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Abstract  
Due to their structural complexity, and their openness to diversity, universities are prone to conflict, 
and invest an enormous amount of time and energy to reconcile divergent interests. Thus, conflict is 
an integral part of academic life, including the classroom, although in this latter case, it is seen as an 
uncomfortable issue. In fact, as teachers rarely assume that do not have control of their classes, as 
actually happens often, conflict in the classroom is a matter whose discussion tends to be avoided to 
not harm the personal and organizational image. As a result, teachers have little or no training to deal 
with these problems. Although students and teachers may differ on the extent and significance of 
inappropriate behaviors in the classroom, the extant literature on this issue indicates that there is 
some consensus on the fact that interpersonal conflicts often result from the interaction between 
students' "uncivilized" acts and teachers' negative approaches. This presentation is focused on the 
crucial skills to deal constructively with these problematic situations, through two complementary 
directions. Firstly, we present the foundations of an intervention model for dealing with conflicts among 
students and between them and the teachers, in order to minimize the negative impact on 
relationships, and simultaneously take advantage of the learning potential of well managed conflicts, 
guiding them towards a solution-finding process. Secondly, we discuss the concept of "problem" as a 
central tool of a pedagogical strategy to stimulate learning from the resolution of didactically relevant 
cases, which are based on real situations taken from and similar to those that students will encounter 
in a professional context. These problems are always presented under the format of cognitive 
conflicts, and embedded in a specific context. Through a sequential approach, dealing with cognitive 

conflicts contributes to a meaningful learning, which in turn facilitates the acquisition of knowledge and 
the discovery of its applicability. A case in the field of management education to illustrate the method 
is presented and discussed in the framework of Problem-Based Learning (PBL) strategies. 
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1 DEALING WITH CONFLICT IN HIGHER EDUCATION  
This paper deals with the skills to deal with problematic situations.Two different approaches
will be used.  First, we present a conception of "problem" in the sense of "conflict." We refer to conflicts 
that emerge in academic context, seeking to contribute for understanding how to minimize the 
negative impact on relationships among students and between them and teachers, and by capitalizing 
simultaneously the potential for learning that conflicts well managed enable to reveal and 
consummate. Specifically, we propose to support and describe some ways of dealing with differences, 
towards finding solutions. We intend moving from conflicts to problems, and from these to the search 
for solutions, in short. 

At a second moment, we discuss the concept of "problem" as a central tool of an educational strategy 
aimed at stimulating learning from the resolution of didactically relevant cases, which are based on 
real situations, and taken from and similar to those that students will encounter in professional life. 
These problems, always presented in a specific context, contribute to a meaningful learning which 
facilitates the acquisition of knowledge and the discovery of its applicability. 

We understand that the description and discussion of this educational strategy serve both the teachers 
and the students. In fact, we propose to bypass a technocratic vision of pedagogy which assumes the 
teacher as "owner" of educational strategies, and students as passive targets the use of those 
strategies. Refusing to deal with the problems of higher education as an extension of pedagogical 
issues relating to children and adolescents, and not as a particular case of adult education, we believe 
that an informed student is a more dynamic player in the learning process. 

Today, as never before, the potential for conflict between individuals and groups was as high in 
organizations. The multiplicity of external pressures added to the decline of traditional hierarchies lead 
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to more complex organizational structures that tend to breed more frequent clashes about goals and 
processes. Another clear feature of the organizational changes of recent decades, the increase in 
demographic and functional diversity, also constitutes a determinant of organizational conflict based 
on the more or less explicit differences with regard to beliefs and values. 

For their structural complexity, but also for their openness to diversity, universities tend to conflict, and 
there’s a notable amount of time and energy invested internally in the reconciliation of divergent 
interests. The importance of work coordination and supervision based on professional qualifications 
tend to elicit conditions for organizational decision-making processes typical of a "political arena" 
(Mintzberg, 1985), i.e., based on continuous and open negotiation of objectives, priorities and scarce 
resources. On the other hand, current pressures for structural change, including those involving 
demands for greater economic efficiency and resource optimization, are also changing values and 
aspirations of the various stakeholders of higher education institutions (West, 2006), and maximizing 
the potential for conflict situations, thus requiring administrative infrastructure and human skills more 
capable of incorporating diverse or even opposite interests (Clark, 2004). 

