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The Case Method of Teaching 

Introduction

Ever since Harvard first introduced case discussions, more and more B Schools have been using cases in the classroom. In India, IIM Ahmedabad was one of the first institutes to use cases. But unfortunately, barring a few other B Schools, like ICFAI, case discussions have not caught on in India, as they should have. This is a pity, because in the real world of business, intuition, lateral thinking and the ability to take decisions without sufficient information, are the capabilities, which managers must possess, in abundant measure. And there is little doubt that cases go a long way in developing such capabilities.

Understanding the Case Method

Cases approximate the kinds of situations students are likely to encounter when they become managers. A case is nothing but a management situation written in a simple, narrative style.  It provides some but not all relevant facts.  Students are supposed to come well prepared and discuss the case in the classroom. This implies a thorough reading of the case along with the relevant theoretical material.

In real-life situations, managers tend to manipulate facts and figures without clearly defining the problems. As Drucker has put it so well, failure to define the problem is more often than not the cause of poor decision-making. Cases help students in understanding how to ask the right questions and develop a better conceptual understanding of the problem at hand.

Cases also help students sharpen their analytical skills, since they must produce quantitative and qualitative evidence to support their recommendations and decisions.  In case discussions, participants are challenged by instructors and fellow participants to defend their arguments and analyses. Consequently, the participants hone their problem-solving skills and develop the ability to think on their feet. 

Management is more about skills and philosophy rather than techniques or concepts.  The best way to learn a skill or philosophy is through a simulation-type process.  This is where the case method of instruction comes in handy.  It is built around the concepts of metaphors and simulation.  Each case is a description of a real business situation and serves as a metaphor for a particular set of problems. 

While the reading material provides the relevant techniques and concepts, the case gives a simulated experience in the application of these techniques and concepts.  Cases also help to develop a generalized approach to business situations as well as a set of philosophies. At the end of each case discussion, the student benefits enormously by asking, “What did I learn?” and “How does the situation and the lesson relate to my whole experience?”

The greatest pedagogical benefit of the case method is that it generates a high degree of involvement in the learning process.  People learn the most from those things in which they are most deeply involved.  In the lecture method, learning tends to be less as there is minimal student involvement.  Whereas in cases, students are very actively involved. But this also highlights a major risk associated with the case method of teaching.  Little can be learned from even the best cases without solid preparation.

The Essence of Case Discussions

The most important point to note about a case discussion is that it must be student-driven. As mentioned a little earlier, the basic premise of the case method is that people learn the most when they are actively involved in the learning process. If students do not take part actively in the discussion, little learning will take place. So, the students must take center stage and the instructor must remain in the background. 

But this does not mean that the instructor has no responsibility.  Indeed, the way the instructor handles a case discussion is probably the most crucial factor in determining the extent of learning.  After all, cases can be licensed from reputed institutes like Harvard Business School even if not developed in-house. But if the cases are not handled well in the class, the consequences can be disastrous.

It may be emphasized that the real learning in a case discussion stems from a free exchange of ideas between the students. Static forms of case handling, such as a presentation by the teacher or by a group of students or a written analysis of the case are not very effective. What is needed is an instructor who is reasonably familiar with the subject, has read the case carefully and can keep raising pertinent questions to provoke the students during the discussion.  As students agree and disagree with each other and exchange views, the instructor plays the role of facilitator. Without in any way imposing his or her own ideas on the students he can facilitate the process by which the class arrives at a conclusion.  In other words, the key skills required in a case instructor are: 

· the ability to listen, rather than talk 

· the readiness to assimilate and integrate different ideas 

· the presence of mind to ask the right question at the right time 

· the skill to keep moving the discussion forward 

· the ability to maintain classroom discipline without scaring or inhibiting the students.  

