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What is it?

 A student-centered curriculum empowering 
students to conduct research and learn 
knowledge while solving problems in real 
contexts.

 Since the early 1970s, PBL has been adopted 
in medical schools and has expanded into a 
variety of disciplines.



Four Key Elements of PBL

 Curriculum is organized in real-world contexts.

 Ill-structured problems are presented to students so that they 

produce causes and solutions through their free inquiry.

 Instructors act as a class facilitator in learning process.

 Students take a greater responsibility for learning.
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Prior Research: Effectiveness of PBL

 Problem-solving 

 Teamwork & collaboration

 Motivation & self-directed learning

 Knowledge retention: short- vs. long-term



Learning Theory & Practice for PBL
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CRIM & CJ: An Interdisciplinary 

Approach
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 Cognitive flexibility and 

collaboration skills are 

important.

 Adopt PBL in CRIM and 

CJ education



PBL & Constructivism
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 Basic Principles

 Learning is contextual.

 Learning is an active process of making meaning beyond simple 

knowledge transfer. 

 Cognitive flexibility

 Making meaning is a product of social interaction with others, as 

well as internal negotiation.

 Collaboration



The PBL Project
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 Step 1. Define a crime/CJ problem worthy of 

government attention

 Identify a geographic location of the problem

 Present evidence of the problem

 List at least three undesirable social harms that result from the 

problem



The PBL Project (Cont.)
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 Step 2. Identify causes

 Use criminological theories 

 Step 3. Develop solutions

 Be at the same geographical level as their problem. 

 Explain the connections between solutions and causes



Challenge and Response
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Challenge 1: Creating a Collaborative 

Classroom Culture

 Students learn best when interacting with their peers.

 Strategies

 Group projects

 Classroom debates

 Individual assignments

 Informal group meetings
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Challenge 1: Creating a Collaborative 

Classroom Culture (Cont.)
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 Challenges of group work for students

 Coordination costs

 E.g., coordinate schedules, arrange meetings, make decisions 

collectively, and integrate the contributions of group members

 Strategies

 Seek homogeneity within groups

 Keep groups small

 Use class time for group work

 Motivation costs

 E.g., free riding and conflict



Challenge 1: Creating a Collaborative 

Classroom Culture (Cont.)
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 Free-riding is defined as a behavior pattern wherein an 
individual working in a group setting fails to contribute 
his/her fair share to a group effort as perceived by group 
members. 

 Causes

 Laziness, indifference, and apathy

 Different work styles

 Lack of competence and trust in others

 Strategies

 Peer and self-evaluations

 Informal group meetings



Challenge 2: Adjusting to Changing 

Roles
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 Successful PBL implementation depends on the capacity of 

instructors to change the way they teach students and 

manage the class. 

 Teacher as facilitator

 Creating classroom rituals and routines

 Running mini-PBL units



Challenge 2: Adjusting to Changing 

Roles (Cont.)
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 Student as active learner

 Taking greater active roles and responsibilities for learning

 Dealing with confusion and frustration

 Examine what prior research has been done 

 Introduce prior students’ projects

 Invite guest lecturers or arrange field trips.



Challenge 2: Adjusting to Changing 

Roles (Cont.)
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 Here is a good example of how students successfully deal with 

confusion and frustration.  

 One group was interested in female offenders in the initial stage 

but had difficulty narrowing down the research topic.  The group 

voluntarily drove 2-3 hours and visited the women’s prison. After 

interviewing correctional staff/inmates, they were able to identify 

drug problems among female inmates and the lack of treatment. 

Also, they invited COs and female inmates as guest speakers.



Challenge 3: Identifying Good Driving 

Questions
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 Local news

 Fort Smith & Buffalo

 Guest lectures

 Field visits
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Challenge 4: Locating and Collecting 

Resources
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 Academic resources from the library

 Reading materials in other disciplines

 Community resources (CJ agencies)

 Director,  NE DOC



Challenge 4: Locating and Collecting 

Resources (Cont.)

19

 Community involvement in student learning is 

important. 

 Strategies

 Using past work relationships with CJ agencies

 Containing a service learning component into PBL



Challenge 5: 

Developing Assessment Methods
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 Product Assessment

 Instructor evaluation

 Inter-group peer evaluation

 Critique from CJ agencies

 Process Assessment

 Intra-group member peer evaluation

 Individual portfolio and self-evaluation



Students’ Perceptions of PBL
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Student Response: Promoting Problem-

Solving Skills
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 One student noted in his/her portfolio that:

 I believe that writing these PBLs makes me think about a subject 

differently than just reading about the subject in our textbooks.  

I actually analyze the problem, find out what is causing it, and 

prepare a solution.  



Student Response: Promoting Hands-

On Learning Skills
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 One student noted in his/her portfolio that:  

 So many times in classes, especially criminal justice classes, we are 

always told of problem after problem, but never really told how to 

fix it.We are not even given the opportunity to seriously think of 

how to practically approach and begin to fix it. 

 PBL classes offer the hands-on learning needed to succeed. This 

helps, not only in class, but also in the real world.  



Student Response: Promoting 

Interdisciplinary Collaboration
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 One student noted in his/her portfolio that:  

 Being a psychology minor, I bring some extra insight that goes 

into not only diagnosing these [mentally ill] offenders but also 

explaining how the criteria must be met in order to successfully 

diagnose an individual with a disorder. …… I explained the 

Dignostic and Statistical Manual on Mental Disorders to my 

group and thought it would be a good thing to share with the 

class in our presentation.



Student Response: Promoting More Motivating, 

Engaging, and Relevant Education
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 One student noted in his/her portfolio:

 My experience as a substance abuse counselor helped other 

students see the problem of drug abuse through my eyes and 

point of view as a recovering addict. Sometimes the best way to 

see problems such as drugs and crime is to see the point of view 

of someone who has used drugs and has been to prison, as I 

have, and who is now in recovery.



Student Response: Promoting 

Discussion Skills
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 One student noted in his/her portfolio that:  

 Another aspect of a PBL class that I enjoyed was the fact that I 

have more confidence when getting involved and sharing my opinions 

and viewpoints.  Having a class like this really gave me some good 

practice in discussing problems and listening to other people’s opinion as 

opposed to just listening to a teacher talk for an hour and forty-

five minutes. 



Student Response: Promoting Student 

Confidence
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 One student noted in his/her portfolio that:  

 All in all, I strongly support PBL classes and wish that they 

could have been incorporated into my education when I first 

began school.  Here I am about to graduate in May and have 

only a small clue of what the real world of criminal justice will 

be like.  If I had more PBL classes, perhaps I would have felt a 

bit more confident in what I am about to approach. 



Student Response: Dealing with “Free 

Riding” Behaviors
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 One student noted in his/her portfolio that:  

 In the beginning of the group process, we were given three 

different roles: discussion leader, contractor, and collector.  I 

began as the one that was to contact various practitioners and 

set up meetings …… All three roles have been carried out by 

myself because of lack of commitment and work by other group 

members.  This is alright with me but has created some frustration

since it is a group project rather than an individual one.  



Summary & Conclusions
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 What is PBL?

 Prior Research

 Theoretical Background for Incorporating PBL in CJ 

 PBL Model

 Challenges and Recommendations

 Student Response