1.1 Incivility and conflict within and outside the classroom 
If it seems beyond question that conflicts are relevant in general management and functional relations 
within the faculty and staff, and this is also true in daily academic interaction among students and 
between students and teachers. 

The conflict occurs naturally in the interaction amongst students and is often associated with specific 
academic experiences. For example, currently, it is almost impossible for any student to follow a 
degree course without participating almost continuously in working groups. In most cases, these 
groups are structured in order to meet the requirements of evaluation, by writing essays, researching 
literature, or analysing cases. Inevitably, the conflict breaks out regularly during the group work. 
Differences in personal preferences, contrasting styles in work approach or simply content 
disagreements are always ready to ignite interactions between group members. Thus, conflict is an 
integral part of academic life in general, including the classroom, in particular, although in the latter 
case, it seems to be seen as uncomfortable subject. In fact, this is an issue whose discussion tends to 
be avoided by teachers for fear of harming to personal and organizational image. As a result, teachers 
have little or no training to deal with these problems. Perhaps this is why the specific literature is 
scarce and a large part of the existing one takes on a prescriptive vision, proposing strategies for 
teachers to deal with conflict situations (e.g., Meyers, 2003) and especially recommending the 
improvement of communication skills for counteracting the supposed teachers’ propensity for 
authoritarianism, which is considered by many as a key determinant of "incivility" of students 
(Morrissette, 2001). This approach collides largely with popular theories about the cause of this 
"incivility", which is generally attributed to aspects such as the massive access to university, the 
decline of university degrees’ prestige. Other authors (e.g., Knepp 2012) indicate additional factors: 
students arrive unprepared to university-level work, they are often in trouble with various life roles 
which are requested to them and face enormous pressures integrated in large, impersonal classes. 
Some intuitions of this kind seem to have been getting some empirical support. Some intuitions of this 
kind seem to have been getting some empirical support. For example, a corporate vision of the 
university has as its counterpoint the fact that some students perceive themselves and behave like 
consumers, i.e., they feel that the main purpose of attending higher education is economic, a way to 
increase their future earning potential. Nordstrom, Bartels, Lynn and Bucy (2009) have shown that in 
fact this consumerist orientation in students is predictive of disruptive behaviors in classroom. 

In an interactionist perspective, we can consider that behavior of students and teachers, as well as 
certain context characteristics, are the essential elements of the conflict in higher education 
organizations. The conflict situations mainly occur in the classroom due to challenging exams’ content 
or scoring, to differences in perception of other academic duties. But, above all, displaying disruptive 
behaviors during the classes tend to become an immediate trigger of conflict. Indeed, there is some 
consensus on the fact that interpersonal conflicts in the classroom often result from "uncivilized" 
postures and acts (e.g., Goss, 1999), even though students and teachers may differ on the extent and 
significance of these behaviors (e.g., Patron & Bisping, 2008). 

The first group includes those conflicts arising from the overt hostility of the students (in groups or 
alone) regarding the teacher and / or the peers, depreciating the content of courses or discussing the 
rankings in tests, for example. Other conflicts are the result of negligence and carelessness acts of 
students, such as being late, engage in side conversation with other partners, using mobile phone in 
the middle of the class or expressing apathy or boredom (Appleby, 1990), as a form of resistance to 
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teachers’ control acts (Kearney & Plax, 1992). However, conflict potential can also be expanded by 
some behaviors of the teachers. For example, Johnston (2010) suggests that some habits of teachers 
are particularly irritating to students: being late, extending the class beyond its scheduled end, being 
clearly unprepared, not grading assignments on time, or neglecting students’ e-mail messages. 

