials that included the principles of nursing 
ethics and approaches to examining ethical issues were distribut-
ed to students prior to seminar commencement. The first two 
sessions comprised introductions to the facilitators and partici-
pants, an explanation of seminar requirements, and an explana-
tion about facilitation in PBL. Case studies were used as an aid to 
PBL to stimulate reflection, debate, and discussion around ethi-
cal principles (Schröder-Bäck et al., 2014). Stimulus material for 
PBL-style class discussion centered around a woman with de-
mentia and ethical dilemmas around choice, patient safety, the 
duty of care, and end of life. The "four topics" approach to clinical 
ethics case analysis proposed by Jonsen, Siegler, and Winslade 
(2006), widely used in nursing ethics, was introduced at the be-
ginning of the second day after students had examined the case. 
It was used to summarise the discussion and presented as a possi-
ble tool to use for analysis of ethical dilemmas and case studies. 
Each topic—medical indications; client preferences; quality of 
life; and context — prompts questions to be considered 
(Schumann, & Alfandre, 2008). 

In the last two sessions participants presented and led a discus-
sion on the case from their work context. The 10 student partici-
pants were divided into two groups for discussion. The “Zoom” 
cloud meetings platform was utilized in this study as a tool for 
virtual teaching to facilitate participation from those outside the 
university. Students were given clear instructions on how to use 
the platform and the breakout and chat functions used to facili-
tate an interactive online environment. 

Participants 
Participants included both nurse academics as an action re-

search team and student participants as learners in PBL. The par-
ticipant-researcher team was made up of five Japanese and two 
Australian academics - all were professors. Japanese faculty mem-
bers had expertise in a variety of nursing specialties including 

ethics, older person’s care, end of life care, and pediatrics and all 
had input into the design and delivery of the online seminar. The 
Australian academics supported the team with expertise in on-
line learning, PBL and action research methodology. 

Student participants were recruited by convenience sampling 
to participate in the seminar. The selection criteria for student 
participants were "at least 3 years of clinical experience" or "mas-
ter's degree students". The group included clinical nurses about 
to enter graduate school, recent masters graduates, and those 
who wanted to learn nursing about ethics and PBL. Advertising 
was by poster and email. The purpose of the study and study 
methods was explained in a written explanation sheet, and all 
participants signed a consent to undertake the seminar and semi-
nar evaluations. Participants were assured that pseudonyms 
would be used in reporting and publications and that personal 
details would remain confidential. Initially, 11 student partici-
pants commenced the online seminar, but one participant at-
tended only one session, and the analysis includes only the re-
maining 10 participants’ demographics, evaluations, and reflec-
tions. 

Student participants had 8.9 ( ± 5.9) mean years of nursing ex-
perience. Nine students had teaching experience of 6.2 ± 4.5 
years and had a master’s degree or higher. Before the seminar, 
three student participants had experienced in nursing ethics, four 
had experienced using online resources, two had experience of 
PBL, however, no student participants had experienced learning 
nursing ethics online using PBL. 

The mean years of nursing experience of nursing academics 
was 12.0 ± 11.7. Three of the group had previous experience 
teaching online, and four had experience teaching PBL. however, 
no staff participants had experience teaching had online ethics 
using PBL (Table 1). 

Data collection and analysis 
The repeating process of planning, acting and observing, and 

reflection (Koshy, 2005) at the heart of action research guided 
the approach. Faculty members met online every two weeks 
starting in May 2020. Reflections were completed by faculty 
members after each meeting. In the initial two months, self-iden-
tified gaps in knowledge about PBL, effective online learning and 
the research methodology were addressed through literature re-
view, presentations by Australian faculty members, and discus-
sion. The following 6 weeks involved the development, refine-
ment and evaluation of the online nursing ethics seminar com-
prising four 90-minute sessions. Recruitment of participants, re-
hearsal and evaluation took place between August and Septem-
ber 2020 and the four online PBL seminars were conducted be-
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tween September 17 and October 9. Following each seminar, the 
faculty members analysed the data and met to discuss and evalu-
ate the sessions. A research audit trail was kept by the principal 
researcher and collaborators to ensure transparency and audit-
ability of the decisions made in relation to seminar design and re-
searcher/participants’ and students’ reflections on the imple-
mentation of the ethics seminar.  

