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With the transformation of education in 
the country, and the outcomes-based 
education that is learner-centred fast 
gaining ground, nurse educators need 
to revisit the teaching methods and con­
sider those that will foster reflective think­
ing through interactive constructing 
process. These methods, according to 
Cropley and Dave (1978:196) prepare 
learners for lifelong learning and to chal­
lenge problems in the working world.

A descriptive and exploratory study us­
ing descriptive naïve sketches to collect 
data from 44 final year post basic nurs­
ing students at a university was under­
taken. The students volunteered to take 
part in the study. A content analysis ac­
cording to Tesch’s (in Cresswell 1994:55) 
method was used. A follow-up interview 
using an open-ended question to gather 
more in depth information as well as to 
validate the collected data was done with
10 students from the previous sample. 
Four positive and three negative catego­
ries and their sub-categories were iden­
tified namely: Positive categories:- en­
courage active participation, profes­
sional growth and maturity, facilitate re­
flective thinking, encourage facilitative 
communication and interpersonal skills. 
Negative categories were:- time consum­
ing, causes conflict amongst students, 
inability to teach becomes an obstacle. 
A literature control was conducted to 
support and confirm the findings. Con­
cluding remarks and recommendations 
for effective use of seminar as a teach­
ing method are made.

Research Article

The recognition of nursing education by 
the South African Qualification Authority 
Act 1995 (SAQA) as belonging to the 
country’s mainstream of education sys­
tem has been a breakthrough and par­
ticu la rly  instrum enta l in ra is ing the 
awareness and interest in the effective­
ness of nursing education.

The National Qualification Framework 
(SAQA Act 1995 -  clause 2) is taking the 
direction of an integrated outcomes- 
based education approach to learning 
whose central theme is the facilitation of 
reflective thinking through integration 
and interactive methods of teaching. 
A cco rd ing  to Van der H orst and 
McDonald (1997:49,50), these methods 
of teaching should foster self-direction 
in learning, self-regulation, self-manage­
ment and self assessment. Students 
should take full control and responsibil­
ity for constructing knowledge, skills, 
attitudes and values in their learning 
process. The outcomes-based educa­
tion is learner centered and discourages 
the positivistic, reductionistic objective- 
based type of learning that socialise stu­
dents to be passive recipients of knowl­
edge Pitts (in Walton 1996:400-403) 
Post basic nursing students at tertiary 
institutions are adult learners who, ac­
cording to Knowles (1980), possesses 
the four characte ris tics  of an adu lt 
learner namely: self concept, experi­
ence, learner readiness and learner ori­
entation. With these characteristics the 
post basic nursing students are in a bet­
ter position to challenge the reflective 
methods of teaching and learning based 
on the interactive constructing process 
such as seminars.
Pine and West (1986:584) see learning 
from the constructivistic perspective that 
learners must always be involved in the 
construction and generating their own 
understanding of reality. Ausubel (1968) 
also assert that meaningful learning 
takes place through social interaction. 
The learner is continuously engage in 
the construction of own knowledge and 
sk ills  to make sense of the ir w orld  
through “deep processing” multi routes 
to access rich know ledge Coles (in 
Humphreys and Ison 1993:110). Coles 
maintain that knowledge is not acquired 
by students like marbles filling an urn, 
but knowledge is assimilated into exist­
ing structures like new buds on a tree, 
and therefore  needs interactive ap­
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proaches to learning. Seminar method 
is one of them.
On the contrary, from the researchers 
observation, post basic nursing students 
are still ho ld ing  on to the teacher- 
centered approach to learning. They still 
expect to be directed and receive knowl­
edge passively through the positivistic 
objective-based methods of teaching. 
They claim that they have multiple roles 
to play such as being a worker, a wife, a 
mother, a student and sometimes a 
bread winner in the family. This situation 
makes them to resent learner-centered 
teaching methods such as a seminar 
because they are always tired and have 
no time to explore knowledge or take full 
responsibility in their learning.
The researcher believes that there has 
to be a starting point to foster changes 
in the transformation of nursing educa­
tion since, world-w ide, literature put 
emphasis on the necessity of a paradigm 
shift in the methods of teaching to foster 
critical-analytical and reflective thinking. 
These methods are interactive in nature. 
The researcher was motivated to under­
take a study to determine the percep­
tions of post basic nursing students with 
regard to the use of seminar as a teach­
ing method. The research question aris­
ing from this problem is: “What are the 
perceptions of post basic nursing stu­
dents at the university with regard to the 
use of seminar as a teaching method?” 
Therefore the purpose of the study is to 
explore and describe the perception of 
post basic nursing students at a univer­
sity in Gauteng province with regard to 
the use of seminar as a teaching method.
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The purpose of the study is realised 
through the following objectives:
* to explore and describe the percep­
tions of post basic nursing students with 
regard to the use of seminar as a teach­
ing method at a university in Gauteng
* to make recommendations for the ef­
fective use of seminar as a teaching 
method
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Seminar
A seminar is a teaching method where a 
group of students are working in a spe­
cific subject under the guidance of a 
teacher. It is a method of organising a 
class to allow for guided discussion of a 
specific topic or problem Mellish, Brink 
and Paton (1998: 127)