With regard to this later aspect, online communication between students and teachers, the likelihood 
of conflict increases due to the very nature of the media. For example, in e-mail communication, 
temporal synchrony bias (Thompson & Nadler, 2002) generates a response requirement on unrealistic 
deadlines, to which is added the tendency to assume stances of greater roughness compared to face-
to-face communication, which becomes critical when it is necessary discuss differences. In fact, there 
is a higher propensity for conflict escalation via email than in face to face communication and by 
telephone (Friedman & Currall, 2003). Hence, the use of email in the student-teacher relation should 
be reserved primarily for sharing factual information (appointments, schedule changes, requests, etc.) 
and not to answer complex questions or to discuss differences. In these situations, using the 
immediate feedback, which is characteristic of face-to-face communication, in contrast to the deferred 
feedback in email or partially deferred in the chat, is an essential element in preventing the outbreak of 
confrontation and especially the conflict escalation. In general, clarifying the rules of communication 
outside the classes, publicizing the students opening hours and clarifying which media are (not) 
appropriate to treat the several types of issues may prevent some apparently minor, but stressful 
conflict situations. 

2 FROM CONFLICTS BETWEEN PEOPLE TO CONFLICTS ABOUT IDEAS 
Perceiving conflict as something undesirable, negative, and whose costs should be mitigated 
contrasts with a more positive conception: the emergence of differences can be constituted as a 
potential source of discovery and learning. 

As the results of research in this field widely suggest, interpersonal conflict may prove to be 
destructive and harmful, but can also assume healthy and useful ways. A classic taxonomy of 
interpersonal conflicts (Guetzkow & Gyr, 1954), including those that occur within groups, 
distinguished, firstly, affective conflicts which concern personal antagonisms, involving negative 
emotions and strain between people. These type of conflict is usually dysfunctional when it arises in 
working groups because it remove the attention of tasks, negatively influencing the performance, 
reduce the quality and acceptance of decisions, well as the overall job satisfaction (e.g., Amason, 
1996; Jehn , 1997). A second category refers to cognitive conflicts, that is, those in which there is 
discussion of ideas. Cognitive conflicts can take two forms: if there is disagreement about what one 
has to do, people are a facing a task conflict; if although the parties (individuals or groups) disagree on 
the task at hand, or about the goal to be achieved, but  they disagree about how to achieve it, they are 
experiencing a process conflict. In both cases, are in play different ways of interpreting the same 
information or face different sets of information held by the parties on the items of the conflict. 

When the parties acknowledge and emphasize the cognitive nature of the conflict tend to use a of 
Problem solving strategy. Using it, the individual seeks to satisfy both their own interests and those of 
others. It requires the identification of points of agreement and disagreement and the integration of the 
perspectives of both parties to achieve a joint solution. It is especially indicated when problems are 
complex and there is demand for quality of the agreement, and it implies, in practice, that the dispute 
is seen as a problem to be solved in common by the parties. Put another way, the effective use of this 
strategy requires that the parties agree that their differences constitute a cognitive conflict, that is, it's 
about ideas and not about people. 

The implementation of this strategy can be seen as the junction of two sub-processes that arise 
usually mixed: problem solving, proper, and decision making (Weitzman & Weitzman, 2000). The first 
concerns the search and discussion of alternatives and the second is associated with the choice of the 
solution and the inherent commitment to action. 

Research has been showing since long, that the problem-solving strategy, compared to other forms of 
intervention, tends to generate more agreements, more satisfaction with the results in the short and 
long term, and more durable solutions (e.g., Kressel, Frontera Forlenza, Butler, & Fish, 1994; Van 
Vliert, Euwema, & Huismans, 1995). Of course, if each of the parties has high social motivation, ie, is 
concerned about your well-being and also with the other, a satisfactory agreement is more likely. 

But one of the possible causes of qualitative and functional superiority of the agreements that result 
from approaching conflict as a problem is this strategy's potential to foster learning. That is, the 
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dynamic generated by the quest for a solution to a conflict (perceived as a problem) promotes different 
and unique links between varied information and integrate it more extensively. In groups, functional 
results of cognitive conflicts arise when individuals analyse, compare and seek to reconcile different 
perspectives. Such an approach also increases creativity by stimulating divergent thinking, the type of 
cognitive processing capable of generating many different ideas on a topic, as opposed to convergent 
thinking, which focuses on the search for a specific response to a single problem. This effect is 
especially prominent when innovative alternatives are in confrontation (Thompson, 2011). 

