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Why this guidance document?
Some health policy and systems teaching already incorporates the teaching of case studies
in a meaningful way. A case in point is CHEPSAA’s own open access courses, which use case
studies for in-class learning of concepts and analytical frameworks, as well as assessments
such as group presentations and individual written assignments.
However, some educators are not comfortable teaching with case studies, while others
remain unaware of the potential value of case studies in achieving important educational
objectives, both with respect to subject content and skills such as problem-solving, critical
thinking and communication. This document therefore briefly makes the case for using case
studies in teaching.
Even for educators who buy into their value and are already using them, teaching with case
studies can be daunting. As with many other aspects of teaching, educators (especially
researcher-educators) may have had no formal training or orientation in the use of case
studies. The effective use of case studies requires a specific participatory teaching style,
which may be difficult to cultivate in settings that rely strongly on largely one-way, lecturebased approaches. In addition, case studies can be very costly and time-consuming to
produce, and difficult to write – Lynn (1999) describes case studies as a type of literature in
its own right.
This document therefore also includes principles for writing case studies and using them in
teaching, both for educators who would like to start using case studies and more
experienced educators who may find it interesting to compare their own practice with these
principles as a way of reinforcing what they are doing right and improving on weaknesses.
The aim of this document is therefore to show that case studies are incredibly useful
teaching tools and to provide some guidance on how to create and use them – and to do
this in a brief and accessible way. It may therefore leave out as much as it includes, but the
hope is nevertheless that this guidance will give aspiring and wavering educators the
inspiration and tools to take the leap, and more experienced practitioners a framework
within which to reflect on their own approach.
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Executive summary
Case studies – basically rich narratives with educational purpose – can be conceptualised in
various ways and come in different shapes and sizes, which reflect the source materials from
which they are created, the tasks they require students to engage in, the cognitive demands
they place on students, and their degree of difficulty. None of these definitions and
typologies are definitive or exhaustive, but they help one to think about one’s own cases,
the material that goes into the cases, how the cases are presented to students, and what
analytical and reporting tasks are attached to cases.
The bottom line is that case studies are very useful teaching tools through which educators
can support students to learn and remember subject content, but also to develop a range of
other indispensable skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, persuasive
argumentation and collaboration. Among others, these benefits derive from:
• The role of students in case study teaching: it requires active, engaged students;
• The nature of case study content: case studies are complex, require interpretation,
and don’t have just one correct answer;
• The authenticity of case studies: they bridge the classroom and the real world of
work and practice; and
• The teaching process: it is built on free-flowing ideas, open discussion, interaction
and collaboration.
If properly conceived and used to its full potential, case study teaching is inextricably linked
to a socio-constructivist approach to teaching and learning. In this approach, knowledge is
not a pre-packaged and static commodity that must be transmitted by the expert educator
and retained and reproduced by the student. Instead, knowledge must be constructed in a
specific context. The student is central to this construction and the role of the educator
shifts to that of a facilitator of inquiry and knowledge construction. This knowledge
construction takes place through various mechanisms, including relating new material to the
prior knowledge and perceptions of students, supporting students to engage with material
by applying concepts and categories, interaction between educators and students, and
interaction and collaboration between students.
In line with this approach, this document provides principles, strategies and tips that will
help educators:
• First, to prepare students for engaging with case study teaching by limiting
resistance to the teaching method if necessary; facilitating their understanding of
the material, for example by providing guiding questions for reading; and laying the
groundwork for key behaviours such as respectful learning;
• Second, to understand their role in case study teaching; to initiate, develop and end
case study discussions; and to be aware of key behaviours such as leading
discussions in a way that does not close them off, stamp too much of the educator’s
authority on them or devalue the learning of students; and
• Third, to write case studies that meet their teaching objectives, are authentic, and
grab the interest of students.
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Case studies: What are they? Why use them? How to write
them and use them in your teaching?
Where do case studies fit in?
Case study teaching belongs to a broader family of teaching methods and is rooted in a
certain worldview of teaching and learning.
Case studies can be grouped with inductive teaching methods such as inquiry-based,
project-based, problem-based, discovery or just-in-time learning. Inductive methods give
students challenges and students learn by engaging with these challenges and relating their
learnings to their pre-existing cognitive structures, for example by fitting them into these
structures or changing the structures. Learning does not simply take place in the absence of
any connections to what students already know and believe or because an educator
declares something as important to know (Prince & Felder, 2007; Prince & Felder, 2006).
Lima & Fabiani (2014) argue that this type
of learning is appropriate to the prevailing
context, in two main ways. First, there is
less of a need than before for educators to
lecture students or to impart information
to them because information and
knowledge is very widely accessible, so
that students can often look it up
themselves. The need is rather for critical
and creative thinking skills through which
students can learn to evaluate and
synthesise information.
Second, there is a good match between
the nature of inductive methods such as
case studies and students’ learning
expectations. The argument is that newer
generations of students, especially those
who grew up with the internet and social
media, expect two-way communication
and interactivity, which will make it more
difficult for traditionally dominant
methods such as lectures to retain their
pre-eminence.