Facilitator
A facilitator is one who makes things 
possible for another, through a process, 
which makes it simpler for the person to 
achieve a goal, and to grow personally 
and professionally Mellish, Brink and 
Paton (1998: 75)

Post Basic Nursing Student
In this study post basic nursing students 
refer to registered nurses who undertake 
a post basic diploma or degree course 
on a regular one-day per week attend­
ance at a university in Gauteng.
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The design selected is exploratory and 
descrip tive  M outon and Marais 
(1990:43,90); Talbot (1994:90), which is 
contextual in nature. From a class of 60 
final year students for a post-basic de­
gree in nursing, a purposive sample of 
44 students volunteered to participate in 
the study. 10 students were absent from 
class. In this exploratory and descrip­
tive study, naïve sketches Giorgi (in 
Omery 1983:52) were used to elicit stu­
dents perceptions in the use of a semi­
nar as a teaching method. The study 
took place at the end of the second se­
mester. A central question was written 
on a transparency and shown to stu­
dents using an overhead projector as 
follows: “What are your perceptions with 
regard to the use of a seminar as a teach­
ing m ethod?” Students were given 
sheets of papers to write on. Participa­
tion was strictly voluntary, and partici­
pants were assured confidentiality and 
anonymity (no name on the sheets), and 
freedom to withdraw at anytime they 
wished to do so without threat of preju­
dice from the lecturer. Participants were 
allowed to write without any time limit so 
that perceptions could unfold as they 
existed. As participants were writing, the 
researcher was collecting field notes to 
demonstrate the group dynamics as 
they were writing.

Tesch (in Cresswell 1994: 155)’s method 
of data analysis was used. Analysis pro­
ceeded inductively by classifying each 
narrative unit separately into positive and 
negative categories. To acquire indepth 
information and to validate the data col­
lected about the perceptions, a follow- 
up interview was made with 10 partici­
pants from the previous sample who also 
volunteered to take part in the interview 
using a similar open ended question. 
Recommendations for the effective use 
of seminars as a teaching method were 
made. An external coder, who is familiar 
with the protocol, was purposively se­
lected to independently analyse the data 
according to the method of data analy­
sis as described by Tesch (in Cresswell 
1994:55). A consensus discussion of the 
findings was held to identify the catego­
ries and subcategories. Throughout the 
study, trustworthiness was ensured ac­
cording to Lincoln and Guba (1985) re­
lated to the four aspects of credibility, 
trans fe rab ility , dependab ility  and 
confirmability. The following principles

of trustworthiness are justified. Pro­
longed engagem ent, s ince the re­
searcher is an experienced nurse edu­
cator. Triangulation, by use of various 
sources (nurse educators and literature). 
An external, independent coder was 
used for the content analysis and con­
sensus was reached on the main cat­
egories, as well as a dense description 
of the research process and method was 
given.
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The most striking finding of the study is 
that all participants considered the use 
of seminars as ‘more than the best’ 
method of teaching and learning for 
adult learners. However, few negative 
aspects were identified and recommen­
dations made for the effective use of the 
strategy. The positive and negative per­
ceptions of post basic nursing students 
with regard to the use of seminar as a 
teaching method are reflected in table 
one.