2.1 Agree to disagree: The First Step for Problem Solving 
In a way, one can say that the main challenge to effectively manage an affective conflict is being able 
to turn it into a cognitive conflict, i.e., leading the parties to abandon the focus on personal issues and 
start a discussion focused on the problems. The moment the parties agree on the cognitive nature of 
disagreement there's an essential condition to treat it as a problem is taking place. Agreeing to 
disagree is a first step. But it is far from being the last. Imagine that two groups of students surpassed 
an affective antagonism stage and now accept dialogue on the issues that separate them in order to 
treat them as problems. Although important, this single step does not guarantee the richness of the 
agreement solution in terms of learning. In fact, the search for joint solutions based on an advocacy 
stance, i.e., defensive positions, and not an open communication process promoting the exchange of 
ideas (inquiry), this process outcome will be translated into "winners" and "losers" and not into 
solutions truly assumed by both parties (Garvin & Roberto, 2001). 

When we ask ourselves about the origin of differences in any conflict, we find that, ultimately, are 
cognitive processes that sustain it: the parties have had access to different information about the 
matter in dispute, selected it and interpreted it differently. The facts obviously correspond to distinct 
and unique mental representations and, in fact, it is these that are in conflict. 

For example, there is clear evidence that the expression of differences stimulates creativity and 
performance in organizations. If context promotes the free expression of differences, conflict resolution 
may lead to greater cognitive accuracy in formulating problems and finding solutions (Schulz-Hardt, 
Mojzisch, & Vogelgesang, 2007). 

What accounts for this effect? The answer is twofold: first, experiencing divergences increases the 
intensity of information processing both at the individual and group level. At the individual level, there 
is a greater attention-focusing since people tend to allocate their cognitive resources selectively and 
one of the conditions under which this happens is precisely when there is a perception of 
inconsistency between their beliefs or opinions and messages of others. This activation effect seems 
to be mainly in search of additional information not only on the topic of disagreement, but also on the 
foundations of perspective of the other party (for a review, see Schulz-Hardt et al., 2007). The group-
level differences of the expression results in an increase in the intensity of discussion, with much 
information exchange, which in turn results in better quality of solutions and decisions with greater 
state reasons (e.g., Schulz-Hardt, Brodbeck , Mojzisch, Kerschreiter, & Frey, 2006). 

2.2 Cognitive Conflict and Learning 
The notion of cognitive conflict in the conflict management literature refers, as mentioned before, to a 
divergence of opinions and ideas between two or more parties. But it acquires a different meaning in 
the fields of cognitive psychology applied to education. In these, since the pioneering work of Posner, 
Strike, Hewson and Gertzog (1982), it refers to the essential part of an intervention for enhancing 
learning through "conceptual change". In this educational strategy, it is fundamental the role of 
cognitive conflict, understood as a process in which an individual’s knowledge (concepts and relations 
between them) on a given topic, including personal beliefs and theories, is confronted with new and 
contradictory information. It is also noteworthy that other classical theories have considered cognitive 
conflict in causing cognitive changes. This is the case of cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 
1957), according to which the perception of incompatibility between two ideas evoked simultaneously 
(for example, "I smoke, but I have the information that smoking is highly harmful to health") can 
generate a state of psychological discomfort, “cognitive dissonance”, which the individual tends to 
settle by changing mental representations ("I stop smoking") or rationalizing them ("in fact, research 
shows that the genetic factor is a determinant, so I can continue smoking because it makes no 
difference "). 

It is possible to consider (e.g., Limón, 2001) that the notion of cognitive conflict, viewed as a learning 
condition, is rooted in classical conception of "equilibration of cognitive structures" (Piaget, 1975), that 
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required as stage in a process wherein the subject integrates contradictory information with her 
personal 'theory', modifying it, either partially or completely. 

One key assumption of this particular use of cognitive conflict as a teaching/learning strategy is the 
idea that the previous knowledge of students plays a decisive role in the construction of new 
knowledge. Cognitive conflict is therefore deliberately inculcated as part of a strategy to modify and 
reformat the previous knowledge that students have about one particular subject or theme. In addition, 
it is considered crucial the active involvement of students in the construction of new knowledge and 
puts into question the conceptions restructuring concepts. Specifically, this strategy requires the 
following steps: 

1. The first step is to lead students to become aware of their current ideas about the phenomena 
or issue that is in focus. 