A template was used to capture reflections from participants 
about the students’ reported experience of the online learning 
platform and PBL and what was key learning and why it was im-
portant (Figure 1). The same template was used for both faculty 
participants and student participants. Written responses to ques-
tions in the template provided the qualitative data for the study. 
Reflections were transcribed verbatim and translated from Japa-
nese to English by a bilingual researcher, then translated back 
into Japanese by another researcher to check that the translation 
was correct. Data were analysed using content analysis described 
by Thomas (2006). This inductive approach enabled themes to 
emerge from the raw data. First, two researchers (TES and KM) 
independently read the reflections several times to obtain overall 

impressions and identify key content. Initial codes were generat-
ed and from these themes related to PBL, online learning, and 
teaching of nursing ethics were determined. 

Ethical Considerations 
Explanations were given to faculty and student participants 

about study design, research methodology, purpose, method, an-
onymity guarantees, and the voluntary nature of participation 
before they consented. The research was approved by the Ethics 
Review Committee of Yamaguchi University Graduate School of 
Medicine approval number 625-1 and conducted in accordance 
with the Declaration of Helsinki (2013, Fortaleza Amendment). 

The need to commence the development of online teaching 
prior to ethical approval for the study meant that faculty mem-
bers consented to participate in seminar development prior to 
formal ethical approval. All faculty involved in developing the 
ethics seminar consented to participate in the collaborative re-
search process as well as the seminar development process. 

Table 1. Demographics

Student participants (n=10) Faculty participants (n=7)
Nursing experience 8.9 (3-24) years 12.4 (3-35) years
  (Mean, range)
Teaching experience 6.2 (0-14) years 23.7 (20-31) years
  (Mean, range)
License
  Registered Nurse 10 (100%) 7 (100%)
  Registered Nurse-Midwives 1 (10.0%) 3 (42.9%)
  Public Health Nurse 3 (30.0%) 1 (14.3%)
  Others Assistant Nurse (1) Social worker (1)
Clinical Lab Technician (1) School nurse (2)
Nursing specialty
  Fundamental nursing 3 2
  Adult nursing 1 0
  Mental health 1 1
  Pediatric nursing 1 1
  Midwifery 1 1
  Older care 2 2
  Community nursing 1 0
Final education
  Bachelor 1 (10.0%) 0
  Master 7 (70.0%) 0
  PhD 2 (20.0%) 7 (100%)
Previous education experience
  Nursing ethics 3 (30.0%) 7 (100%)
  Online education 4 (40.0%) 3 (42.9%)
  PBL education 2 (20.0%) 4 (57.1%)
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dressed. I realized the effectiveness of using such principles and tools 
instead of vaguely thinking about them. (Lala) 

The actual case study had a variety of individuals with diverse 
characters and a complicated relationship. (Shima) I felt like I was re-
peatedly repeating the same steps, but I felt like it was an essential 
process because I felt like actually repeating them helped me think in a 
broader perspective. (Momo) 

Faculty members also recognised the PBL process and related 
this to building knowledge for application as well as expressed 
their willingness to consider structures and content that allow 
student learning to build up: 

The steps of concretely assessing cases, examining ethical principles, 
and finding methods are essential for problem-solving. (Rin)  

Understanding what students want to know and what is necessary 
for students is important. (Hina) 

Given PBL is designed to incorporate students' spontaneous 
problem-solving perspectives, some faculty members considered 
whether a framework would assist student's decision making but 
also thought that it might inhibit thinking: 

I have been using theoretical frameworks to teach ethical issues, but 
in PBL, students are free to use the frameworks they have learned. 
(Niko) 