“Hence, the role of…teachers
should gradually shift from
lecturers to animators of
collective thought, stimulating
students
to
research
information and apply it to
solve concrete problems, to
reflect
individually
and
collaborate among themselves
to come up with creative,
original
and
innovative
solutions. Rather than spend
time lecturing students about
facts and figures that they can
research on their own, teachers
should trust the students to find
the information required by
themselves using the web and
to come to class prepared to
share and discuss them.”
Lima & Fabiani (2014: e-book location
289)

Like other methods in its broader family, case studies draw on a socio-constructivist view of
teaching and learning (Lima & Fabiani, 2014). A key principle of this paradigm is that
knowledge is not static or simply passed from one person to the next, but is instead
constructed in the mind of the knower. As stated above, new information and knowledge
has to be related to what students already know or believe. Linked to this central idea, Lima
6

& Fabiani (2014) identify other principles of socio-constructivism that, in turn, link to the
nature of case studies and case study teaching:

1

Learning often requires
students to interact with
information and objects of
learning.

Part of this interaction is symbolic or conceptual and
can be accomplished by the individual student by, for
example, critically comparing different ideas, applying
concepts to different scenarios, and learning by doing.
This interaction also involves other people (see
principle 2).

2

This interaction is richer
when it involves
communication between
people sharing their
learnings and insights.

Case study teaching is strongly interactive. Not only
must students reflect and analyse systematically and
creatively on their own, but they also collaborate with
the educator and other students, getting exposure to
different opinions and planning with others to
complete tasks.

3

Knowledge is not something
completely abstract, but is
embodied in the context of
action.

As inductive tools, case studies seek to stimulate
learning based on specific instances or cases. Cases are
contextualised to make them realistic or authentic,
relevant to professional or organisational concerns, and
complex or contingent, so that they don’t simply have
one correct answer or course of action.

What are case studies?
No two authors seem to define case studies in exactly the same way. However, this does not
mean that their definitions are contradictory. Rather, the definitions mostly contain multiple
similar, overlapping and complementary elements (Prince & Felder, 2006; Herreid, 2011;
Shulman, 1992; Lima & Fabiani, 2014; Graham & Cline, 1980; Lynn, 1999).
Instead of proposing yet another definition or trying to synthesise the existing definitions
into a single statement, the figure below groups together various elements of different
definitions to build a picture of how one can begin to think about what case studies contain,
what one might use them for, and how they should challenge students. The figure highlights
ways of thinking about case studies’:
• Basis in reality;
• Basic form;
• Time orientation;
• Link to the real world of work;
• Purpose;
• Student tasks; and
• Analytical depth.
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What are the different types of case studies?
The literature contains numerous examples of types of cases. None of these typologies are
definitive or exhaustive and so their value lies not in being “correct” or “the best”, but in:
• Highlighting the different ways in which information can be presented to students;
• Outlining various learning objectives that can be achieved through case studies;
• Showing the different cognitive demands that case studies can place on students;
and
• Sketching the different sources of evidence that can go into constructing cases.
This information can be used in the development of one’s own cases; to think about the
material that goes into the cases; how the cases are presented to students; and what
analytical and reporting tasks are attached to them.
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Types of cases (by cognitive abilities)
(Lima & Fabiani, 2014)
1. Critical incident / descriptive: a complete narrative that includes a situation and its outcomes. It is
usually not more than 10 pages long. It is cognitively less demanding in that student tasks focus on
what happened in the story and the factors that influenced success or failure. A decision, plan of
action or set of recommendations is not usually central to what is expected of students.
2. Very analytical / Harvard-style: students receive extensive (including irrelevant) information and
must determine for themselves what is relevant and what principles they must follow and
knowledge they must gather to appropriately define problems and analyse their causes, evaluate
the effectiveness of different actions, or make decisions about what options to pursue in the
situation. These cases are generally lengthy.

Types of cases (by main student task / learning objective)
(Lynn, 1999)
Decision-forcing
The case recreates a real-life
situation and
requires students
to make difficult
decisions.
The aim is to
make students
more aware of
the emotional,
procedural and
intellectual
challenges of
decisions.
Types of cases
(by source
evidence /
means of
presentation)
(Lima & Fabiani,
2014; Graham &
Cline,
1980;
Velenchik, 1995)

Audio-visual: this
can be existing
audio-visual
materials or ones
that are specially
created for a
course.