2. Creation of cognitive conflict: students become aware of diverging perspectives, or even 
conflicting with their views and experiences in the past. 

3. As a group, in structured, but autonomous activity, students discuss the new information with 
the purpose to build new understanding of the problem or theme concerned. 

4. In a period of metacognitive development, students are supported in articulating the elements of 
that knowledge in order to facilitate their future use and extension to other areas. 

The results of using strategies like this seem to indicate that instigating the cognitive conflict inherently 
encourages critical thinking and enhances mnemonic organization in learning. For example, in a study 
about learning of financial accounting skills, in which traditional methods ("intellective tasks") and tasks 
involving cognitive conflict were compared, this latter method  led students to make richer elaborations 
and to draw inferences of greater scope as a result of the effort to settle the issues in dispute 
(Springer & Borthick, 2007). 

In the case of a group (a class, for example), we can speak of social-cognitive conflict to designate the 
process triggered by this strategy, since it inevitably leads to controversy in the exchange of 
information among group members. In this case, the quality of the results seems to be affected by the 
orientation of social relationships. In fact, stimulating or even deliberately launching a cognitive conflict 
can inadvertently cause affective conflict, but this effect can be mitigated by the quality of collaboration 
and information exchange (Mooney, Holahan & Amason, 2007), which is associated to more positive 
outcomes in cognitive terms (e.g., Buchs, Butera, Mugny & Darnon, 2004). 

3 LEARNING FROM PROBLEMS 
As regards to learning based on examples from real practice and from the resolution of specific 
problems, it is necessary to differentiate between two types of strategies - first, learning by problem 
solving (which in literature often is designated "problem-solving learning") and, second, learning by 
problems, the object of this paper, "Problem-based Learning" (PBL). In the first case, complete and 
well-structured examples/cases/problems are presented to students, who will settle them (emphasis 
on solution) in light of what was taught, usually in a particular subject or discipline, relating the 
solutions found with a specific curriculum content and by evaluating, then the adequacy of the solution 
found. In contrast, in PBL, learning is related with scenarios or problem situations, for which, as in real 
life, there is no unique, correct and predetermined solutions, (Whitcombe, 2011). Working in groups, 
students will be asked to mobilize knowledge in different thematic areas and to choose the best way to 
address the situation (emphasis on process and learning derived from it). 

Developed in its origin at the Faculty of Health Sciences McMaster-Canada, from the mid-twentieth 
century, PBL is based on a educational approach in which students analyse problems taken from real 
life, working in group and under the supervision of a teacher, who plays the role of tutor. In the 
particular case of medicine training, in which the acquisition of a sound scientific basis in different 
biomedical areas is valued, along with the acquisition of practical oriented professional skills, i.e., 
clinical, the promotion of learning based on problems was warmly welcomed, especially by people in 
new schools, who wanted to build curricula tailored to specific professional situations to be 
experienced by future doctors (Barrows, 1985). Today, and still in the medical field, there are 
numerous colleges who organized the curriculum around problems (Rosado Pinto, 2008) .Other areas 
of training in higher education, especially in engineering, have opted for the same path (De Graaff & 
Kolmos, 2003). Apparently, the more profession-oriented the training is, the more curricula are 
oriented for this type of approach. 
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3.1 Learning Dynamics 
The dynamics of a PBL session is based on three fundamental pillars. The first one is the presentation 
of a problem to a group of students who will approach it in a collaborative manner with the assistance 
of a teacher (tutor).As a first step, the tutor sets the operating rules and presents the "problem" to 
students. Therefore, this step consists in providing students with an initial information, usually very 
brief (which can be transmitted orally, through vignettes with written text or electronic form), that the 
students analyse, without recourse to any support, teacher or bibliographic. Under the support of the 
tutor, students should frame the issue in its context and try to understand the situation. 

The aim is to mobilize the knowledge that the students already have to allow for the confrontation of 
opinions and knowledge previously acquired and the application to the problem of those knowledge in 
a process of progressive approximations stimulant learning desirably. During the discussion, students 
pose different "explanatory hypotheses" that will drive the following work. 

In this process, they identify issues that they do not dominate, or that they simply are unaware of, and 
which must be studied by the entire group or only by some elements, in order to reach a deeper level 
of understanding of the problem. These issues are transformed into "learning needs". 