Positive Aspects
Positive perceptions identified are: active 
participation; professional growth and 
maturity; facilitation of reflective thinking; 
effective, facilitative communication and 
interpersonal skills.

Active participation
All participants acknowledged the value 
of active participation and the involve­
ment by every member of the group in 
preparing for seminar presentation. Par­
ticipants also indicated that this method 
of teaching helps in building up confi­
dence, being independent and taking 
part in a group freely as evidenced by: 
Tes, a seminar method can be used as 
a teaching method because it teaches 
students to search information on their 
own, be responsible, evaluate their abil­
ity to participate in a group, and to be in 
control of their own learning."

Constructivists encourages active par­
ticipation of students in their own learn­
ing. They are interested in the acquisi­
tion, understanding and application of 
conceptua lly  structured  know ledge 
which the students acquire by continu­
ous construction and reconstruction of 
meaning through active interaction be­
tween the new knowledge and the ex­
isting knowledge (Pine 1978); Pine and 
Novak (in Pine and West 1986: 584). It 
is therefore important that students are 
encouraged to engage in constructive 
debate, dialogue, discourse and narra­
tives during seminars to help them view 
issues, facts and ideas from a different 
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Table 1: Distribution of perceptions of post-basic nursing students in the use 
of sem inar as a teaching method. (n=44)

POSITIVE CATEGORIES N NEGATIVE CATEGORIES N

Active Participation
44

(100%) Time Consuming
10

(23%)

* Sharing of ideas
* Literature search
* Problem Solving

* No time for group discussion
* No time for library search
* No time for teacher input
* Presentation time prolonged

Growth and Maturity
40

(91%) Conflict
7

(16%)

* Responsible
* Independence
* Confidence
* Commitment
* Teaching
* Experience
* Self-evaluation

* Selfishness in group formation
* Group acceptance/ culture
* Group pressure
* No co-operation

Reflective Thinking Skills
37

(84%) Inability to teach
6

(14%)

* Critical-analytical and reflective 
thinking leading to Life-long 

learning

* No individual-consideration
* Lack of confidence
* Lack of library skills
* Lack of structured guidelines
* Inadequate preparation

Facilitative Communication and 
Interpersonal Skills

30
(68%)

perspective for meaningful learning to 
take place.

Heiderken (1946: 331) states that semi­
nars should always be a co-operative 
discussion in which problems are at­
tacked. It may be planned and con­
ducted by the teacher or co-operatively 
with the student. The author maintains 
that seminars, if properly conducted, 
teach students the method of scientific 
analysis and techniques of research. Co­
operative learning stimulates peer inter­
action and according to Fraser et al 
(1993:52), co-operative learning refers to 
a variety of activities where students are 
encouraged to work in groups with the 
intention of developing aspects such as 
positive interdependence, individual ac­
countability, face to face interaction and 
co-operative skills.

Fraser et al (1993:52) indicate the re­
quirements for co-operative learning 
namely: Co-operative skills which in­
clude effective communication, conflict 
management, decision making, shared 
leadership, recognition, respect and 
trust building. These are professional vir­
tues that must be cherished by nursing

students. Co-operative learning should 
give learners the opportunity to develop 
these skills. Individual accountability is 
another requirement where each indi­
vidual member of the group should be 
held responsible for the performance of 
the group in general. The performance 
of the group in a given task may also be 
assessed on the performance of one in­
dividual in a group. This enforces the fact 
that each individual has to develop a 
sense of responsibility and has to real­
ise that the survival of the group depends 
on the performance of each member of 
the group as evidenced by: “equal dis­
tribution of efforts is necessary for the 
success of the group, or else leave out 
the one who does not co-operate" The 
performance of the group has to be as­
sessed on a regular basis in order to 
identify and attend to problems. Co-op- 
erative learning help the learners to en­
gage in face to face interaction. Learn­
ers engage in helping, assisting, sup­
porting and encouraging each other. 
Students exchange facts and attempt to 
crystallise a group opinion, which is 
sound and workable. They develop so­
cially desirable skills and attitudes in 
addition to acquiring knowledge. Skil­