Policy-making
Students must
develop goals,
directions or
operating
principles for
organisations or
entire fields of
activity.

Problem-defining
Considering a
given situation,
students must
define the “real”
problem that
needs attention
and a solution.

Such frameworks
can then be used
to resolve
individual policy
issues (not the
focus of the case).

This includes
confronting the
potentially
different problem
characterisations
of different
actors.

Field research
cases: developed
through primary
research with
participants in
and witnesses to
situations or
problems.

Desk research
cases: drafted by
drawing on
secondary
sources such as
peer-reviewed or
newspaper
articles.

Types of cases
(by difficulty)
(Lima & Fabiani,
2014)

Analytical
difficulty: How
tough are the
choices? How
complex the
decision-making
required?

Applying concepts
Students’ main
task is to use
concepts to
analyse a
situation.
The educator can
stipulate the
concepts or
students can look
at the situation,
suggest relevant
concepts, and
then apply these
in analysis.

Fictitious cases:
personal
experience,
secondary
sources or reallife situations
feed into composite or fictitious
cases.
Conceptual
difficulty: How
hard are the
theories,
concepts or tools
students must
use?

Illustrative
Cases written to
show
what
success / failure /
good practice /
bad practice looks
like in a certain
field.
They are more
didactic – like
lectures
or
textbook chapters
– and not really
meant for student
participation.

Unprocessed
secondary
sources: court
judgements,
newspaper
articles or
research reports
with sufficient
detail.
Presentation
difficulty:
How
complex are the
assignments?
What
is
the
length of the
writing required?
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Video cases
Though the majority of case studies are presented in written format, some educators have
begun to use video cases in which the main case study content is presented through video
and any supplementary material through written documents. The reasons for wanting to use
video cases include stimulating a sense of student engagement that might be difficult to
achieve through the written word; it being possibly easier to integrate different points of
view by featuring different actors; seeking to develop students’ listening skills; and crafting a
teaching experience that can be replicated over time, which is not possible if, for example,
one invites live speakers to the classroom (Liedtka, 2001).

“Video cases, I have come to believe, can be extraordinarily
powerful teaching tools. They can inspire and motivate as no
written case can. They can ground abstract concepts in the reality of
real managers’ day-to-day experiences and convey emotion and
passion too compelling to disregard, regardless of the logic of the
decision in play. They can create significant flexibility in a teaching
plan and ease the burden of preparation for class considerably.
They can also bore students to tears, entertain without educating,
and become a source of unintentional comic relief to students and
frustration to faculty.”
Liedtka (2001)

The experience of Liedtka (2001) and colleagues in creating video cases for postgraduate
management students provides various instructive lessons for other educators:
•

•

•

•

Be careful not to underestimate the time,
costs, and difficulty involved. In particular,
case writing experience does not necessarily
prepare one for the video editing process.
Think carefully about who appears on
screen. Not all speakers are good at holding
viewers’ attention and their mannerisms,
appearance and way of speaking might even
distract from the content they are
communicating.
Compared to the written word, it is
particularly difficult to present data with
video. Video works best when the
complexity of the case primarily relates to
people.
Video cases can date very quickly, for
example if participants wear clothes that
are currently very trendy or reference
current events. Try to avoid some of this.

• Viewers have an attention span of about 15
minutes and clear ideas of what interesting
video looks like – not “talking heads”, but
brief sound bites mixed with other shots.
•
Unlike written cases, which are often silent
on these issues, video brings to the fore
issues of gender, race and the
representativeness of the speakers. Be
prepared to address these issues in class
discussions.
•
Beyond good information, video quality
includes the clarity of the picture, the
lighting and the accompanying music. This
influences
perceptions
of
teaching
effectiveness.
•
Students have very limited listening skills, so
give them some coaching (e.g. remind them
to take notes) and stop the video every 10
minutes or so for some discussion.
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Why are case studies important? What are their teaching benefits?
Part of the justification for using case studies in teaching derives not so much from case
studies themselves, but from their membership in the group of inductive teaching methods.
As Prince & Fielder (2006) argue, as a whole the evidence for the effectiveness of inductive
teaching methods is significantly stronger than for deductive teaching methods. However,
because of their specific nature, case studies are also associated with various advantages
and the achievement of valued teaching objectives.
A first, commonly cited advantage is that case studies encourage students to engage in deep
learning; that they address all aspects of Bloom’s taxonomy and, in particular, that they
improve the higher order cognitive skills in Bloom’s taxonomy (Prince & Felder, 2007; Prince
& Felder, 2006; Lima & Fabiani, 2014; Weber & Kirk, 2000).
Bloom’s taxonomy (1956) is a widely used framework that sets out different types of
knowledge and cognition. It has been extensively used by educators to develop their
learning activities, structure their courses and set assessments (Great Schools Partnership,
2014). The revised typology (2001) contains different types of knowledge (factual,
conceptual, procedural and metacognitive), as well as the cognitive processes students
might engage in, ranked from the lowest order of remembering to the highest order of
creating (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001; Centre for Excellence in Learning and Teaching,
undated).
Many teaching programmes and courses, especially at the post-graduate level, aim to
develop students’ higher order skills to apply, analyse, evaluate and create. Just one
example is CHEPSAA’s master’s-level course Introduction to Complex Health Systems
(CHEPSAA, 2014), the objectives of which encompass more basic skills such as understanding
and more advanced skills such as applying and creating, for example:
•