When thinking freely, I wonder whether to use a framework such as 
Jonsen's four-topics method …. On the other hand, that may hinder 
the free-thinking of students. (Yua) 

In the initial stages of the process, faculty members expressed 
discomfort in the form of anxiety about whether they knew suffi-
cient about PBL: 

It's an educational method that I have never experienced before. 
(Yua) 

I am not familiar with PBL techniques, so it is important to learn 
while doing it. (Rin) 

I wonder how much information the lecturer/facilitator should 
provide to guide students to address problems. (Niko) 

At the development of the seminar, without previous experi-
ence of running PBL in this university, faculty members found it 
harder to plan the sessions, had concerns about student involve-
ment, timing, and apparent lack of control. And as a result, re-
hearsed the sessions beforehand with the research team taking 
the role of students. Faculty members planned to give a lecture 
on the required content before the students’ group discussion, 
but after the rehearsal, they modified their plan to focus on pro-
viding information online and group discussion. This led to the 

My own reflections The group's Comments
what-was the focus 
on and learning
so what-why was it 
importans -
now what are the 
next steps and why 
these ones in this 
order?

Example reflection

My own reflections The group's Comments
what-was the 
focus on and 
learning

The focus this 
week was on the 
technological 
requirements 
for the on-line 
learning. I realize 
thar I am not 
familiar with the 
software and need 
support.

Much discussion 
around technology 
but there is 
expertise within 
the group

so what-why was 
it importans -

We need to 
ensure that 
the IT supports 
our pedagogic 
strategies

Both faculty and 
students need 
easy access to the 
proposed platform

now what are the 
next steps and 
why these ones 
in this order?

Need to do a fact 
finding before we 
develop activities 
further.

SS to approach IT 
service

Workes example of the reflection template

Figure 1. A reflective worksheet and work example of the reflec-
tion template.

Findings 
Themes common to both faculty members and students 

emerged from the content analysis. These were building on learn-
ing; participation and group engagement; facilitation versus expert 
delivery; and translation into practice. Pseudonyms have been 
used to preserve anonymity. 

Building on Learning 
The student participants learned about a series of thought pro-

cesses, such as "clarifying issues based on ethical principles," or-
ganizing them, and considering intervention methods through 
group discussions of set cases and cases presented by them. The 
students reported that they learnt a lot and could engage in more 
detailed discussions that corresponded to "real" cases: 

Reviewing the case studies and the four-topics method, and ethical 
principles helped me see what information and issues needed to be ad-
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following reflective comments: 

I found it challenging to use PBL effectively…I can't picture myself 
running a class for the amount of time I've been given. (Yua) 

Since many things can only be learned through practice, rehearsals 
were held among members. (Niko) 

To effectively use the seminar time, it is necessary to create a com-
pelling atmosphere, and I learned that even a self-introduction should 
be related to the lecture and focus on the theme of the seminar. (Aoi) 

Participation and group engagement 
The value of being able to hear multiple perspectives on nurs-

ing situations and ethical viewpoints was appreciated by some 
students who were appreciative of the high level of education of 
their fellow students. The student participants drew on each oth-
er's experiences with the participating group members, recog-
nized each other's diversity, and tried incorporate new perspec-
tives: 

The group was able to exchange views on the status and experienc-
es of past and current clinical experiences. The group members were a 
diverse group with a wide range of expertise. (Ai) 

Group members took on the roles of moderator, scribe, etc., and 
made good progress. I sensed the high level of participants. (Kara). 

