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Four Case Study Methods for Practitioner Learning

Many people don't really enjoy case studies usually because they don't have a conscious and  workable approach and method.  Which is a pity because working with real experiences of development is arguably the most fruitful ways to deepen and even enliven practice.

There are four kinds of case studies that we have found useful.  Although there are many similarities, each is also quite distinctive.  Learning from case studies is not a loose, open-ended process but needs to be approached with preparation and held with a certain discipline. It does sometimes pay to use the time productively and have a design that helps to leave sufficient time for drawing learnings and exploring the implications for practice. 

Action learning – a core process

These case study methods are to a large degree based on one form or another of the core process of action learning.

Behind our use of action learning is an observation and from that a core principle: that people’s own capacity to learn from experience and the horizontal and vertical learning relationships in which they are involved, are a cornerstone of development.   We know that people find self-validation, confidence and strength from being able to to think and reflect on their own experiences and then to connect with the experiences and thinking of others.  The lack of these things is conversely a cornerstone of marginalisation and poverty.

Learning from experience is as old as the hills, one of the natural, organic processes, though seldom used consciously, by which people develop themselves. It is so obvious that it is easily disregarded. We learn by doing, by thinking about what we have done and then doing it a bit better next time. We learn from people who show us their experience, connecting it to our own experience. 

Action learning is the term we give to a more conscious, disciplined use of the process of learning from experience – in many ways it is a central pillar of our own purpose and approach, both in our fieldwork and for internal development.
 Practitioners, who use action learning in the field, help people to learn from their own experience, more consciously and collectively, and hopefully in continuously improving virtuous circles. In so doing people can build themselves, their community’s or their organisation’s ability to act in more sustainable and resourceful ways that are less dependent on outside knowledge or expertise.

What is significant for our exploration here is that knowing how to learn well from own experience, how to observe and remember, to ask the right questions and reflect, how to search for meaning and draw learning and understand what this means for practice, provide the basis for life-long learning and the power to respond to an ever-changing world. A person, community or society that is more confident and competent in their natural ability to learn from own experience will need fewer deliveries of skills and resources from elsewhere. 

We need to embed transformation in natural, innate processes and resources like action learning. It is through such processes that development is already happening. Not only is it respectful to work with what is already there, but it is just simple common sense. The implication for practice, though, is that it takes particular relationships to facilitate this learning and to access what is there, what is latent, relationships that are often quite alien to practitioners who would simply like to efficiently deliver development and move on. That these natural and indigenous processes and resources might be hidden, again points to a primary challenge we face as practitioners – helping people to consciously reveal, appreciate and strengthen their innate capacities and resources of learning. This is a foundation of real independence, inner confidence and sustainability
. 

(We might want to be careful not to confuse sustainability with longevity, as many tend to do. A developmental approach recognises the need for organic cycles of birth, life and death, each paving the way for the next cycle. Sustaining the life of something as desirable in itself can lead to stagnation, worse than death. Rather, what needs to underpin sustainability are qualities and abilities of leadership, learning, creativity, freedom, mutuality, responsibility, response-ability etc. that enable change to be learned from and worked with, that enable continuous organic development and healthy change.)

Most significantly, the ability to learn well from experience enables us to continuously navigate the crises, the unpredictability and the complexity of development. It is a core process of development and therefore of developmental practice and, like freedom, is both a primary purpose and a condition of continuous healthy development.

Case studies as one method

Case studies are essentially collective processes of consciously focusing on a  particular experiences, especially those that we sense have something to teach us, that throw up important questions.  

Telling the story of the experience is a key enabler of good process, for obvious reasons Finding and working with questions that come out of experiences, looking for the right questions in a good sequence, is the heart of the process.  Case studies is not the only way to work with experience – artistic processes and games provide other complementary approaches and can even contribute to what may appear to be more cerebral case studies.   All four methods described below

It must be expected that 

We strongly recommend a familiarity with action learning as an approach.

1.   Question-driven Case Stories


These are smaller, mini-stories that we can elicit to explore a particular question or theme – they can be used both in formal and informal processes. If I am struggling with a question, a question of practice I could use this process with the help of one or a few colleagues:

1. Sitting with my colleague(s) I state a question or issue that I am struggling with in my practice.


2. I then describe a real experience I have had out of which my question arises.  I relate this experience  as a story and include the feelings others and I had, as well as some extra relevant details. My colleagues can help me to fill out the details and texture of the story - through asking for e.g. “Tell me a bit more about…”. 