Indeed, in a well-managed 75-minute case discussion, the instructor should speak for not more than 10-15 minutes. Excessive talking by the instructor is a clear sign that things are not moving smoothly. However, the instructor does have the responsibility of pointing out issues that the class has overlooked. This he can do when he sums up the discussion at the end of the class. This also helps the teacher to establish his or her credibility by showing that he or she knows a thing or two! While summing up, the instructor can also put the important ideas covered in the class in a framework.

Where Cases are not appropriate

In general, cases are inefficient transmitters of knowledge and techniques. Lectures and readings are the most efficient way to acquire knowledge and to become informed about techniques. Exercises or problem sets are an excellent way to begin to learn about the application and limitations of techniques. Cases, however, are very useful in the development of skills and in helping students understand the philosophy of management.

Cases describe actual business situations but they are a simplified account of what has happened. First, the information comes to the student in neatly written form. Moreover, a case is a snapshot taken at a point in time. On the other hand, business problems are often seen as a continuum that calls for some action today and further action tomorrow. A case is also unrealistic in that students may be called on to make decisions, but they don’t have the responsibility for implementing them.

Some Useful Ground Rules

To make case discussions effective, a few ground rules must be observed.  

· Attendance should be made compulsory. Unlike lectures,  (where one can borrow the notes of a classmate) one has to be in the class to understand what is going on. 

· Coming late to class should be discouraged as this upsets the rythm of the class. 

· Students should come well prepared to the class and do most of the talking. One way to facilitate this is to award marks for class participation. 

· The instructor must not try to dominate the class. If the instructor puts forward his views right at the beginning of the class, the discussion is doomed to failure.  On the other hand, by raising issues and encouraging the students to air their views freely and frankly, he can help maintain the momentum.

· The instructor should not be a silent spectator when there is a free-for-all in the classroom. He should maintain discipline in the class, but do so without any heavy-handedness as this may inhibit the students.  

· Generally, an instructor should pull up students only in two circumstances. One, when they talk out of context and break the flow of the discussion, especially when an important point is being discussed.   Two, when they make statements full of factual errors that clearly indicate inadequate preparation for the class.

· A major challenge for the instructor, when many hands are going up, is deciding who should speak.  This is clearly a matter of judgment. Here, the understanding that the instructor has of the students’ background and temperament becomes very important.  The instructor should ask that student to speak, who he feels will take the discussion forward.  Choosing the wrong student to make a point, at a critical juncture during a discussion, can be one of the biggest mistakes an instructor can make. 

· The teacher should not allow a few students to dominate the discussion. Broad-based participation by the students is the hallmark of a good discussion. Even a brief comment can get a student fully involved in the discussion and facilitate the learning process.

· The instructor should let the class know, but in a subtle way, who is making a positive contribution and who is not. One way to punish students who have the habit of digressing from the point being discussed is not to allow them to speak. Similarly, the instructor can sideline a student who makes an illogical or unreasonable statement, inconsistent with the facts of the case, not by a direct attack, but by seeking the opinion of other students. A question like “Do you think he is right?”  Can evoke expressions of indignation from other students and put the erring student in his place.

· A tricky issue which all case instructors face is handling doubts/ clarifications. As far as possible, students should be told to seek clarifications from the instructor before the class. If the teacher is requested to clear doubts in the classroom, he may find himself getting drawn into the discussion.  A good way of handling such a situation is to ask other students to clear these doubts. Very often, the student posing the query will realize that he could have arrived at the answer himself with better preparation.

· It is important to legitimize a piece of analysis or an action plan that later on turns out not to be an insignificant point. The instructor must support and acknowledge those points of view. Without such a contrast, it is unlikely that the mainstream point of view will emerge so strikingly.

· The instructor must demonstrate his concern and empathy for the students in various ways. Statements like, “I know Anish wanted to speak in the earlier class, but could not get a chance. I now invite him to make the opening remarks,” show genuine concern for the students. Or, he may say, “In the second class of this course, Suresh remarked that the key issue in the management of Small and Medium Enterprises is working capital. Today’s class is about a small company struggling to raise short-term funds. May be Suresh can now discuss the point he could not make in that class because it was not so relevant to that case.”