•
•

Show understanding of the dynamic and complex nature of health systems by
reflecting on and describing their value bases and functioning, their components and
the central roles and behaviours of a range of agents.
Apply these understandings to assessment of the students’ own health system and
comparison between health systems.
Apply relevant analytical skills and an understanding of complex systems in order to
develop ideas about action to strengthen health systems.

The following table briefly illustrates how a case study can address different orders of
thinking skills. The left-hand column contains the six main cognitive processes identified in
the revised Bloom’s taxonomy. The middle column includes various more specific cognitive
processes that are included in the main cognitive processes, also from the revision of
Bloom’s taxonomy. The right-hand column contains brief examples of the relevance of these
cognitive processes to case study teaching.

Broad cognitive
process…
1. Remembering

…which encompasses

…and might occur in a case study as follows

Recognising, recalling

2. Understanding

Interpreting,
exemplifying, classifying,
summarising, inferring,
comparing, explaining
Executing, implementing

Students have to remember basic facts about the
case and recognise important aspects, e.g. key
actors or policy objectives.
Students have to explain policy implementation
successes or failures. Students have to classify
aspects of the case experience, e.g. types of actors
and their influence over the problem.
Students use certain theoretical frameworks to
understand specific actors or the inter-linkages
between different parts of a system.
Students have to find coherence in a complex
story, distinguish between relevant and irrelevant
information, and select key problems to focus on.
Students have to critique the actions of key actors
or to judge the performance of a system against
criteria such as equity or efficiency.
Students have to make decisions, develop
suggestions for improving on problems or develop
new courses of action.

3. Applying

4. Analysing

Differentiating,
organising, attributing

5. Evaluating

Checking, critiquing

6. Creating

Generating,
producing

planning,

The general idea is that case study work has little use for skills such as rote memorisation,
but that it, because of the high level of student engagement and the tasks that students
undertake, can contribute greatly to students’ retention of information and the
development of critical and creative thinking, reasoning, problem-solving and decisionmaking skills (Weber & Kirk, 2000; Prince & Felder, 2006; Prince & Felder, 2007; Graham &
Cline, 1980; Velenchik, 1995; Lynn, 1999; Lima & Fabiani, 2014).
In addition, the literature highlights various other advantages to using case studies. Many of
these advantages relate to the fact that case studies create a bridge between course content
and the real world of work, thereby, in various ways, potentially supporting skills, ways of
working and ways of being that might stand students in good stead later. These include:
• Connecting to the real world; lessons for later: Case studies serve to connect
course content to the real world of work and practice. Students may therefore learn
lessons that they can apply to their work or learn how to deal with the same or
similar situations if they encounter them later (Lynn, 1999; Velenchik, 1995;
Graham & Cline, 1980);
• Connecting to the real world; motivating students: By connecting the course
content to the real world, students can see the usefulness of the course material
and they can learn things through which they can impact on other people and the
world around them. This helps to keep students interested and motivated (Lynn,
1999; Velenchik, 1995; Prince & Felder, 2007; Prince & Felder, 2006; Lima & Fabiani,
2014);
• Connecting to the real world; contextualised reasoning: Because of the specific
and situated nature of case studies they, like most workplaces, require students to
engage in contextualised reasoning, not abstract reasoning. Many students will
work in fields that are complex and require judgment. They will have limited time at
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•

