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Gerontology is a study of processes associated with bodily changes from middle age
through later life involving interdisciplinary investigations (Institute of Gerontology, 2021).
Providing care for older people could be challenging because the presentation of disease
symptoms are often atypical. Treatment effects often interact with their multimorbidity, leading to higher demand for support from an interdisciplinary team (Hofman, Van Den Hanenberg, Sierevelt & Tulner, 2017;Tonelli et al., 2017). Overcoming barriers to interdisciplinary
teams working together has been an issue in gerontology that challenges many healthcare professional training programme (Schapmire et al., 2018). The conventional education curriculum design of gerontological nursing mainly focuses on nursing; this may ignore the interdisciplinary teamwork aimed at resolving most care needs of older people in real settings. Problem-based learning (PBL) is considered a pedagogical approach that adequately scaffolds interdisciplinary learning in higher education, given that the issues of interdisciplinary learning
are specifically addressed (Stentoft, 2017).
As an example regarding interdisciplinary learning and PBL, the School of Nursing in The
Hong Kong Polytechnic University (PolyU) commenced an interdisciplinary subject for all
first-year undergraduate students since the early 2010s. In PolyU, there are six disciplines providing training at the baccalaureate level for healthcare professionals. These include nursing,
occupational therapy, physiotherapy, optometry, radiotherapy, and medical laboratory science. A subject on inter-disciplinary teamwork is a requirement for all students in the first year
of healthcare professional undergraduate programmes. Students learn together from the faculty members and clinical specialists of different disciplines about their roles and collaborations
in various healthcare settings (e.g., hospital and community).
In the undergraduate nursing programmes, all students have to enrol in a subject on gerontological nursing in their senior year (i.e., year 3 of a 5-year programme). We also adopt an interdisciplinary approach to frame this subject. We teach this subject from the perspective of
nurses as being a player in the interdisciplinary team. In this subject, PBL is one of the teaching methods. A 7-step approach is as follow: 1) clarify terms and concepts, 2) define the problem, 3) analyze the issues, 4) draw a systematic inventory of the explanation, 5) formulate
learning objectives, 6) collect additional information outside the group, and 7) synthesize
newly acquired knowledge (Hemker, Prescher, & Narciss, 2017). To start a series of scenarios
about older people’s ageing experiences at different stages and settings are provided to students in both written and video formats. Students form groups to identify and define the
problems possibly faced by older people and their caregivers in the scenarios under the supervision of the group tutors’ supervision. When the central issue is confirmed, the group members agree upon the learning objectives. Subsequently, with the tutor’s guidance, students analyze problems by identifying the factors, giving explanations, posing solutions, and recalling
personal experiences of the issues raised. Students have to report their learning progress following a pre-set schedule to their peers and the tutors. They learn through both face-to-face
and online discussions with one another. At the end of the semester, students synthesize the
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acquired information through a presentation. In the presentation,
students report the problems they identified from the scenario
(i.e., those common clinical issues in real settings), the factors associated with the problems, the effects of various available interventions, and the implications to clinical practice. This assignment targets important learning objectives: PBL outcomes are
established using pre-set rubrics that account for 50% of the subject assessment weighting.
Upon subject completion, students attend clinical practicum
in settings where care for older people features an inter-disciplinary approach. Gerontological concepts are evident in postacute rehabilitation units for older people, geriatric day hospitals,
and community nursing services. Students again use PBL methods to identify the clinical problems of older people in these real
settings. The clinical instructors will discuss and guide students
on approaches to the gerontology-specified problems (e.g., deconditioning) that can be managed by using an interdisciplinary
approach (Ploutz-Snyder et al., 2018). Because students are novice learner, they are only expected to participate in the verbal discussion of some real cases with the clinical instructors on how
nurses could contribute to solving the problems and improving
the quality of care as a player of the interdisciplinary team. Students also have a chance to visit different departments (e.g., physical training centre), attend mini-lectures at clinical settings, and
discuss with various healthcare professionals, to visualize how
the problems are identified, diagnosed and solved by an interdisciplinary team.
To implement the interdisciplinary PBL, the teaching team
shares any consensus on some principles as outlined below
(Stentoft, 2017):
• trigger students with complex and real-life problems;
• anchor the learning in a constructivist paradigm;
• ensure the learning is student-centred;
• encourage students to be self-directed and active;
• support students in critical thinking;
• ensure that teachers are the facilitators of the learning process;
• encourage students to work and learn in teams; and
• assist students in developing cognitive skills
In our experience, interdisciplinary PBL is very suitable for gerontological nursing education because the clinical problems in
this area are highly complex, which always requires solutions
from an interdisciplinary team perspective. For example, fall is a
common problem in older people in hospitals (Masud & Morris,
2001). However, the reasons are multiple, such as inappropriate
use of psychotropic drugs, lower limb weakness, visual impairment, cognitive impairment, incontinence (Oliver, Daly, Martin,
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& McMurdo, 2004). To minimize the risk of falls, an effective interdisciplinary team is always needed to join hand to tackle these
problems collaboratively. Successful interdisciplinary PBL depends on many factors beyond the curriculum structure design.
In particular, the teaching team should involve faculty members
from different disciplines (e.g. occupational therapy and physiotherapy); and be delivered in different settings (e.g., in university,
hospital, and community) providing students with chances to
develop their knowledge and skills through PBL. This approach
students could transfer the knowledge acquired from the PBL to
clinical practice. For the teaching team involved in PBL, self-observation and peer evaluations guided by validated instruments
are very important (Garcia, James, Bischof, & Baroffio, 2017). As
such, the team could learn from one another effectively. The
worthiness of the interdisciplinary PBL is equally important. Traditionally, the success of the learning and teaching approach is
judged by the students’ academic performance (e.g., examination). Student satisfaction is evaluated by the students’ feedback
questionnaires (Imanieh, Dehghani, Sobhani & Haghighat,
2014). However, these measurements could be biased and fail to
reflect the success of PBL strategies. Notably, PBL may also effectively promote independent learning, self-directed learning,
self-reflectivity, critical thinking, and group process skills (Cooke
& Moyle, 2002). There are various tools available to measure
student abilities on critical thinking (Carter, Creedy & Sidebotham, 2015), self-directed learning (Cheng, Kuo, Lin & Lee-Hsieh,
2010), and teamwork (Gordon et al., 2016). Evidence shows
that problem-based learning improves nursing students’ ability
beyond academic performance, such as critical thinking and
self-directed learning (Choi, Lindquist & Song, 2014;Oja,
2011). Academics should consider adding evidence of these outcomes to the traditional outcome markers such as academic performance.
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