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Abstract

Since its introduction in the Harvard Law School in 1871, the case method has been utilized in a number of academic disciplines.  These include law, medicine, education, business and public administration.  This paper explores the benefits to Government & Public Affairs students of using a variety of case studies to link theoretical concepts with practical applications.

At the Master’s level, public administration programs include courses that address public policy formulation, implementation and evaluation, as well as decision-making and problem solving.  The case study method is used in many of these courses because it permits instructors to challenge students to analyze and formulate recommendations to deal with real-world problems.  At the undergraduate level in courses such as ethics where theoretical concepts are introduced, the case method is invaluable in allowing the students to better understand these theories by linking them with practical applications and/or “real-life” situations.  Students analyze these cases in small groups and report their findings to the class for further discussion.  They also complete assignments that involve describing a personal dilemma and relating the circumstances to another case or analyzing their experience in terms of a theoretical position.

There is a wide variety of sources for cases including Electronic Hallway and university-sponsored web sites on the internet, current problems and issues from the news media, and students’ own experiences.  Some of these cases from the internet are hypothetical or describe situations from the past; however, they are generally categorized and include questions for consideration.  Using current news and personal experiences are also effective means for increasing students’ understanding of course materials and competency in their application.  This paper will describe how each of these sources has been used successfully at both the Master’s and the undergraduate level in Public Administration courses.

Introduction

There are a number of common approaches to teaching and learning.  These include: lectures that are planned, formal presentations; the Socratic method of interrogation, dialogue and debate; term papers and exercise/problem sets; self-organized group discussions and leader-directed study groups; case teaching and participant observation.  These approaches range from teacher-centered lecturing where learning is structured and directed to those in which learning is self-directed and more discussion based.  Each has advantages and disadvantages with respect to particular learning objectives and, because they are not mutually exclusive, they can be used in combination.  Lynn (1999) states that learning is more likely to occur when the learner is actively engaged with the instructor and with other learners in exploring ideas and testing solutions.

Similarly, Nuames and Nuames (1999) suggest that students learn best when they derive the underlying ideas out of the material presented for themselves.  Rather than being told how to approach a subject, the students are learning how to think by thinking.  They believe that case studies are among the educational materials best adapted to allow students this active role in their own learning.

In listing techniques to help students develop higher order thinking skills, Royse (2001) includes the following:

· Involve the class in a nominal group decision-making process.

· Present a case that demonstrates a particular point. Ask the students to analyze the case for factual errors, erroneous assumptions, or interpretations. Alternatively, ask them to write another case with the same basic information but to change it so that a different solution can be found.

· Around one central point, have students identify two different analogies to support the example and then two that contradict it. (pp 46-7)

Case Studies

A number of educators recommend the use of case studies or teaching cases in order to facilitate learning.  The case method was introduced in 1871 by Christopher C Langdell, Dean of the Harvard Law School, and by 1910 all the leading law schools were using “case method teaching.”  The Harvard Business School adopted the case method a decade later.  With the majority of business schools using the case method by the 1930s and 1940s, public administration saw good reason to follow suit.  In the years that followed, the case method was adopted as the method of instruction in other disciplines including medicine and education (Lynn, 1999).

Husock (2000), Case Program Director at the Kennedy School of Government provides a “shorthand” guide on how to use the teaching cases posted on its web site (www.ksgcase.harvard.edu).  Teaching cases are defined as follows:

Teaching cases - also known as case studies – are narratives designed to serve as the basis for classroom discussion.  Cases don’t offer their own analysis. Instead, they are meant to test the ability of students to apply the theory that they’ve learned to a “real-world” situation.  Although teaching cases originated in professional education – business, medicine, law and public administration – they can be used in any course where good accounts of specific events can help exemplify and illuminate theory (Husock, 2000).

The “shorthand” guide states the following to describe how the case method differs from a lecture approach:

Case teaching is both more interactive and more indirect.  The method is based in the belief, as the Harvard Business School once put it, that “wisdom can’t be told.”  In other words, although some material is best presented through lecture, learning can also take place and be reinforced through a discussion which forces students to reach their own conclusions about the narratives they read.  This approach is often called discussion-based learning (Husock, 2000).

