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Case Studies as a Pedagogical 

and Learning Tool

The use of “case studies” is not new. We find some, for example, in ancient Jewish scripture, such as the “case” posed to King David by the prophet Nathan (2 Sam 12:1-14). In Christian scriptures Jesus’ account of the Samaritan (Lk 10:25-37) is another. Though the Samaritan story is generally thought to be a parable, there is nothing in the text to suggest that the incident was fictional or without historical basis.

Unlike the questions Socrates put to his disciples, case studies are not used to expose the ignorance or inconsistencies of those who discuss them. Nor is a case merely an illustration of the point a teacher wants to make. The purpose of a case study is to stimulate students to see the complexity of a situation, to reflect on it thoughtfully, to analyze it, and to discern possible and reasonable solutions. If each participant is prepared and enters into the discussion willingly, the group often reveals a vast reservoir of knowledge. Teachers should especially consider using cases when the particular knowledge they want students to gain is best achieved by self-discovery rather than the conveying of information. Moreover, teachers who are best at using cases are those who are willing to be surprised by their students, who are themselves open to discovery, who are willing to learn as well as teach.

Case facilitators function best when they have a purpose and plan for the discussion, though the plan should be flexible and open to a variety of directions, some perhaps unseen. A case study is not merely values clarification. Students should use skills and insights already received in making discernments about the case. Case studies provide an opportunity for informed theological reflection. But the conclusions of the case are the responsibility of the group. Teachers as well as the students should gain from the discussion.

Beginning Assumptions

· Participants in a case study should have some motivation or reason for reading and discussing a case. Adult learners desire to learn but also to get a good grade if they are in an educational setting. Most are self-starters who need little encouragement to be fully prepared.

· The best kind of learning occurs when a student discovers truth. Those who participate in a case discussion, including the professor or facilitator, are both learners and teachers. All are potential resource persons.

· Varying points of view, dissent, disagreement, and even conflict all contribute to a good case discussion. In ambiguous situations people see things differently. The facilitator should not stifle or ignore these differences. They are the stuff of a good case discussion because they are the stuff of real, lived experiences.

Components of a Good Learning Experience

· One needs, of course, a well-written case about an issue or issues that matter to the participants. Kierkegaard once said that there is truth that matters and truth that does not matter. Choose a case about “truth that matters.” 

· A good case discussion requires a skilled teacher or facilitator and, when possible, an observer who can help the teacher debrief and improve.

· For a case discussion to be helpful and exciting, participants must be prepared. This preparation includes studying the case carefully, knowing the characters in the case by name, as well as knowing the “time line” or the sequence of events. Also, each participant has decided what the issues are and what they think would be the best approach to the problem. Participants who have studied the case adequately do not need to be constantly referring back to it or to flip continually through the pages.

· To discuss a case adequately, sufficient time is needed. An hour-and-twenty to thirty minutes is ideal.

· Equally important is a high trust level that comes from having an experienced and trained teacher as well as trust that comes from the teacher and students knowing each other. The facilitator should be able to call the participants by name. When a teacher does not know the students well, it helps to have them print their names on a half-sheet of paper and pin their names to their clothing or print them on cards and place them on the desks or tables in front of where they are seated. 

· Though not absolutely necessary, a writing/recording board or flip chart is extremely beneficial. No case study teacher trained to follow the Harvard model would attempt to teach a case without some means of writing and keeping before the group what the participants say. Every participant’s comments should be listened to with respect and recorded for all to see and remember.

· A competent and secure case study teacher does not need to be the “banker,” that is, the one who has all the information, nor does the teacher need to be the “star,” that is, the center of attention. Case teaching is a participatory learning experience, and the benefits of the discussion will depend as much on the students as on the teacher.

Characteristics of Case Teaching

· A critical element—perhaps the most important element in case teaching—is what happens to the student.  In case teaching, the student, not the teacher, is the focal point.    

· The goal in the discussion is not to solicit right answers. The goal is to make students think!  If they learn to think, they will be prepared to develop their own positions and defend them.

· Students must be prepared. Otherwise, a case discussion is frustrating at best or fruitless at worst. Motivated students will prepare not only by studying the case, but also by researching and reflecting on correlative material.

· By using case studies, students not only learn to think. They learn to listen to each other, respect each other’s opinion, and articulate their own thoughts and views. Students learn best when they are active participants and when they discover things that are important to them.

· Effective education is not primarily about collecting and relating information or data, as beneficial as these may be. Effective education is helping students learn to think for themselves and giving them the tools to make their own discoveries. Being educated means knowing enough and being open enough to consider judiciously and adequately alternative positions.

· In the use of case studies, learning is a group experience and group goal.

Killing a Case

· A poorly written case or having no case at all can be deadly. If everyone agrees about what should be done, there is no case. Choosing a good case is indispensable.

· Inadequate preparation by the teacher and/or students is equally fatal. If the students have to flip through the case as it is being discussed, they are not prepared. If case teachers must repeatedly refer to their notes, they are not prepared. Adequate preparation is essential.

· An insecure or an unskilled teacher can short-circuit the possible benefits from doing a case study. A good case study teacher is more a shepherd than a guru—not a sage on the stage but a guide on the side.
· Rule # 1 for being an effective teacher is: Don’t try to be someone else. There are all kinds of good and effective case teachers. Some are energetic and engaging, others are quiet and pensive. The main thing is to be yourself.

On Being Prepared

At least six steps are required for both teachers and students.

· Study the case, which means read and reread it.

· Become familiar with the case; that is, know the characters and the chronology.

· Identify the basic issues.

· List possible alternative strategies for resolving the issue or dilemma.

· Research other materials on the subject.

· Reflect on what you have discovered and decide what you would do should you have to react to what is going on in the case. Be prepared to say it and defend it, but do not be afraid to change your mind. A case study is not a debate where one person wins and another loses. When times come for the discussion, jump in, but give others a chance to speak and listen carefully and respectfully to what they say.

� Alan Neely, Raleigh, NC, December 15, 2000. Adapted by Jack Reese, Abilene TX, March 10, 2004.
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