•

their disposal, work with limited and imperfect
information, and will not be able to simply fall
“The contextualised
back on rigid schemes of thinking and
detail and
hierarchies of knowledge. Case studies, both
verisimilitude of a good
through their rich and complex content and
case serves as a
the tasks they stipulate, can expose students
powerful antidote to
to such fluid and unpredictable situations and
simplistic
give them some practise in dealing with it
overgeneralisations of
(Lynn, 1999; Prince & Felder, 2006; Shulman,
principles or maxims.”
1992);
Shulman (1992: 10)
Connecting to the real world; working with
others: Like the world of work, much case study
work takes places through collaboration and group work. Case studies can therefore
support related skills such as recognising and taking account of the differing
perspectives of others, as well as communication, by having to articulate and justify
ideas, assumptions and proposals (Velenchik, 1995; Lynn, 1999; Prince & Felder,
2006; Lima & Fabiani, 2014); and
Connecting to the real word; bridging theory and practice: Case studies can be
useful for encouraging students to engage with theory or analytical constructs and
see their relevance. If presented with the case first, students will realise that they
need analytical tools to make sense of the real world, creating more fertile ground
for theoretical lectures. Reversing the order, cases can also be good opportunities
for applying theory. The best opportunities can be created by ensuring that the case
includes information that requires some further interpretation and by including
information that makes possible the application of more than one framework,
giving students the opportunity to think more deeply about which one to use (Lima
& Fabiani, 2014; Velenchink 1995).

Be aware of…
As with all teaching methods, case studies should be matched to appropriate teaching objectives.
They are, for example, not needed for content memorisation.
Despite the many potential positives of case study teaching, various factors can impede their
uptake and implementation, for example:
• Case studies can represent extra work for educators and take a lot of time and other
resources to develop;
• Case study teaching is some of the most difficult teaching, partly because of the heavy
student engagement and interaction. Educators should therefore reflect on their own level
of skill and prepare thoroughly; and
• Case studies should be planned relative to the overall course plan and structure, so that one
does not inadvertently cover too little content (with case studies it can take some time to
cover relatively little content) or fragment the curriculum (by presenting many unique
experiences one after the other without thinking about the overall coherence).
Shulman, 1992; Graham & Cline, 1980; Prince & Felder 2007; Lima & Fabiani, 2014; Velenchik, 1995
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Teaching case studies
As an interactive and emergent process, case study teaching can only reach its full potential
if educators and students can successfully communicate and collaborate to reach
educational objectives; as Lynn (1999) says, case study teaching is a contract between the
educator and student. To make it work, students need to be adeqautely prepared to engage
with the case study work and educators need to develop their skills and style to fit with the
nature and educational aims of case studies.

Student preparation
Depending on the prevailing educational culture, degree level and past experience of
students, the educator may need to overcome student resistance to case study teaching
(Prince & Felder, 2006; Graham & Cline, 1980). Some students may, for example, see case
studies as too difficult because they lack ready-made and clear-cut solutions, while others
may want to stick with the practice of educators simply presenting information to them
because they feel that case studies shift too much of the learning responsibility to them.

“Student-centered instruction may impose steep learning curves on
everyone involved. The teacher feeling awkward and the students hostile
are both common and natural. The key is to understand how the process
works, take some precautionary steps to smooth out the bumps, and wait
out the inevitable setbacks until the pay-offs start emerging.”
Felder & Brent (1996: 43)

A key strategy for overcoming resistance is to ensure that students understand the purpose
of case study teaching, so that they, for example, can see how the educator uses the case
study to achieve important educational objectives, not to abdicate his/her teaching
responsibilities and don’t misconstrue the interactive and collaborative case study teaching
as wasting time by getting students to sit around and talk (Weber & Kirk, 2000).
Felder & Brent (1996: 45) suggest various arguments that educators can offer students to
deal with complaints about group work, which can be one of the key complaints.

1

2

3

“You've all had the experience of sitting through a good lecture, believing that you understood
it, and then later when you tried to do the homework you found you hadn't understood it at
all. By putting you to work in class I’m giving you a jump start on understanding the material
and doing the homework.”
“Unless you're a Zen monk, you can't sit still and keep your mind focused on one thing for more
than a few minutes. By the end of a straight 50-minute lecture you're probably getting less
than 20 percent of what's being said. Doing something active from time to time during the
lecture greatly increases the information you actually get.”
“When you get a job, I guarantee you'll be working in teams. Companies usually rank teamwork
skills either first or second for new employees. You will benefit from learning now how to work
in teams.”
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4

(To students complaining about being slowed down by having to explain material to slower
team mates.) “If you ask any professor, ‘When did you really learn thermodynamics (or factor
analysis or the Critique of Pure Reason)?’ the answer will almost always be, ‘When I had to
teach it.’ Suppose you're trying to explain something and your partner doesn't get it. You may
try to put it in another way, then think of an example, then another one. After a few minutes of
this your partner may still not get it, but you sure will.”