I felt it was important to discuss in groups, as I found out that peo-
ple have slightly different ideas based on their position and age. 
(Hanako) 

Drawing on participant's experiences, faculty members, adapt-
ed to PBL style and realized its strengths in student engagement 
and teacher ability to gauge student learning: 

Post-grad students have clinical experiences as nurses, and they al-
ready have encountered ethical issues in their practice, so asking ques-
tions in the PBL class encourages students to speak their opinions and 
experiences…(Yua)  

I really know how we involve students in our seminar, such as ask-
ing a question. (Hina) 

In addition to comments about facilitation and interaction 
through engagement with a scenario as a group, student partici-
pants reflected on the use of the online platform for teaching: 

I felt that there were benefits to taking the course. I would not rec-
ommend it if someone were not comfortable with the online experi-
ence. (Momo) 

I think online is a very effective way to present the materials and 

view the presentations. I felt more comfortable participating online 
than in person. I would like to see more online sessions in the future. 
(Shima) 

and expressed some initial misgivings: 

Last time I felt embarrassed about being online and expressing my 
opinions in group work for the first time. (Ken) 

There were people with different years of experience, and I felt a lit-
tle uncomfortable speaking up at first. (Kim) 

The challenges in managing group discussions in the online 
environment because of the technology issues (such as the dis-
play of participants' screens) and the timing of comments, such 
as when to speak without interrupting others' conversation were 
highlighted: 

When we were sharing the screen, I was unsure when I was allowed 
to speak up because I couldn't see everyone's faces on the screen. 
(Nashi) 

I want to be more active in speaking up and exchanging ideas next 
time, as time flies, when working in groups remotely, while I am ob-
serving. (Kim) 

Participants commented on the importance of online time 
management. Therefore, students became aware of the need to 
work on speaking "proactively", summarizing "appropriately", 
and creating "comfort" conducive to speaking to facilitate effi-
cient online discussions: 

I thought that if I didn't actively participate in the discussion as 
part of the group, the group's opinions would only reflect some of the 
group's views. (Kara) 

Since the time for group work is limited, I thought that if we learn 
to state our opinions straightforwardly and summarised, others will 
have more opportunities to give their views. (Momo) 

I learned last time that in online seminars, it is essential to use voice 
and gestures and nodding to convey responses to others, and I realized 
this time it is important to try to give responses to others. (Ai) 

Faculty members also had initial misgivings about online, but 
these were overcome: 

I realized that communication could be established even online. 
(Yua) 

I was impressed by the fact that we could connect and talk to people 
in Hyogo and Fukuoka prefectures because it was online. Participants 
seemed to adapt quickly to PBL and online. (Aoi) 
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This changed to gradual growth in confidence: 

The session led by Prof. Yua was very smooth, and the participants 
spoke up a lot. The first day was a great success. There was not 
enough time to talk about each participant's ethical issues, but I think 
we can recover from that. (Niko) 

In the case study, I asked lots of questions to the participants while 
communicating the PBL method. There were more comments than 
expected, and I felt that PBL was suited to ethics education. (Yua)  

Facilitation versus expert delivery  
Student participants linked the change in facilitation style to 

enhanced depth of discussion: 

I thought that the seminar was different from my previous experi-
ence in that the seminar instructor led the way, and the participants 
took the initiative to consider the issues and the solutions. (Kim) 

I realized that it's not just about building up knowledge or training 
techniques, but it is interesting to learn processes and principles and 
apply them in practice. (Lara) 

I feel that the online seminars provide an opportunity to exchange 
experiences with team members that I would not usually be able to 
attend, and I think the benefits of online seminars more and more 
with each session. (Ai) 

Comparing the usual seminars at my workplace, to PBL, our ward 
ethics seminars are very short and do not lead us to in-depth discus-
sion. Often there is no opinion from most of the participants. I want to 
learn more about the role of a facilitator in nursing practice, as I need 
to be a facilitator to get everyone to express their opinions. (Kara) 

The faculty members also studied and worked on implement-
ing a "student-centered" teaching method to change their teach-
ing style. 