· Problem definition, lies at the core of a case discussion. Sometimes there is an overriding issue and several sub issues. The students must learn to see the broader problem context. The scope of the problem, however, should not be unrealistically and unmanageably broad.  For example, it is tempting sometimes to raise a question like: “Should we really be in this business at all – or in some other?” Often, however, the manager may not be in a position to redirect the company’s business. Moreover, the case may not provide sufficient data to deal meaningfully with such a broadly defined problem.  

· Good problem definition names the immediate issues and defines them in a way that calls for action oriented answers. It puts these issues in a broader context. It deals with these problems from the perspective of an individual manager, recognizes his or her responsibilities and scope of the authority, as well as the limitations associated with that position.

· The discussion leader must sometimes play the devil’s advocate.  The purpose of challenging individual contributions, whether these challenges come from peers or the discussion leader, is to make the contributor push his or her thinking to its limits. It also breeds the toughness that comes from successfully coping with challenges, and forces students to come to grips with the more subtle issues in the case.

· Students cannot be expected to better prepared than the instructor. So, the teacher must show commitment to the case discussion process by thorough preparation.  Nothing elicits student commitment to preparation as well as having the instructor quote case facts such as numbers from memory in the first class.  

· The instructor has to integrate the different ideas put forward by the students. The way the instructor assimilates and processes these ideas will have a major impact on the quality of the discussion.  

· The board is an important device in case discussions.  All important points should be written on the board in legible handwriting, in a proper format.  At the same time, the board should not look cluttered.  Students typically tend to look at the board as a feedback device.  So, the instructor should record only the main themes on the board.

· An instructor must not strive to replicate another teacher’s style or approach. He should, instead, develop a style with which he is comfortable. Otherwise, the instructor will not be effective.  

· The instructor must have reasonable expectations for each class. He must understand that some classes will be better than others.
· In the last 10-15 minutes, the instructor has to sum up the discussion.  In addition to a quick summary of what transpired in the class, the instructor should also point out some issues (at least one), which the class has overlooked. As mentioned earlier, this is a good way of conveying to the students that the instructor still has a thing or two to teach them! 

· The instructor should put the various points covered in a framework. This will enable the student to extend the insights, which emerge in the discussion to other similar situations. During a semester course, the instructor could also, from time to time, integrate the different ideas covered in the cases discussed till that point of time. 

Creating a New Mindset

There are various reasons for the limited usage of cases in Indian B Schools. For one, there are not enough trained faculty. There is also a shortage of good cases.  Few B Schools have really invested time, effort and money in developing cases that are relevant to the Indian context.   Even a pioneer like IIM Ahmedabad, has not been very active in case development in recent times. But the most important reason, why cases are not actively used by B School teachers is that case discussions call for a different mindset and a degree of discipline that is missing in the traditional lecture mode of teaching. 

How can B Schools develop faculty skills to handle cases? To start with, faculty should be given clear directives about the minimum number of contact hours to be devoted to case discussions. In other words, case discussion should be built into the curriculum. Subjects like Marketing, Organizational behaviour and Business Strategy should be taught only through cases, as there is very little ‘theory’ involved. Those like Operations and Finance can be taught through a judicious mix of lectures (to explain concepts) and cases (to bring a strong application orientation). Technical subjects such as Programming Languages may be taught through lectures, but even here, there is scope for discussing journal articles, if not full-fledged cases. To the extent possible, B Schools should employ only in-house faculty to handle cases. Visiting faculty are difficult to train, as they often have a short-term orientation that acts as an impediment to learning. More often than not, they also fail to do the required amount of homework before a case discussion. 

Concluding Notes
The case method is a powerful tool of instruction in B Schools. Cases can bring a strong application orientation to the class. They can impart problem definition and problem solving skills to students. If properly handled, cases can get the students fully involved in the learning process. What is needed from Indian teachers is greater commitment to the use of this powerful pedagogic tool. 