Though not mentioned as part of the above arguments, student marks are also a strong
selling point for cooperative and collaborative ways of learning. Studies have shown that
students who learn cooperatively on average get better marks than students who learn the
same material individually (e.g. Johnson et al., 1991; Tschumi, 1991), so the educator can
also cite such studies before assigning group work to students (Felder & Brent, 1996).
In addition to addressing resistance or reluctance, students need to be prepared for
engaging with the case study material. Educators can help them with this by providing some
questions to consider as they read through the material, which will give them an initial
structure for the organisation and interpretation of information and make them aware of
likley topics of class discussion, as well as by ensuring that tasks and assignments have a
clear focus (Weber & Kirk, 2000; Lynn, 1999; Velenchik, 1995).
Finally, and beyond the preparation related to the content of the case study, students need
to understand and be prepared for behaviours such as respectful listening and making
considered constributions, which are central to the discussions, communication and
collaboration that characterise case study teaching (Weber & Kirk, 2000).
Of course, student preparation will be better if the case study material is relevant and
interesting and the teaching process and assignments enjoyable (Lynn, 1999). This speaks to
the style and behaviour of the educator, as well as what it means to put together a good
case study for students. These topics are addressed in the following sections.

Educator preparation and approach
A fundamental aspect of teaching with case studies is to understand the role of the
educator. In traditional teaching, the educator is the sole posessor of knowledge and selects
all the topics to be covered. The educator lectures from a position of power and prestige and
the goal is to transmit the educator’s knowledge and truth to the students so that they can
master it and show their mastery by giving the correct answers in assessments (Lynn, 1999).
Case study teaching is not this. When teaching with a case study, the educator’s role can be
variously described as facilitator, coach, referee, choreographer, time manager, layout
designer, insight provider and provoker – but not simply as knowledge giver (Lima & Fabiani,
2014).
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Many educators will find that their big classes complicate their preparation and in-class
performance, making time management especially difficult. In this scenario, Lima & Fabiani (2014)
advocate the “fragmented” approach, where different groups of students work on different
questions or different aspects of the case. Synthesis is then achieved when all the participants rejoin in plenary.

As with other teaching, the educator should be well prepared by, for example, mastering the
case material, anticipating students’ reaction to the case and the questions they might bring
to the discussion, and having a plan for the general flow of the discussion (Lynn, 1999).
However, understanding the philosophical underpinnings of case study teaching, the
educator’s role in case study teaching and the educational goals of case studies - which
centre not on content mastery, but rather on summarisation, analysis, argument and
persuasion – means that the educator will often behave very differently than in a traditional
teaching setting.
A key princple of leading case study discussions is that the educator should be willing to give
up some control over the topics and flow of the discussion to the students. Case study
teaching should be student-centric, based on discussion and should see students taking
significant responsibility for their own learning. This cannot happen if the educator insists on
controlling the discussion topics and behaves as if his/her knowledge is definitive, thus
reinforcing the role of knowledge giver (Lynn, 1999; Lima & Fabiani, 2014). It is positive if
students take some control of a case study discussion, both because it indicates that they
are engaging seriously with the material and because it can be a learning opportunity for the
educator, especially if the discussion takes an unanticipated turn (Weber & Kirk, 2000).

“…what does a student, especially someone who is young, inexperienced,
unfamiliar with the problem at hand, and unskilled, ‘know’ that could
contribute to the learning of the group? The answer is, several important
things. Students know what is important or interesting to them, what is
clear or unclear about the material they are assigned, what they’ve heard
or read that might contradict the teacher’s truth, what makes sense and
what doesn’t, and what problems a body of material, a concept, or a
perception create for their understanding. Students may also have good
ideas, insights that are fresh or original, points of view and arguments that
are worth consideration.”
Lynn (1999: 44-45)
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Linked to ceding some control to students, educators should be careful how they lead
discussions so that they don’t in effect close off those discussions or undermine the teaching
objectives of the case study. It is important for educators to be ready to set aside their own
pre-conceptions and to think carefully before they speak or judge so that they do not take
control of the discussion to promote their own truths, to dictate their own preferred
methodologies, or express their opinions in a way that students take them to be the “right”
answer, thereby closing off the discussion and leading students to set aside their own
thoughts to adopt the “right” answers of the educator. This does not mean that students
might not need some guidance on good or bad ideas, or more or less promising strategies,
but it does mean that educators should think carefully about how they give the guidance
and that they should not do so in a way that negates their primary role of supporting
students to analyse the case experience and solve the related problems (Weber & Kirk,
2000; Lynn, 1999; Lima & Fabiani, 2014; Velenchik, 1995).
If the idea is to ensure that students have some control over the discussions and their
learning, and to open up avenues for exploration and discussion rather than close them off,
then one would expect to see a range of accompanying behaviours from the educator. These
include (Lynn, 1999; Lima & Fabiani, 2014; Weber & Kirk, 2000):
• Asking questions in the spirit of inquiry, not to embarrass or humiliate students;
• Clearly signalling openness to new ideas and suggestions. Students should not just
say what the educator wants to hear;
• An attempt not just to hear students, but to really listen to them and understand
what they mean. Real listening can be demonstrated by accurately summarising or
reacting to students’ ideas and remembering who said what. This helps to maintain
interest in the teaching material and discussion;
• Listening respectfully to students before speaking;
• Demonstrating warmth and enthusiasm. Unlike remoteness or unresponsiveness,
this will motivate good discussion and student participation;
• Paying attention to and involving the whole class (including encouraging reluctant
students), not just those students who are closest to the teacher or who are best at
attracting attention; and
• Giving the students permission to talk to each other to avoid a situation where the
educator remains the focus of attention by being the one who responds to the ideas
of each individual student. Because both the educator and students take
responsibility for learning, it is important that ideas should be able to flow in all
directions.
Some of these behaviours are not just about achieving the in-class educational objectives,
but also about role-modelling to students behaviours such as respectful inquiry and
listening, which they will need in the educational context of group work and assignments,
but also in the world of work where they will have to collaborate with others.
It is important for the educator to think about how the case study discussion will be
initiated, as this will set the tone and shape student expectations. Lynn (1999) highlights
various options for kick-starting the discussion…
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Giving a brief
summary of the
case study. This
will focus
students’
attention and
signal to them
what is important
to know for the
rest of the
discussion.