I have to flexibly deal with and facilitate it based on the opinions 
given, not on a well-prepared lesson plan. (Yua) 

One-way teaching does not result in secure knowledge and skills 
that can be applied in practice. It does not lead to consideration of 
ethical issues. (Niko) 

The lectures that are delivered by the instructor are not suitable for 
PBL. Summarization is not done by the faculty but by the students 
who have learned. (Niko) 

However, the process was not always a satisfactory experience 
for the faculty members, especially when it came to the partici-
pants' case studies from clinical practice: 

One group did not ask questions, which is a basic technique of PBL. 
They seemed not to utilize the previous learning.…To be honest, I was 
disappointed when I saw the case study progressing aimlessly. (Yua) 

At the time of the group discussion, I may have overstated my opin-
ion, and participants may have expressed their views but may not 
have a conclusion. (Rin) 

It is always difficult to ensure that the participants have a common 
understanding of the current situation when discussing a case. (Aoi) 

In the initial stages of participation in the seminar, some stu-
dents mentioned that they expected and wanted them to "fully 
engage in discussions. However, some groups found that group 
discussions did not work as well for them as they would have 
liked: when it came to concluding the cases they brought from 
their practice and recommending nursing actions: 

There's no correct answer, but we have to make a consensus on an 
intervention. (Fuyu) 

I don't think there is a right answer to this question of nursing eth-
ics, but I would like to think about what the nursing profession can do 
to complete the discussion. (Hanako) 

as well as when time was insufficient to engage in rich, in-
depth discussion: 

The time was limited, but the same people spoke up during the 
group sessions, and I wish everyone could have spoken up a little 
more. There were times when I didn't even have a chance to give my 
opinion. (Fuyu) 

Faculty members decided to go back to the principles of PBL, 
reconfirm the goals of this seminar and communicate them to 
the students, and believe in the ability of the students:  

Next time, on the final day, we will review the basic method of PBL 
and then start the case studies. Follow-up training can be held, but it 
will not be dealt with unless it is an idea from the participants based 
on PBL. It will be a future theme. (Yua) 

The conclusions of the group discussion may vary from participant 
to participant. We don't have to draw one conclusion. (Rin) 

I felt the group discussion was a little bit different. But I expect they 
are adult learners, so they know what and how to do. (Hina) 

With encouragement and support from their colleagues, staff 
shared feelings of being reassured and confident in the PBL pro-
cess: 
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I'm glad I believe in the power of the group. I feel that the presenta-
tion exceeded my expectations. (Niko) 

I felt participants developed rich ethical sensitivity. (Rin) 
In my previous review, I was concerned that the content they had 

learned was not being utilized. However, participants' abilities to deal 
with ethical issues were undoubtedly maturing. (Yua) 

Translation into practice 
The majority of comments were related to the translation of 

PBL and online teaching into the broader practice of faculty as 
some students in the seminar were also faculty members, and the 
experience prompted them to reflect on their teaching, evaluat-
ing the experience both from the viewpoint of themselves as the 
student and as an educator. Their reflections noted the collabora-
tive aspects of PBL and reflected a deepening understanding of 
the subject matter and technique as well as highlighting the value 
of working as a team of staff committed to collaborative learning 
and development of capability in PBL and online teaching. For 
example, members of the group initially, struggled with aspects 
of facilitating PBL and discussed it with other faculty members. 
Furthermore, faculty members also reflected on the important 
step of changing practice behaviours: 

I now think that online is useful because it fosters independence for 
those with a given level of motivation. Even if it was difficult for me to 
change my thinking (Yua) 

I thought that asking students about their experiences, rather than 
teacher-led, and connecting their questions and emotional responses 
to their learning would motivate them to learn. (Aoi) 

Planning and implementing this seminar has changed the style of 
my lectures. Teachers tend to want to conclude quickly, but students 
can draw their own conclusions, so minimal support is needed to pre-
vent them from going in the wrong direction. (Niko) 

I hope that the participants will apply what they have learned in 
their clinical and educational settings. The group members (students) 
continue to grow [develop] I expect the students to take what they 
have learned in the seminar back to their clinical practice or work-
place and discuss it to deepen their understanding. (Niko) 

DISCUSSION 

According to Baume (2021) graduates need to be fluent in the 
five Cs: Creativity, Communication, Collaboration and Criticali-
ty and Competence (Baume, 2021). Baume highlights the differ-
ence between teaching, which usually involves telling students 
facts and information, and learning which involves using teaching 
methods, such as PBL, to cause students “to explain, to apply, to 

critique, to combine into new forms, what they have been 
taught.” (Baume, 2021). Rapid advances in health sciences have 
led to content heavy nursing curricula leaving little space for 
learning how to critically think (Feller, 2018) and nurse educa-
tors should carefully consider adopting curriculum and teaching 
approaches that enhance lifelong learning. 