Responding to learning needs is the primary aim of the next step, called "self-study" (Towle, 1991). 
This phase requires on the part of the student, a high degree of autonomy and the urge to be involved 
in a particular activity, such as bibliographic search and the consultation of available in the institution 
(lectures on the subject, the teacher himself, other teachers experts in the field in question), to answer 
questions. More than expert in transmission of content, the teacher at this stage helps you find the 
sources in which students will address identified learning needs 

The next step involves the further problem analysis, from application of knowledge acquired during the 
self-study period. Students verify to what extent they have a deeper and more differentiated view of 
the problem, and identify the "sources of learning" that they have used, assessing their suitability for 
the particular problem under consideration. This discussion will unleash the verification of the 
relevance of the hypotheses, leading to strengthening or refutation of the ideas put forward so far, and 
the finding of new gaps and the consequent identification of new learning needs. Over the next steps, 
students repeat the cycle, in a spiral motion, ever closer the resolution of the problem. 

The last step of the process involves a synthesis of the information collected and a decision on this 
information (most important data to value, additional questions to clarify later, but which do not 
compromise the understanding of the situation analysis) and learned content and as a period for the 
evaluation of the entire living process (Mitchell, 1988). Students explain their views on what has been 
learned, and the dynamics of class, the teacher receiving information about their participation in their 
work. 

This sequence is usually designated in medical education literature by "Maastricht seven jump" 
(Schmidt, 1983), but it is clearly applicable in many other areas. It requires seven steps and is 
described by Spencer and Jordan (1999, p. 1281) as follows: 

- Clarify tasks to be performed and the terms and concepts that students do not master initially; 
- Define the problem and decide as a group which events / situations / issues in which 

clarifications are needed; 
- Analyse the problem ("brainstorming"); 
- Raise possible explanations and establish a work plan; 
- Generate and prioritize learning goals; 
- Study the issues that were considered learning needs; 
- Apply what has been learned to the problem. 

3.2 PBL: An Illustration 
Next, in order to illustrate the PBL strategy, we describe the necessary steps to use a case in the field 
of Organizational Behavior’ teaching.  

Step 1 - The starting point is a case, which full version should be in the hand of the tutor. Here is, in 
summary, the situation: "Richard is responsible for the service department of a large security company 
that provides equipment and alarm systems for banks, hotels and industry. In order to improve 
customer satisfaction levels in supporting after-sales, the general direction has appointed Ricardo to 
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manage a cross-project team, i.e., including members of various departments: sales, systems design 
specialists, administrative staff and so on. The mission of this team is to improve support solutions and 
customer service, innovating and proposing solutions, through which the different departments may 
contribute to improve service quality”. The central point of the situation is that “Richard is in trouble 
with the operation of the team. Technicians do not seem to listen to the advice and suggestions of the 
sellers. In turn, these are focused on small problems of procedure involving people of the 
administrative and maintenance areas, who, in turn, see themselves completely misunderstood by 
everyone. All this jointly results in miscommunication, continuous conflict and almost no productivity”. 
To meet learning needs, students discuss with the tutor the information sources: Where can we go to 
learn about this? In classes of this course? In a scientific paper? Speaking to an expert? A seminar (in 
our school, in another school)? Who will study what? Who summarizes the existing papers on these 
subjects? 

Step 2 - self-study. The time devoted to this phase is decided and managed by students, to meet the 
identified learning needs. 

Step 3 – a session on another day of the week. Students make a synthesis of information they 
collected in the self-study phase and apply what they have learned to the case study. From this 
application an evaluation of the hypotheses formulated initially emerges: were they relevant? There 
are other hypotheses to formulate? And the process starts writing everything on the paper board. 

New questions lead to new facts. For example: Why do not they find a solution in two months? Fact: 
Conflicts. Which problems were encountered during the process? Fact: miscommunication and 
conflict. And there are new hypotheses. For example: "Diversity generates inevitable conflict" or 
"conflict can be paralyzing". 

And the process repeats with the case discussion, the learning needs, the information sources and 
task allocation. 

Step 4 - self-study. 