•

Asking students a “quick”
question, to which they must
respond immediately. If the
question is one of those they
encountered in preparing for the
case, it will signal the importance
of preparation. If it is entirely
different one, it will signal that it
is important to think on one’s
feet and to be alert to whatever
discussion is going on.

Outlining a framework that
will guide the discussion,
which will signal order and
discipline.

Asking students to
summarise the case
in one sentence.
This will reveal
some of their key
understandings and
perceptions, which
can then be taken
forward in the rest
of the discussion.

Polling students about key judgements or
decisions. This will signal the importance of
reaching such conclusions and also reveal key
differences in approach, which can inform the rest
of the discussion.

…and then for leading the discussion into greater depth, including constructing a timeline of
key developments, mapping key actors and the relationships between them on an
organisation chart, conducting a stakeholder analysis, or considering the strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) in the case study.
As the group moves through the discussion, it is important for the educator to maintain a
sense of progress, for example by recording the discussion on flipcharts and clearly moving
on to new questions and discussion topics (Lynn, 1999). The educator should also work to
maintain a sense of coherence. This has time planning (ensuring that the discussion flows
and that there is enough time to cover all the key issues, so that parts are not skipped) and
ideational elements (taking every opportunity to show the connections between different
points) (Lynn, 1999). At the end of the discussion, progress and coherence mean that the
educator should show that educational objectives have been achieved while, once again,
resisting the temptation to take control of the discussion and providing what students might
see as the “right” or “definitive” answer. Strategies for this include (Lynn, 1999):
• Highlighting provisional consensus on some of the key issues in the case study;
• Discussing the major issues that must still be resolved before the recommendations
or actions of the students can be implemented;
• Identifying original insights or new action alternatives that the students came up
with, for example ideas they had at the end of the discussion, but not the
beginning;
• Reviewing any surprises or unexpected ideas or conclusions that emerged through
the discussion;
• Identifying what the educator and students think are the “best” ideas from the
discussion;
• Reviewing the analytical framework that guided the discussion; and
• Asking the students to identify the key lessons they learned from the discussion.
18

Did you have a good case discussion?
The educator dominated the talk
Many students participated and spoke freely
The educator was passive; didn’t move around
The educator and students asked many questions
Students didn’t laugh
Students were engaged and had lots of energy
Ideas didn’t cohere; struggle to distill key points
Writing case studies
Case studies are a particular type of literature. In order to write them well, the educator has
to keep in mind specific key considerations and develop certain writing skills.

Purpose
As a point of departure, it is important to remember that a teaching case study is essentially
a story with an educational objective. In setting out to write a case study, and in the final
product, one should therefore be clear about how it might be used in teaching (Lynn, 1999).
Having the purpose in mind means, among other things, being clear about (Weber & Kirk,
2000; Lynn, 1999; Lima & Fabiani, 2014; Prince & Felder, 2007):
• What it is a case of and therefore what types of insights and lessons students may
be able to derive from it;
• How it relates to the course objectives and the rest of the course content;
• The type and level of student it is aimed at; and
• The nature of the issue or problem the case highlights and that the students must
address. Some find it helpful to write cases with particular theoretical models or
analytical categories in mind. This helps to order and structure the research and
data collection for the case study, but also to ensure that the material is applicable
to the rest of the course content.

