Text 4

A new educational strategy: 

The Case study.

Yolande Van Stappen, professor in office management techniques at Cégep Joliette-De Lanaudière in 1989, defines this new strategy in text 4: The case method. This text is taken from volume 3, no 2, of Pé​dagogie collégiale, May 1989 (p. 16-18).

Ms. Van Stappen also authored, at Cégep Joliette-De Lanaudière, L'enseignement par la méthode des cas.  This research published with the assistance of PAREA, earned her an incentive award in the 1989 Prix du Ministre contest.

For those who want to examine this approach in greater depth so as to implement it quickly and effectively, the text by Yolande Van Stappen is followed by a summary of the table of contents of a useful book:

Wasserman, Selma, Introduction to Case Method Teaching A Guide to the Galaxy, Professors College Press, New-York, 1994.
The Case Method 

Yolande Van Stappen

The case method, made famous by Harvard University, uses problems taken from real life situations, applied to a variety of fields: history, biology, chemistry, communications, medicine, law, management, etc.  This approach makes it possible for students to deal with concrete cases “[...]in particular  to exercise their intelligence for making a diagnosis, formulating problems accurately despite complex criteria relating to importance and urgency, finding answers that offer the most complete solution to the problem in question, and working toward implementing these solutions by choosing the means and planning the activities.
”

Characteristics of the case method 

The case method involves three stages:  first, the student does an individual analysis, which leads to a diagnosis of the situation. This is followed by a discussion in small groups to argue the different diagnoses, formulate and prioritize the problems to be resolved, build a solution. Thirdly, in a plenary session, the group discusses the various theses as well as the advantages and disadvantages of the solutions put forth by the small groups in order to arrive at an effective solution. 

In the case method, the professor serves as both the person who brings knowledge and who moderates the discussions.  The professor must: 

· Choose the case according to the established goals; prepare the necessary theoretical documentation and decide in what format it will be transmitted to the students:  oral presentation, course notes, written documents, research by the students, etc.  
· Prepare the case:  study the case and find the greatest number of possible solutions; investigate the solutions so as not to be caught unawares. 

· Moderate the case:  to allow the participants to express themselves fully, the moderator should not impose his views on the process; be careful not to orient discussions toward his own solution and should encourage students to express themselves freely. He should initiate discussions whenever necessary; play the role of team member with the same rights as others; get the discussions back on track when the group strays (this method is effective when a control is exerted); ask questions that open venues of exploration; report on the progress of the discussions; and summarize debates at the most appropriate times (situational judgment).

· Ensure a follow-up on the cases:  summarize the discussions, orally or in writing; require that each group recap their discussions and solution(s); and transmit this information to each and every group member.
For the students, a case poses a concrete problem taken from real life that calls for a diagnosis or a decision.   The case study presupposes that the students carry out four essential operations:  

· analyze the case (identify the facts and the links between them, which can require reading and a search for information required to understand the case); 
· make a diagnosis (interpretation of the relationships discovered between the various case elements; judge the existing situation; and study possible solutions); 
· make a decision (choose the best solution); 
· conceptualize (deduce some practical operational principles or rules from the cases studied that are applicable to similar cases or situations).
Other important aspects of the case method are the approach used and the process of analysis used to find a solution, the coherence of the analysis process and not just the finding of one correct solution.  As a matter of fact, two groups can arrive at different solutions that are both applicable and likely to be effective.  

Educational value of the case method

The case method can be seen as an invaluable complement to the lecture. A lecture transmits information, knowledge, concepts (theoretical courses), but the student plays a passive role and experiences difficulties in establishing links between theory and practice. A lecture cannot provide experience. The student loses much of his motivation owing to the fact that he does not immediately see where the teaching leads. Moreover, numerous studies have shown that this method does not develop the ability to analyze, synthesize or judge and does not favour attitude changes.  The case method, on the contrary, allows students to indirectly acquire experience based on concrete problems and to develop a higher level of skills; it also increases their motivation to learn.

Acquisition of experience
Experience is not something that can be transferred or given to another: “Wisdom can't be told”
, and yet, most of our concepts come from the experience of others.  Through the use of the case method, students take an active part in a process that is close to reality and also leads to a strong individual involvement in the learning process. They learn how to obtain information not only within the case itself, but from other sources as well; they learn how to conduct research, how to identify information and also how to learn from other students.  Knowledge integration occurs and two types of transfers are carried out:  

1. One must apply the theory found in books and other sources to the situation described in the case. This provides the link between theory and practice.  