fully directed seminars give training in 
se lf-learn ing, prom ote independent 
thought, group spirit and an attitude of 
co-operation because they give practice 
in joint study, discussion and problem 
solving. The goal of nursing education 
is to prepare a critical, analytical and 
creative nurse who will function inde­
pendently in a dynamic, value-laden 
practical situation where decision mak­
ing and problem solving are the hallmark 
of their practice Cerinus (1994:35). Get­
ting used to solving problems through 
seminars is therefore helpful.

Vygotsky (in Mellish, Brink and Paton 
1998: 32) argues that cognitive develop­
ment takes place through our conversa­
tions and interaction with more capable 
members (educators) or peers as evi­
denced by a citation “what I can do to­
day with someone, I can do on my own 
to m o rro w ” . Educators can act as 
facilitators whilst capable students, cho­
sen by the group, can be leaders of the 
group.

Professional Growth and Maturity
Forty partic ipants indicated that the 
seminar method of teaching promotes
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personal and professional growth and 
maturity. This is a positive note as dem­
onstrated by a quotation: “seminars pro­
mote personal and professional growth 
of students. \Ne are assertive and can 
accept and tolerate one another. We are 
responsible and independent to the ex­
tent that our teaching skills are also im­
proved. Thanks to the proper guidance 
of the teacher. ”

Use of the interactive methods of learn­
ing help students to increase their skills 
in teaching, promote assertiveness and 
generate culture sensitivity among stu­
dents. This statement is supported by 
Mellish, Brink and Paton (1998:314) who 
maintain that assertiveness helps one 
develop skilful ways of handling conflict 
by expressing contradictory feelings and 
opinions and set limits. It reduces stress 
and anxiety in handling social situations, 
improves one ’s self-image, and pro­
motes more positive feelings about one­
self and actions indicative of personal 
growth.

Post basic students at university are 
adult learners who are self-directed and 
self-regulatory with accumulated expe­
rience to appreciate the value of appli­
cation of knowledge to real-life situations 
(Knowles 1980: 44). Jarvis (1983) as­
serts that the teacher, as a facilitator, 
must create a dialogic, co-operative and 
interactive climate conducive to deep- 
holistic lifelong learning. The climate 
must be challenging but also have a 
positive affective climate (Mellish, Brink 
and Paton 1998: 33). One of the roles of 
the facilitator during seminars is to pro­
vide a physical and psychologically con­
ducive climate to promote creativity and 
assertiveness of students, and to respect 
one another.

Facilitation of reflective thinking skills
Thirty-seven participants indicated that 
seminar method of teaching developed 
their thinking skills as displayed by the 
citation: “seminars provide students with 
critical, innovative and reflective thinking. 
One becomes independent and looks at 
the problem differently”. Thinking skills 
are a requirement for lifelong learning. 
The first critical cross-field outcome de­
signed (SAQA ) in Van der Horst and 
M cDonald (1997:49) state tha t the 
learner should be able to identify and 
solve problems by using critical and 
creative thinking skills. This learning out­
come challenges the educators to use 
teaching methods that will facilitate criti­
cal and reflective thinking skills in learn­
ers. Pine and West (1986: 584) state that 
constructivists see learners as mentally 
active agents struggling to make sense 
of their world. Therefore students en­
gaged in seminars actively construct 
knowledge under the guidance of the

facilitator for meaningful learning to take 
place.

