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Abstract: 
Introductory chemistry laboratory work generally is prescriptive, students follow a given procedure, get a pre-known result and submit a brief standardised report.  Generally only the very interested and enthusiastic students become engaged with the process.  Problem-based learning (PBL) courses on the other hand start with problems, motivating students toward the acquisition of knowledge and skills through the problem presented in a ‘real-world’ context.

In this study, a cohort of 26 1st year science students, out of a total of  200, took part in a year-long PBL chemistry course at DCU, covering analytical, physical and organic chemistry.  All the students followed the same curriculum and had the same amount of time in the laboratory.  Appropriate problems were developed within these  constraints. A series of 8 problems were set over a 10 week period in the 1st semester and 6 problems were tackled over an 8 week period in the 2nd semester. A selection of these problems will be presented.

The PBL course was evaluated at the end of the year and results compared to the traditional cohort.  Evaluation took the form of:

- comparison of grades at the end of the year with the traditional cohort;

- brief questionnaire on student perception and experience of the PBL module;

- independent interviews with a sample of students from both the PBL cohort and the traditional students;

- comparison of the approach taken by the PBL cohort and the traditional cohort to a given problem.

The results of these surveys will be presented in detail.  Generally, while performance in the laboratory work was broadly similar in the two groups, the PBL cohort spent more time engaged with the chemistry involved, found the experience to be more enjoyable and, in their opinion, 'learned more' than the traditional cohort.
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