Authenticity
It is important for teaching case studies to be as authentic as possible. This requirement has
implications for their content and perhaps also their structure.
In an attempt to simulate real-life complexity, case studies are often not structured in a very
linear way and may contain features such as relevant information that is scattered
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throughout the text, headings that follow an unexpected sequence, or sections that jump
backwards and forwards in time, thus not presenting information strictly chronologically
(Lima & Fabiani, 2014).
In terms of content, authenticity considerations include that case studies should (Weber &
Kirk, 2000; Lima & Fabiani, 2014; Lynn, 1999):
• Sketch a sufficiently rich context, so that students can get a clear sense of how
issues might be nested in the real world. This includes clearly identifying the
different actors who have an influence over the case study issue and their
perspectives;
• Contain enough details so that the narrative doesn’t seem shallow and dull;
• Include enough information for thorough analysis and critical thinking, so that
students can put into practice their knowledge and skills and so that there is enough
substance to sustain their involvement and collaboration; and
• Present students with an authentic challenge. This is a task or question that has no
obvious correct answer and through which students can explore many different
potential courses of action.
Although detail is very important, Lynn (1999) cautions against overwhelming students with
background information and cramming into the case study everything one has learned about
the topic at hand. In both cases, the inclusion of information should be guided by the
educational objective of the case study and the question of whether the inclusion of the
information will support students’ ability to analyse the issues in the case.

Writing well
Educators should strive to write teaching case studies as well as they can. This includes
structuring the material as clearly as possible, excluding jargon and being careful to define
technical terms, being clear about chronology so that the narrative is intelligible, accurately
identifying actors and their perspectives, and not clouding the narrative with the opinions of
the educator, but focusing instead on the sentiments and arguments of the protagonists in
the case (Prince & Felder, 2007; Lynn, 1999).

Writing interestingly
It is much easier to teach case studies that are perceived as being interesting and so in
writing case studies one should be concerned about keeping students’ attention (Lima &
Fabiani, 2014). Some of this interest lies in the narratives themselves, for example if they
contain surprises, illustrate changes of fortune or direction, have conflicts or disagreements,
feature interesting characters that students can empathise with, or are clearly directly
relevant to the professional development or concerns of the students (Lynn, 1999).
There are also other devices that educators can use to make case studies more interesting to
engage with and easier to read. Lima and Fabiani (2014) argue that the introduction can be
key to grabbing students’ attention and highlight, in the style of newspapers, different types
of introductions that range from very neutral and bland summaries of the narrative to more
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provocative and enticing introductions that do more to include opinions, feelings and
judgements. Other strategies to increase interest are flashing back and forward in the
narrative, using news reports or excerpts from documents, including dialogues and quotes,
having twists or unexpected events in the narrative, contrasting the viewpoints of different
actors, and using images (Lima & Fabiani, 2014).

In addition to the content of the case study itself, educators should think about writing teaching
notes to accompany their cases, especially if the cases they have written are likely to be used by
other educators.
A teaching note is essentially a way for the author of a case to communicate to potential users of
the case about issues such as the reasons for writing the case, the educational value of the case,
how it has been used thus far, the strengths and weaknesses of the case, and the types of
students who have used the case (Lima & Fabiani, 2014; Lynn, 1999).
Lynn (1999) highlights the following possible outline: abstract, audience and prerequisite
knowledge and skills, teaching and learning objectives, possible assignment questions, a class and
time plan, an analysis of the case, comments and additional information.
Similarly, Lima & Fabiani (2014) highlight the following key elements of a teaching note: summary,
objectives and target audience, teaching approach and questions for discussion, case analysis and
answers to the main questions, feedback from teaching experience, additional readings and
appendices, documents for use by the educator, and an epilogue if relevant (what happened after
the case).

Conclusion
Case studies can be incredibly enriching for educators and students alike. For educators,
they present the opportunity to break from the constraints of the traditional role of
prestigious knowledge transmitter, to hone their teaching skills, and to learn new things as
they cede some control to students and support them through the knowledge construction
process. Students get the chance to take some control of their learning, to engage subject
content in a format that is interesting and relevant to their professional concerns, and to
learn an array of skills that cannot be acquired while sitting through a lecture.
To achieve these benefits, it is important for educators to understand that case studies are
situated in a particular worldview and to adapt their teaching approach accordingly. It is also
important to think systematically about how to get students on-board and support them to
engage with the case materials. Furthermore good case studies are not easy to come by:
educators must invest the necessary time and resources in their creation and think carefully
about their objectives and how to make them interesting and authentic for students.
If you have wanted to try case study teaching, we hope this document has given you enough
guidance so that you can take the leap. If you are already using case studies in your teaching,
we hope you can use the principles and practical tips discussed here to reflect on, and if
necessary, improve your practice.
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