DAI Curriculum Development Workshop

Case Studies

Case Studies are descriptions of a real life experience, which are used to help learners think
through issues or general principles through being involved in a situation as similar to real life as
possible. In a Case Study, the learner is presented with the specific details of a problem, usually in
written form. The account usually follows a realistic scenario, such as a management problem, an
issue concerning people or perhaps the description of a learning event.

Case Studies are often fictional in detail — they are a story — although they are often based around
the writer’s personal experience and knowledge. When developing a Case Study, there are good
reasons for keeping the details of organizations and individuals confidential. This can be because
the organization and/or the individuals might be known to some of the learners, and if they are,
the learners will be reluctant to be critical of what they read in the Case Study, which might impact
the amount of learning they experience from the method. For that reason, a Case Study should
never be closely identified with the facilitator of the learning event, and should never be written
from the personal perspective (by that | mean using “I”!).

When writing a Case Study it is important to set the scene — by providing details of the
organization that is involved in the story, a description of the people involved, an outline of the
particular challenge or problem and any additional information necessary to understand the
scenario. Sometimes Case Studies will provide the solution or the answer to the problems
described, but personally | think this limits the learning experience, because there is value in the
learner grappling with the issues themselves, thinking through the problem and coming up with
potential solutions to the issues presented.

The normal way of using a Case Study would be to present the Case Study to the learners. It is
usually a written piece, so either the facilitator will read it, or he/she will ask the learners to read it
themselves. A reading of the Case Study can be followed by the facilitator asking some questions
to ensure the learners have understood the main points of the Study, and then there should be
some discussion of the issues the Case Study presents and an opportunity for the learners to think
through the challenges in the scenario and to come to some conclusion about ways of
approaching and solving the problems presented. This can be done as a whole group discussion,
but it is often better done in small groups, with the groups being given guided questions to
structure their thinking and discussions.

As with small-group discussions it is important for the learners to report back on their suggested
solutions in a plenary session, where they should be prepared to discuss their proposed solutions,
the reasons why they reached their decision and sometimes to explain how they reached their
decision too. Interesting and varied solutions to the problem or issue usually emerge, and if
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several groups have tackled the same problem, interesting comparisons can be made which can be
shared in a plenary or reporting back session.

Other ways of using Case Studies is to get some of the learners to act out the scenario and then
have a discussion based on the drama. Case Studies can also be used as the basis of individual and
group assignments, with the learners being asked to write an analysis of the issue and to come up
with recommendations that seem appropriate.

Case Studies can be help learners develop skills such as:

identifying problems and challenges;
understanding and interpreting information;
analyzing information;

thinking analytically and critically;

taking and defending decisions;
communicating their ideas and opinions.

Case Studies require:

lengthy preparation time;

a couple of “dry-runs” to “fine-tune” the case-study — but be prepared for the comment
from the learners that they don’t have enough information!

that the facilitator is familiar with the material;
clear and concise briefing to the participants;

debriefing and summarizing skills on the part of the facilitator so that the main points

are shared with everyone.

John Rogers, Teaching and Learning for Impact, DAI, 2011
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