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ABSTRACT

           Although case pedagogy in management has frequently been associated with the Harvard Business School, one can trace the origin of the study of cases to the earliest revealed scriptures (see Christensen and Hansen, 1987, p.16). The purpose of this paper is not to deal with the history of case pedagogy, but rather to share the experience about the case method in a graduate management accounting course designed for relatively mature MBA students. Although case approach can be used in almost any course, it works best in a stylized setting where students have some work experience so that they can make the most of the case method. Case pedagogy also demands that the instructor be flexible in terms of the format of the class so that, depending on the case and the participants in the class, the direction of the discussions can vary. Since most well written Harvard cases do not lead to one correct answer only, there is an ambiguity built into most cases by design that provides a basis for rich interaction among the case participants.          

INTRODUCTION
         The objective of case pedagogy is to immerse the students into the details of the cases so that the students are not just innocent by-standers expecting to receive unlimited wisdom from the instructor in a typical one-way asymmetrical communication as is the case with most of my lecture oriented courses. Instead, in a case setting, the students are expected to be active participants in the evolution of the discussion related to the case either as a commentator, case-leader, discussant, or as a role player. Role-playing in conjunction with the case method makes this objective particularly feasible for a group of mature MBA and executive MBA students.

       As I have elaborated in Feroz (2006), every student in MBA Management Control Systems class is a participant either as a case-leader, role player or as a commentator. Since participation weighs heavily in this course, students soon figure out that active participation is the only way to make the most out of this course. In order to make sure that seminar participation is based on actual reading and preparation and not just knee jerk reactions, students are required to bring in written responses to the case questions and turn them in at the end of the discussion sessions. In order to doubly ensure that the students realize the importance of active participation in case discussions, a part of the final grade is based on peer evaluations as is practiced in most corporate and academic settings.
Effectiveness
         Perhaps the single most important measure of effectiveness of the case method is not reflected in student evaluations immediately before the end of the quarter. More often these effects can be determined only on a long-term basis, e.g., when a student gives a call after completing the course seeking advice on how to develop a balanced scorecard or to implement it. As a master case teacher E. P. Learned (1987) observed:
 “Alumni feedback varying in time from a few years after graduation to memorable encounters after the passage of 15, 27, 29, and 52 years lead me to assert that professors who read, discuss, and profit from the materials in this book will make a difference in the lives and work of their students” [p.15, emphasis added].

        Academic timelines for student feedback, not unlike corporate quarterly reporting, have a tendency to encourage short-term orientation on the part of instructors, one reason as to why most instructors are afraid of innovating with the case method. One imperfect measure of effectiveness of the case method is the intensity of classroom discussion. When students are not simply interacting with the instructor only but instead are also interacting with other students inside the class and outside, that is a pretty good indication that students are deeply involved in the case. Outside the classroom discussions may continue either as a part of an informal group or as a part of actual board room discussions long after the details of the case (but hopefully not the underlying principles) are most likely forgotten.

       Student responses are certainly one measure of effectiveness, although the timing of these responses can be problematic since most students do not realize the depth of their learning or the implications of what they have learned in a case until they face decision making contexts (long after the completion of the course) where they can bring in the classroom case discussion to bear on the specific decisions they face. Unlike the lecture-oriented courses dominated by instructors where student evaluations provide some basis for effectiveness, measurement of case effectiveness is much more elusive and less likely to be captured by student opinion survey instruments administered at the end of the quarter. More often evidence of effectiveness is likely to be in the form of a thank you note, a cold call years later or perhaps even a remark passed on to the dean or an alumni advisory council member.     

        Student responses and comments both written and verbal are the triggers for changes in case pedagogy as well as the lecture-oriented courses. Student comments however cannot be mechanically interpreted and implemented into revised course outlines. While overwhelmingly positive student responses may not necessarily be an indication of a high level of effectiveness, overwhelmingly negative responses may not necessarily be an indicator of lack of effectiveness either. A case instructor must be sensitive to the context while interpreting positive, negative or no responses at all. Perhaps the single most important rule of thumb for a case instructor is one of ‘trial and error’, what some might call, “muddling through”. Case pedagogy is admittedly more of an art than a science. When something works well, the case instructor has a subjective perception of a session well done. It is always a good idea to reflect on why some sessions go better than others. By the same token, it is equally important to reflect on what went wrong when a particular session did not go as well as expected. When something does not go well, it is an opportunity for self-reflection and introspection. A case instructor has the unique responsibility to practice the Socratic dictum of “knowing thyself”. At any rate, the first question to ask in a situation like this is: what is it that I did not do that I could have or should have done? If a case instructor is convinced that he/she has done everything that he/she could have done, the next question to ask is, “what else could have gone wrong”? The last thing that a case instructor should do is to blame the students who, however mature they are, do not have the wealth of pedagogical experience, both positive and negative (‘have not been burnt enough”) that an instructor might have. Like the practice of a Zen master, repeated trial and error is the only way to perfect the art of case pedagogy (See Herrigel, 1971).     
CONCLUSION
              In conclusion, case pedagogy is a demanding and time consuming exercise that evolves over a period of time on the part of both the instructor and the participants. Case pedagogy is a life long process that never truly comes to an end, even though one’s academic career either as an instructor or as a student may come to a logical end either at the end of the quarter or at the end of one’s tenure (voluntarily or involuntarily). Case teaching is not unlike what Nobel laureate Tagore (1969) once observed as the process of writing and completing a short-story: “It is as if the story (case discussion) never came to an end even though, of necessity, it did…” [Items in parenthesis are added]. 
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