To answer the question whether cases have “answers,” the guide states that:

Cases are not the same as exercises or problems.  They present ambiguous situations in which protagonists face difficult questions.  A good case teacher aims to shape a discussion in which there is a high quality of analysis – not a single right answer.  This is not to say that one observation in a case discussion is as good as another, however (Husock, 2000).

The Kennedy School’s “shorthand” guide also contains one very important caution:

Cases do not, by any means, serve all teaching purposes.  But they can be a powerful tool for engaging students and finding out whether they have mastered material to the point that they can apply it (Husock, 2000).

In contrasting the lecture and the case study method, Argyle (2003) states that the case approach moves us from a classroom setting where the professor “professes” to a more shared learning experience.  It opens communication among students and between student and professor, creating a more democratic learning experience.  The case study method allows the students to develop their analytic skills, while requiring them to do so within the framework of the material being covered in the course.  Although there are no right or wrong answers, some answers are better supported than others and their answers must be supported by readings and discussions in the class.

Students learn in a myriad of ways and often find theoretical concepts difficult to grasp.  In the process of learning; however, the learner’s dynamic cooperation is required.  The case system takes students out of the role of passive absorbers and makes them partners in the joint process of learning and furthering learning (Gragg, 1954).  Barnes et al 1994) state that the case method enables students to discover and develop their own unique framework for approaching, understanding and dealing with (business) problems.  The case method emphasizes active participation in the learning experience by allowing the students to link theory to action.  The authors emphasize that there is no single, demonstrably right answer to a (business) problem and that having a new group of students review a case that had been presented to an earlier class may result in significantly different discussions.

In their description of why cases are useful for students, Edge and Coleman (1980) state that the goal of teaching with cases is to give the student the ability to act intelligently, rationally and morally in business situations.  Lectures impart action abilities to students by giving them facts, principals, and theories which will guide them in decision-making situations.   Cases impart action abilities to students by giving them practice in decision-making.  Both the lecture and the case methods are used to the same end; to cause the student to act correctly in decision-making situations.  The authors conclude that it is self-evident that the two methods – the lecture and the case study – are complementary in a professional education (Edge and Coleman, 1980).

Wasserman (1994) terms teaching with cases a pedagogy for all seasons.  She describes the differences in methods used by two educators and concludes that, although radically different, each meets the criteria to be called “the case method.”  While there is room for variation in case method teaching, certain conditions in form and style must be present.  The most evident of these is using a case which includes information and data in narrative form and which addresses significant issues in a subject that warrants serious, in-depth examination.  An essential element of the case method is the use of study questions that require students to examine ideas of consequence; the concepts and issues relevant to the case.  These questions call for the student to apply what they know or what they have just learned in analyzing data and proposing a solution or formulating a conclusion.

Another feature of case method teaching is having students discuss their analysis of the study questions in small groups.  Following this, the entire class participates in discussing or debriefing the case, a step the Harvard Business School terms “discussion teaching.”  Wasserman (1994) terms this step the sine qua non of case method teaching because it singularly determines the effectiveness of the entire pedagogy.  These class discussions may lead increased student interest and the need for additional information.  This provides the opportunity for follow-up activities in which the issues receive extended examination and new perspectives are introduced.  In this way, students’ thoughtful, critical examination of significant issues can be continued.  Levin (2003) believes that discussion, whether in small or large groups is a crucial variable in learning from cases.

Having established case teaching as a valid pedagogy, we must answer the question “what is a case?”  Lynn (1999) states that:

(a) teaching case is a story, describing or based on actual events or circumstances, that is told with a definite teaching purpose in mind and that rewards careful study and analysis (p 2).

Gideonse (1999) states that almost anything can be a case as long as it presents a predicament from practice demanding some kind of action.  Even the briefest of cases will generate considerable discussion as antecedents and context are fleshed out and explored, alternative courses of action and their theoretical grounding developed, and the prospective consequences are imagined.  Cases, even the most abbreviated, are complex and full of problematics.