Effectiveness of PBL methodology in nursing ethics 
The nature of applied ethics makes it eminently suitable to 

support the development of key learning competencies in post 
graduate nursing students as ethical situations necessitate explo-
ration of different perspectives and justification of proposed ac-
tions and PBL provides a mechanism for achieving this in a facili-
tated, collaborative learning environment. An interactive situa-
tional e-learning system developed for undergraduate nurses in 
Taiwan was found to develop students' competence in ethical 
reasoning (Chao et al., 2017). In our study, the active role stu-
dents described was effective in sharing experience and exploring 
different perspectives as well as exploring ethical issues in the 
stimulus material. However, a review of the global literature on 
the teaching of ethics suggests that lecture-style delivery is a pop-
ular way of teaching ethics (Avci, 2017). In most instances tangi-
ble cases are used to facilitate understanding and has been found 
to be useful by students and educators but the successful de-
pends on the quality of the case used (Avci, 2017). 

Faculty and students' exposure to a PBL approach 
Students entering new learning environments will have pre-

conceived ideas about how that environment will function. Pre-
vious qualitative studies described nursing students’ anxieties 
when beginning a PBL program (Klunklin et al., 2011). It has 
also been noted that when students encounter a new way of 
learning in higher education, they bring their previous experienc-
es with them (Otting et al., 2010). In our study, students indicat-
ed ability to readily adapt to, and satisfaction with, the online 
seminar. Although this must be treated with caution because of 
the small numbers involved, this contrasts to the commentary 
about the 2020 worldwide move to online education which sug-
gests that on the whole students across the globe were dissatis-
fied (Altbach & de Wit, 2020;Sun, 2020). It may be that as expe-
rienced nurses and post graduate students, students in this study 
were more familiar and better prepared for learning using prac-
tice-based scenarios and technology for communication than 
undergraduates might. 

Despite case-based learning being effective Taiwan and Japan 
continue to use lecture-style teaching because students are said 
to feel uncomfortable in an interactive learning environment 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070903383203
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(Lin, Lu, Chung, & Yang, 2010). Further, Marumayama and 
Uenoe (2010; p438) have asserted there are missed opportuni-
ties for teaching and learning in professional ethics courses as 
“difficulties in professional ethics education in Japan are caused 
by the fact that both teachers and students lack experience in 
leading and participating in discussion-based-classes and misun-
derstand the effectiveness of a case-based pedagogy”. In this 
study “comfort” was mentioned by several participants. Cultural-
ly, there may be a reluctance to ask a question for which the other 
may not have an answer and causing discomfort – thus PBL and 
similar pedagogies may be perceived as against traditional values 
of unquestioning acceptance of the teacher (Davies & Ikeno, 
2011;Okada, 2016). 

Our study has demonstrated that it is possible to implement 
PBL online rapidly when staff are actively engaged, supportive, 
open-minded, willing to change, adapt, reflect, and work collabo-
ratively – i.e. model the behaviours of an effective PBL group as 
they seek to respond to a changing higher education context. The 
study has demonstrated that for faculty who participated in the 
online PBL ethics seminar design and implementation, there is a 
burgeoning paradigm shift among teachers from teacher-cen-
tered learning to student-centered cooperative group learning, 
and from expert-teaching knowledge to practice-based learning. 
This is a key difference between traditional instruction and PBL 
(Woods, 2003). In addition, staff also experienced working to-
gether to develop the seminar (i.e. their ‘real world problem’) in 
an online environment and had experience of inquiry process in 
action research beginning at the initial moment of the idea and 
continuing well after any formal research is complete (Reason, 
2006) as they move to continuing and broadening their efforts to 
implement PBL online in the nursing courses at Yamaguchi Uni-
versity.  

