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Pharmacology is an ideal subject for PBL. The literature relevant to therapeutic choice ranges from molecular science to population health, embracing a need for familiarity with diverse clinical conditions and with the principles and methods of health technology assessment. It is impossible to cover the necessary range of material in a didactic format. An independent learning mode permits students the latitude of focusing on elements in therapeutic decision making appropriate to their skills and future careers. Professional programs in developed countries are driven disproportionately by a curriculum emphasis on pathogenesis of disease, diagnostic approaches and understanding of treatment efficacy at a molecular level. An emphasis on PBL with the inclusion of appropriate problem solving techniques allows preparation of students for therapeutic decision making in the real world. In a fully developed independent learning program it becomes easy to avoid the conflicts of another era between basic and clinical pharmacology.

McMaster has experience as a pioneer institution committed to independent learning methods and has frequently been asked to assist developing country educational programs in introducing PBL. However, there are several impediments to the export of McMaster’s system.

A consistent criticism from graduating students over the past 30 years has been the lack of emphasis on integrating subjects such as clinical pharmacology and infectious disease.

The importance of integrating topics, such as pharmacology, toxicology, and therapeutics is even more important in developing country settings where generalist skills are valued.

The McMaster approach to PBL is relatively demanding of faculty time and this is usually in short supply in developing countries.

A fully implemented model requires excellent library resources, computer supports, and availability of individual faculty members who can counsel groups of students.

The McMaster system employs non-expert tutors, but this approach is increasingly questioned. Both generalist tutors and expert resources are limited in availability.

A truly successful PBL program requires students who are comfortable in challenging their teachers and their received wisdom.

Developing countries already experiencing problems with access to treatments are challenged by an increasingly individualized approach to therapy.The problem is likely to be highlighted by PBL’s openness to innovation and questioning of “evidence”.

The advantages and disadvantages of PBL as a medium for teaching pharmacology, toxicology and clinical pharmacology in both developed and developing countries will be discussed along with some suggestions for future directions.