Using the “Case Method” in Public Administration Classes

As indicated, the case method of instruction has been used in Public Administration courses for more than 50 years.  Fortunately for the author, who was new to teaching at the university level, a colleague suggested checking out some of the resources available on the internet to supplement assigned reading materials.  One of the first stops was the Electronic Hallway (www.hallway.org) which has a great number of cases that were related to the courses that I was to teach.  In fact, the previous year’s syllabus for the Public Budgeting course included one of the Hallway case studies as an assignment to be completed during the semester.  By working through the steps in the case study, “Daycare Comes to Northville,” students were able to apply the concepts in the text and reach a better understanding of steps in the public budgeting process.

Over the past several years, I have utilized the “case method” in a number of courses including Public Budgeting, Public Policy Analysis, and Ethics at both the undergraduate and the Master’s level.  It is necessary to vary the type and complexity of the case study according to the course material and the length of the class period; however, the format remains essentially the same.  My practice is to follow the presentation of theoretical or basic concepts in a portion of the course, either by lecture or reading assignment, with a case study.  This reinforces the key concepts presented through students’ practice in applying them.  Longer, more detailed cases are appropriate when used as major elements of the course while shorter cases are used to ensure understanding and application of theoretical or philosophical viewpoints.

There is a wide range of sources for cases that meet these varied requirements.  The Electronic Hallway and the Kennedy School of Government are primary sources for the longer, more detailed cases, and generally only one or two cases can be completed during the course a semester.  This was the case in using “Daycare Comes to Northville” as a major part of the undergraduate Public Budgeting course.  The hybrid class format in the Master’s classes provided an exception to that limitation.  With classes meeting every third week for four hours and requiring an on-going dialogue using WebCT for the intervening weeks, it was possible to assign a specific case to each student and have them post their analysis on the WebCT dialogue page.  Cases were drawn from current local situations and the dilemmas contained in one of the assigned texts (e.g., Pollock, 2004).  The other students were required to comment on at least two of these analyses each week and then the cases were discussed during the next class meeting.  That class format also made it possible to use some of the cases that involve “role play” and negotiation – for example, the Electronic Hallway’s “Operation Wilderness.”

Because of the larger class size and significantly shorter class periods for undergraduate classes (50 minutes to one hour and fifteen minutes), it was necessary to use shorter cases.  The effect of time constraints was most pronounced when trying to use case studies such as “Clarkson Airport” and “The Marine Resources Division and the Shrimp Baiting Controversy.”  Although the 75 minute class length was sufficient for analysis of these cases, there was not enough time for analysis and discussion in the 50 minute classes.  For these classes, several sources of shorter case studies are extremely useful.

Dr Lawrence A Hinman’s web site, “Ethics Case Studies” (hinman@sandiego.edu) is an excellent source of short case studies which can be utilized to reinforce theoretical concepts through application to real-life situations.  For example, following a presentation on the views of Kant or Aristotle, the class is divided into groups of approximately 5 to 6 people and given a related case to review.  These cases generally include questions to be considered in analyzing the situation and students discuss the case as it relates to the theoretical or philosophical concept being considered.  Each group chooses a spokesperson who reports the consensus of the group – when there are minority views, these are also included.  After each group reported, the entire class discusses the group inputs, referring back to how they relate to the concept being considered.  The instructor serves as facilitator, posing questions but not leading the discussion.  Valuable insights are presented as the students work through the concept to its practical application and class consensus is generally reached.  Class energy following these discussions is high and students often continue to discuss their conclusions after class.  Some also approach the professor to say “great class” or “that was really a good discussion – now I understand (the concept)”

In addition to using case studies from the internet and texts, current situations and events and students’ personal experiences can also serve as case studies.  For example, one assignment in Public Policy Analysis was to analyze a recent policy issue using the steps outlined in the text (e.g., Kraft & Furlong, 2004).  This required students to identify the various elements in the issue and to evaluate the solution recommended in the article.  Please see Attachment 1 for an example.  Another means is to ask students to describe a personal dilemma and how they responded to it.  As part of this, they must also find a case study that had similar circumstances and compare their experience with that described in the case study.  As an alternative, they can analyze their dilemma from the viewpoint of one of the ethical philosophers – how would Kant’s or Locke’s concepts apply to this situation? (Please see Attachment 2)  Each of these approaches is intended to test the theory that they’ve learned in a real-life situation.  This analysis of their experience exemplifies and illuminates theory.