Differences between online and face-to-face PBL  
The pandemic created sudden dislocation, uncertainty and in-

convenience (Pokarier, 2020) but the crisis has been seen as per-
haps representing a transformative moment for online teaching 
across the globe (Altbach & de Wit, 2020). Further, referring to 
the rapid move to online learning and need to move academics 
into this modality.Sun (2020) remarked that “Teaching online is 
like asking people who know how to drive to fly a plane”. 

In an online learning environment, students or faculty mem-
bers have to keep their eyes on the screen and lecture within a 
narrow field of view. This makes it difficult to maintain concen-
tration and to study for long periods of time. In other words, it is 
necessary to manage time effectively. On the other hand, such 
collaborative management of classes by students and faculty with 

an eye on time can lead to effective learning of key skills. Stu-
dents are expected to have the ability to listen intently to the 
opinions of other students, grasp the context, and summarize 
and express their own opinions effectively while thinking. 

Altbach and deWit’s pessimism about “faculty of a certain age” 
lacking “both the experience and stamina to learn new and highly 
unfamiliar methods and technologies” (Altbach & de Wit, 2020) 
was also not realized. In our study, academics were able to rapidly 
adapt material that had been presented in a lecture and case study 
format. It did not take a lot of resources and training, adapted 
quickly and easily because of broad experience as teachers and in 
clinical environments. Their current clinical knowledge meant 
that the case study was rich in detail and authentic. All were high-
ly experienced in teaching in a face-to-face setting but, as Kilgour 
et al. (2019, p.1416) described the move to online teaching was 
“deeply unsettling because [it] can run counter to the habits, con-
viction and experience gained in a non-online environment.” 
However, the response of staff in this study to the “supreme com-
mand” (Kato et al., 2020) to move to online teaching was to em-
brace the opportunity and aim to provide a quality experience 
for the students. When applied to online pedagogy in higher ed-
ucation contexts, academic staff become the learners as they ex-
tend their on-campus teaching knowledge into the online realm. 
In this setting, the identification of threshold concepts has the 
potential to inform the content of professional development 
(PD) programs for novice online teachers. 

Limitations 
There were limitations to this study. Student and staff feedback 

was suggestive that the experience was a positive one. However, 
faculty members and student participants in the study were all 
volunteers and may have been more positively disposed toward 
PBL and online learning than others. We plan to apply the learn-
ing from this research to large-group classes in graduate and un-
dergraduate courses. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This paper has reported on the first foray into PBL and online 
learning by nurses as a group at Yamaguchi University. The study 
is small but nevertheless important in communicating our expe-
rience to others considering adopting PBL in online or face to 
face environments. 

The process of implementing an advanced ethics seminar us-
ing PBL for graduate nurses in an online mode also entailed a 
parallel process of the PAR process itself being conducted via 
Zoom with the research team meeting only in an online environ-
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ment due to the pandemic. As a result, participant academics 
perhaps emerged from this research process with new skill sets in 
PBL, action research, online teaching and online research collab-
oration. 

In Japan there has been a recognition of the need for inqui-
ry-based learning in secondary school education in order to tran-
sition to a knowledge-based future (Mikouchi et al., 2019). The 
term "active learning" has been used to improve university educa-
tion since 2012 (Report of the Council of Education, August 
2012), and problem-based learning, has been widely adopted. 
Although the need for critical thinking has been mentioned in 
nursing education in Japan for some time, teaching methods have 
not been consistent. Through the action research process, our 
experience was that the team rapidly adjusted to the online mode 
without a requirement to extensive training or expensive resourc-
es and plans to include an online PBL approach in future offer-
ings of other nursing ethics courses at Yamaguchi University.  
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