2. Applying what is studied in the classroom prepares for real work situations.  The students will be able to make these transfers more quickly once they become active in the work force. 

Skill development

The case method develops a certain number of specific skills: 

· Ability to communicate, to defend one’s position vis-à-vis a group, orally (discussion, oral communication) or in written format (report on case analysis and arguments in favour of the adopted solution); in the latter case, writing skills are developed;   
· Ability to make decisions and to trust in the decisions taken; 
· Ability to solve problems, which develops the ability to analyze, synthesize and judge (higher order skills in Bloom’s taxonomy); the case method also develops cognitive capacities during individual case studies; 
· Interpersonal skills: group projects support the development of interpersonal skills. Each individual learns how to express and defend his opinions with clarity and precision, to welcome feedback, to listen to and accept the opinions of others, to evaluate his own opinions, to compare them with those of others and modify them as needed.  Similarly, being confronted with the viewpoints of other students allows for the recognition of value judgments within a specific action. This can have an influence on a young person’s morals and ethics. The role of facts and values in the decision-making process are put into perspective. Role playing in the case method is particularly well suited for this purpose.  
Increased motivation
Student motivation is increased, because there is less routine in the classroom (various problems are studied, discussions take place in small groups and also in plenary sessions); students see the possible links between theory and practice and realize that this will benefit them when they enter the labour market.  It is easier for them “to absorb” the information, because the case is founded on a real life situation, unlike simple lectures that are removed from reality.  Moreover, students will more readily recommend solutions when they feel they are not accountable and that the solutions are not really binding.  Lastly, the adult returning to school accepts data more readily when it is provided in cases than any other form: the result is increased motivation.

Inherent limitations to the case method

The case method has certain limitations. Even though it is possible to establish a link with reality, the case is not the same as reality: information is filtered through the writer’s perception; the communication of perceptions is not perfect since there are third-person interventions. A given case that highlights a particular situation taken out of context is often limited to one type of problem or provides an incomplete perspective. This can impact problem comprehension.  Effectiveness is compromised: was the entire subject matter covered?  Unlike lectures, the content cannot be totally controlled.  Moreover, identifying problems and finding solutions requires more than simply taking notes dictated by the professor.  The case method requires good preparation on the part of the professor and the students. This method also requires spending a fair amount of time in the classroom to bear fruit.  According to several authors, anywhere from ten to fifteen sessions of two to three hours per week are needed for the method to be effective. Like all active methods, the formative value of the case method is weak initially, increases over the next ten to fifteen classes and progresses very quickly from that point on.

Research on the educational value of the method 

Much research and many studies, some lasting twenty years, have impacted the case method.  Dale Beckman
 gathered and compared the results of this research relative to five aspects. 1. Information acquisition; 2. Information retention; 3. The impact on attitudes and behaviour; 4. The ability to analyze, synthesize and integrate information; 5. Student preference for the case method.  All comparisons are made in relation to the lecture method.

With regard to information acquisition, there is little or no difference between the case method and the lecture; however, information is retained much longer in classrooms using the case method or any method based on discussion.  Similarly, the case method and discussions are more effective than presentations for developing the ability to analyze, synthesize and judge and for bringing about long-lasting changes in attitude and behaviour. Lastly, studies show that students prefer the case method. “… the students clearly indicated their preference for the case method and the instructors realized this very quickly.  This student attitude was a determining factor in accelerating the use of the case method in the classroom
.”  =AND(AND(... ,  MERGEFIELD les_étudiantes_montrèrent_clairement_leur_préférence_pour_la_méthode_des_cas ),  MERGEFIELD les_instructeurs )- MERGEFIELD es_s ' MERGEFIELD en_aperçurent_assez_vite._Cette_attitude_étudiante_fut_un_facteur_déterminant_pour_accélérer_l ' MERGEFIELD utilisation_de_cas_en_classe \* MERGEFORMAT 
 

The educational value of the case method has been proven.  It is, in many ways, superior to the lecture and not inferior to it, but rather equal with regards to the transmission of information.  It engages the student actively in his learning, teaches him how to learn, how to make justified assessments and develop a higher level of skills:  analysis, synthesis, evaluation.  Although it requires more work, the student prefers it to the lecture.  If the method is not used more frequently, it is certainly not for educational reasons, but rather because of the restricted number of students per group, the availability of appropriate locations (to support discussions in small groups and in plenary sessions) and special preparation on the part of the professors.

One solution would be to train professors on the case method (collective development, through PERFORMA or other means), to provide cases for the college level and to allocate the resources needed for education based on the case study.  
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