Effective, facilitative communication 
and interpersonal relationship
Thirty participants indicated that semi­
nars help students to develop effective 
and facilitative communication and inter­
personal relationship skills to be able to 
interact with others as evidenced by a 
quotation: “through seminars we learn to 
communicate effectively, we debate and 
share ideas with others. Interpersonal 
skills are improved in a constructive way 
with different people of different cultures." 
(Mellish, Brink and Paton 1998: 309) 
state that student involvement which 
occurs in seminar method, gives them 
practice in expressing themselves, as­
sessing the thoughts of others and pro­
vides opportunities for practising inter­
personal relationship skills. Interacting 
with students of differing cultures assists 
in knowing and understanding other stu­
dents’ values and how they do things 
may contribute positively to learning.

Negative Aspects
Negative aspects which participants 
highlighted were that seminar method 
of teaching is time consuming, ineffec­
tive due to the inability of students to 
teach and thus causing confusion and 
conflict amongst themselves.

Time consuming
Ten participants stated that the seminar 
method of teaching consumes much of 
their time in having to meet for discus­
sion. Presentation time is prolonged, 
leaving no time for the facilitator’s input, 
therefore students would depend solely 
on other student’s information. Students 
have no time for library research, as they 
are workers as well as family members. 
The following quotations support the 
statement: “this method is inadequate for 
part time students as there is no time to 
meet for discussions. \Ne are staying at 
different places and do different shifts at 
work". “It is time consuming in that other 
areas of the course may be neglected or 
poorly presented. Time is not enough for 
the facilitator to give input and where 
there is no guidance, students get con­
fused and frustrated."

To support the argument Vygotsky (in 
Mellish, Brink and Paton 1998: 32) states 
that the learner is on the verge of learn­
ing and will be able to solve problems if 
provided with the ‘right’ amount of struc­
ture and verbal prompts such as (ques­
tioning, prodding and recall of prior in­
formation). However, the support pro­
vided must be characterised by joint 
decision making and shared power of 
students and authority. Part time stu­
dents need to have skills in time man­
agement in order to strike a balance

between the family, work and the course. 
Library skills are necessary to explore 
information at tertiary institutions, there­
fore the facilitator must arrange library 
orientation sessions for students at the 
beginning of the semester.

Conflict
Seven participants stated that when us­
ing a seminar method, conflict is caused 
by selfishness, dominance, and non-ac­
ceptance of other students especially 
those of different cultures, group com­
petition, no co-operation and peer group 
pressure. This is evidenced by the fol­
lowing citations: “The problem comes 
when students selfishly choose their 
friends to form groups, or according to 
their intellectual ability or nationality. 
Some students want to belong to two 
groups at the same time. Non-participa- 
tion by other members of the group or 
dominance is another problem that ex­
ists in group work, and asking too many 
questions seems like an attack on the stu­
dent presenting." Vet another problem 
is the spirit of 7 want to present better than 
others' or ‘you are too slow for the group

Argyle (in Byran 1994: 92) attributes the 
described behaviour as resulting from 
socially inadequate individuals who have 
failed to learn a wide range of interper­
sonal skills through peer group relation­
ships. They are perplexed by ‘unfamil­
iar’ behaviour of others. They feel re­
jected or reject members of other cul­
tures. There is confusion in role expec­
tation, values, feelings and self-identity. 
This type of behaviour is a deterrent to 
effective use of a seminar as a teaching 
method and Vygotsky (in Mellish, Brink
& Paton 1998:32) state that dominance, 
selfishness by the more able partner, or 
to merely demonstrate the solution will 
not help the group to learn and develop.

Inability to teach
Six participants expressed their frustra­
tion due to their inability to teach as indi­
cated by the following citations: “semi­
nar method does not accommodate in­
dividuality. Some of us are not good  
teachers by nature and we have to suffer 
those consequences. Students would 
stand in front of the class, rattle over the 
material and mumble incoherently in a 
monotonous voice. Thereafter the topic 
is done, with no structure or follow-up by 
the teacher, it is a waste of time". To be 
able to teach one need to have explored 
the information in the library. It becomes 
difficult if one is not conversant with the 
use of the library as indicated by a cita­
tion with regard to the use of the library: 
“seminars are interesting if one is able to 
search for information. I am still not sure 
how to explore information using com­
puters. One is not sure where to get in­
formation. To us library search is an em-
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barrassing situation indeed. ” To address 
these ill-findings, participants, Mellish, 
Brink and Paton (1998:127, 314) as well 
as Heiderken (1946: 333) made positive 
contributions to be included in the rec­
ommendations for the successful imple­
mentation of sem inar as a teaching 
method.