Step 5 - synthesis of all that has been learned and evaluation. Students summarize all they have 
learned about the case. Following is the evaluation by the group members, of the work processes and 
performance (peer assessment). The teacher, as a tutor, also evaluates the group performance in 
collective and individual terms (there should be a specific instrument for this purpose).The acquired 
knowledge can then be evaluated in a final test, for example. Tutoring (teacher) is also evaluated by 
the students (there should be a specific instrument for this purpose). 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
It can be said that the central aspect of PBL is that students progressively build a body of knowledge, 
within a context. Simultaneously they develop an information gathering and selection strategy to 
process relevant data in order to address a specific situation. Beyond the acquisition of knowledge in 
context and reasoning training, which will allow the further application of knowledge acquired, students 
have the opportunity to develop data searching techniques, individual and group work, as well as 
autonomy, communication and self-evaluation skills, which are some of the most crucial skills for their 
future professional life. 

From the point of view of learning processes, PBL is based on prior knowledge and skills of students 
and cognitive procedures that they have already mastered in order to understand and structure the 
problem posed, as well as to retain the new information (Ausubel, Novak & Hanesian, 1978). It should 
be emphasized, however, that the existence of relevant and meaningful prior information is not a 
sufficient condition to unleash an effective learning process. Previous knowledge should be activated 
by appropriate stimuli. The context in which learning emerges is a necessary stimulus for the 
activation of this knowledge and a facilitator of establishing a bridge to the new knowledge. The 
contextualization (creating the closest possible learning scenarios from real situations) will help 
provide meaning to learning and to facilitate the acquisition and subsequent implementation of the 
acquired knowledge and skills to other situations. On the other hand, as learning is meaningful 
because it is activated by an appropriate context, it may be more motivating and hence more enduring 
because it occurs actively and by the discovery (Bruner, 1998). The acquisition of new information, its 
storage and its reactivation can be improved during operations of analysis, synthesis and expansion of 
concepts. PBL allows for knowledge elaboration, to the extent that it stimulates opportunities for 
discussion, questioning, work with peers, and a critical reflection on the reasoning process. So the 
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more elaborate and consistent is the structure that integrates the new information more easily it will be 
reused in new situations, since it create multiple pathways of access to new knowledge (Novak, 2003). 

Group work, a key dimension to the educational PBL, allows each element of the group to deal with a 
great variety of stimuli, to the extent that in it there’s an interaction of different skills, knowledge, styles 
and cultures. On the other hand, the group and cooperative work provide opportunities to experience 
rules and values, within a social activity full of negotiations and consensus building situations, in which 
taking into account the point of view of the "other" allows for the construction of their own views 
(Escudero Muñoz, 2012, Zabalza, 2006). 

Learning about the decision-making process also appears to be one of the benefits of PBL. Indeed, 
each different problem leads to the need to experience diversified strategies for collecting data since 
there is no “right” and unique way to get information and it is necessary to decide the best way to meet 
the goals. As in real life, this process is full of uncertainties. The experience during training, situations 
of discomfort and the obligation to make decisions based on insufficient data sometimes is a powerful 
form of training for realistic exercise of any profession, i.e., in a human context of uncertainty and 
incomplete information. In short, students learn to adapt by accepting doubt and uncertainty (Walton & 
Mathews, 1989) and having to make decisions based on limited and / or often poorly organized 
information. 

Finally, the motivational component of PBL is particularly important in an adult student (Knowles, 
Holton & Swanson, 2005) who learns best when he/she feels the need and guides his/her learning 
efforts by tangible goals, by the applicability of the proposed work and by the feedback provided 
throughout the educational process. 

In summary, we suggest that higher education students can face the stage prior to entry into the 
profession as a relevant and useful time of learning and preparation for their future life. Thus, 
contacting with complex and conflict situations should be seen as natural, and valuable the learning 
opportunities that these experiences can trigger. Therefore, we assume that conflict, error, progressive 
approaches to a problem, advances, retreats, negotiations, and commitments are very powerful 
training tools. 

What is proposed to higher education teachers, on the other hand, is the challenge of using 
pedagogically conflict situations, turning them into planned and structured learning moments. These 
are outstanding opportunities in students’ training allowing them to acquire or develop a set of 
essential transversal skills for their future career. 
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