Conclusion

In my experience, using the case method with a heavy reliance on discussion, both in small groups and with the whole class, definitely allows learning to take place and to be reinforced.  Care must be taken to ensure that the “case” is directly related to the concept to be learned and that sufficient time is allowed for analysis and for discussion.  I wholeheartedly agree with Wasserman (1994) and Levin (2003) that the discussion step is a crucial variable in learning from cases and that without it, the pedagogy is ineffective.
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Attachment 1

Public Policy Analysis, Govt 460

This assignment is can be accomplished to gain extra credit or because you want to gain additional knowledge in public policy analysis.  This assignment is worth up to five (5) points on your final grade and will added into the total points earned at the end of the semester.

Two articles on nuclear proliferation and terrorism are attached.  They are “Implications for Public Policy of the Threat from Bioterrorism” and the “Proliferation Security Initiative.”  Select one (1) of these articles to frame a policy analysis.  In your analysis, make sure you address the following areas:

1.  Problem statement

· What is the problem that is being addressed?

· Identify the indicators that show a problem exists.

· What are the apparent causes of the problem?

· How significant is the problem?  (impact, severity, scope, duration)

2.  Organizational context

· What agency program(s) presently address the problem?

· What are the existing program goals and objectives?  If no program exists, define the new goals and objectives.

· How does the present program (s) attempt to alleviate the problem described above?

· Is there evidence of a performance gap?

· To what extent are policy actors (decision-makers, interest groups, and agency personnel) inclined to support new approaches as solutions to the problem?

3.  Develop 3 alternatives that could be considered

· How would each alternative help achieve identified goals and objectives? How would each alternative alleviate the problem? 

4.  List the advantages of each alternative:

· The impact on client groups in terms of meeting their needs, the expected benefits for the agency, specific features that would facilitate implementation

5.  List the disadvantages of each alternative

· The likely costs, the negative side effects, the likely barriers to successful implementation

6.  What would you recommend and why?

This will be a formal paper at least 6 pages in length, with outside references.  Please use MS Word, 12-point font, 1” margins, double-spaced.  Submit the paper as an e-mail attachment in WebCT not later than Friday, December 3rd by midnight.

Attachment 2

Ethics In Government & Politics, GOVT 450

During the semester we have reviewed some theories of right action and various case studies that pose ethical dilemmas.  The goal is to sensitize you to some of the ethical issues that you may encounter in your career and to help you to understand how to think about these issues and increase your moral autonomy.

This assignment can be accomplished to gain extra credit or because you want to gain additional knowledge.  Whatever your motivation, up to five (5) points will be added into your assignment grade for the semester.
To make this as relevant and useful as possible, you will be given some responsibility for determining the specifics.  Present an ethical dilemma that you, or a friend of yours, have encountered either at Christopher Newport University or in a work situation.  Present the scenario as well as the general category of dilemma (examples: “falsifying data,” “withholding information,” “taking undue credit,” “whistle blowing,” etc).  You may change the names of your characters for privacy protection.  Describe some possible ways of solving the dilemma and the theories of right action that support these different solutions.  Argue for the best solution to the problem.

Now find a case study in the literature or on the internet (there are many ethics cases on the web and the ethics link for this course also has a few) that falls into the same category of dilemma.  Describe how that case is similar to the ethical dilemma that you presented from your experiences.  Discuss whether the same type of best solution that you argued for in your own case applies to the case study.

This will be a formal paper with outside references as appropriate, length should be about five (5) pages or so, double-spaced, 12 point font and 1 “ margins..  Submit it as a MicroSoft Word attachment to a WebCT e-mail not later than December 10th.