Conclusions derived from the positive 
and negative perceptions by post-basic 
nursing students with regard to the use 
of seminars as teaching methods are 
as follows:

* Seminar method of teaching promotes 
personal and professional growth of stu­
dents through interactive and co-opera­
tive learning which encourages teamship 
in shared decision making and problem 
solving. It increase the learners skills of 
assertiveness through knowledge, and 
encourages acceptance and tolerance 
of others.

* Students who learn through seminar 
method of teaching develop critical-ana­
lytical and reflective thinking skills to 
enable them to solve problems and func­
tion independently.

* Through the use of seminar method, 
the interpersonal relationship of students 
amongst themselves and the facilitators 
become improved. Continuous interac­
tion results in self-awareness and under­
standing of different cultures and values, 
and students develop positive attitudes 
towards learning.

* Use of seminar method of teaching 
for part-time students with employment 
and family commitments, is frustrating 
and time consuming. Students are un­
able to explore information from the li­
brary, some students do not have the 
ability to teach and therefore more time 
is wasted with presentations, giving the 
facilitator no time to give input and guide 
the students on the topic.

* Conflict amongst group members is 
caused by the following factors: selfish­
ness, dominance, com petition spirit, 
peer-group pressure (some students are 
slow learners), and non-acceptance of 
other students especially those of differ­
ent cultures.

The recommendations made were ar­
rived at through deductive analysis of the 
participants perceptions supported by 
literature. The recommendations may 
not be regarded as ends in themselves 
but a means to an end. It is a situation 
where the facilitator, in partnership with 
the students, must clearly define the top­

73 Curationis December 1999

ics such that students have a clear un­
derstanding of what is required from 
them. Each topic must have clear and 
a tta inab le  objectives. The sem inar 
group is preferably limited to 10 or 15 
students  w ith  a m axim um  of 25 
(Heiderken 1946: 333).
Culture differences should be consid­
ered during group formation, assertive 
training must be accommodated to de­
velop skilful ways of handling conflict, 
thus reducing stress and anxiety in pres­
entations and group discussion. Mem­
bers of the group must select the group 
leader. It is important that the group 
leader keep the discussion within the lim­
its of the problem discussed. The cli­
mate must allow free discussion under 
the guidance of the facilitator. All should 
enter into the seminar discussion in an 
informal but orderly manner. Prepara­
tion must be thorough and active par­
ticipation be encouraged.

The facilitator or leader should be skilled 
in encouraging the timid, curbing the 
talkative, and gently but firmly guiding 
the discussion in other appropriate ways. 
Provide students with a structured frame­
work of what is expected of them with 
regard to the topic, and help students 
to suggest available sources of informa­
tion. Discussion must continue after 
presentation followed by the facilitator’s 
comments. The role of the facilitator is 
to keep the discussion flowing to prevent 
dominance of the group by one mem­
ber and to keep to the point. The suc­
cess of a seminar method of teaching is 
build on the professional virtues such as: 
commitment, mutual trust and respect, 
responsibility and accountability, caring, 
courage, patience and empathy. It would 
be interesting if the same study could be 
replicated with full-time student nurses. 
The fo llow ing  hypo thes is  cou ld  be 
tested: seminar method of teaching fa­
c ilita tes learn ing of s tudent nurses 
through reflective thinking skills.
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Post-basic nursing students are adult 
learners who are self-directing and self­
regulating. The situation challenges the 
teacher as a facilitator to create a climate 
that is conducive to the facilitation of re­
flective thinking as a skill for lifelong 
learning. Reflective teaching methods 
are a point of departure.
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