3. Then after a pause for consideration my colleague(s) can give me some reflective comments, what struck them as interesting, what did they think was really going on - to help me understand what was really happening, in their view.  It can be very useful for them to share an image or word picture that captures the essence of the situation (e.g. a train going down the hill without brakes). 

They should try to remain objective and non-judgemental.


4. Then after a pause to collect my thoughts, I respond and say if my original question has changed, shifted or deepened as a result of their feedback.  I state the new question.
  

5. I then share what I am going to do next, my next steps towards resolving the question.  

Some thoughts about this process

This is a simple process that holds enormous power - it is a quintessential developmental process:  taking a question and deepening it through reflecting on the experience from which it came, trying to improve it and then deciding what is your next step.  The orientation here of working with questions, real experiences, reflections and next steps really lies at the heart of any developmental approach. It is a qualitative approach that will lead to solutions without being obsessed with quick answers.

This process can be used in practical everyday settings of helping people to solve their problems.  It can also be used in courses to help people to learn from their experiences.  It can be used as an experience in itself to help people to grasp the essence of a developmental approach.

2.    Full Case Studies  


This is a learning process around a well-prepared story from a significant experience in order to draw learnings.  Attached to the end of this are some guiding questions around the action learning cycle.  

This assumes a group setting of several practitioners with one being a presenter of the case study or story and the other a facilitator.

1. Preparation.  The case study should have been prepared beforehand as a story.  It helps for the main facts and happenings or headings to be prepared as an outline on a flipchart   The presenter must stick to the story, the facts and the observed feelings and not bring in his or her analysis.  

2. Beginning.  The process should be introduced to the group.  The times should be clearly presented. Emphasise the point made below about the importance of time and staying with relevant information.

3. Telling the story.  The presenter begins by telling the experience as a story, a real story - even with some dramatic texture because this enables the listeners to re-experience, vicariously what happened.  The better the case or story is told the more it is re-experienced and the more possible it is for the listening colleagues to own the learning - we learn best from experience, even others’ experiences.  Make sure the feelings of the different layers in the story are described.

End the presentation with a question or two that the presenter is left with.  The story should take 20 minutes or so.

Allow a short time for questions of clarity, say 5 minutes.  But do not give too many details, just those that are relevant to the exercise.  Have a strict cut-off time - there is a real danger of a case study being overwhelmed with irrelevant facts and not enough time being left to draw learnings.

4. Individual reflection on the story.  In order to boost participation, it is useful to give participants a little silent time (5 minutes) for individual preparation around these reflective questions, for example:  What picture or image emerges? (very n.b.)  Why did it happen, what caused it? What helped, what hindered? What was expected? What assumptions were made? What will happen if the situation does not change?   

(From this point until near the end it is important that the teller does not actively participate - if there are small groups he or she could even withdraw until the plenary - if this is not observed the teller can be used to bring more exhausting facts, become embroiled in the analysis or defensive and not let go of the story for people to work with.)


5. Group reflection on the story.  After individual preparation, a reflective discussion can then be held with the bigger group.  If the group is bigger than 6 people it may help to break into smaller groups or pairs for this discussion and then do a report-back to the larger group.  

Begin with the images that people have individually developed.  These are a surprisingly rich source of insight. 

After these have all been related then share the other reflections.

Discuss the question that the presenter brought.

6. Drawing learning.  After sharing their reflections the group(s) can then draw learnings, discussing such questions as:  What would we have done differently? What did we learn, what new insights? What was confirmed? What new questions have emerged?  

7. Planning or grounding.  It is important to discuss what these learnings will mean for practice. For example: What do we want now? What do we want to do, to happen? How? What are we going to do differently? How will we not repeat the same mistake? What steps will we use to build these new insights into our practice?

This is case study process requires about 2 hours for the full benefit.

3.    Decision Case Studies

This is similar to the full case study process with one important difference.  Only part of the story is told by the presenter, up to a point of decision or dilemma.  The participants are then challenged to think and discuss what they would have done in the presenters shoes and then draw learnings.  It is a very engaging process, with some dramatic tension involved.

This is a wonderfully useful process for practitioners to learn about how to deal with crisis or difficulty in processes - this is central to a developmental practice as crises are so often those points where real change can happen, if well faced and resolved.

Like the full case study process above this requires a well-prepared story from a significant experience in order to draw learnings.  This also assumes a group setting of several practitioners with one being a presenter of the case study or story and the other a facilitator.

· Preparation.  The case study should have been prepared beforehand as a story.  It helps for the main facts and happenings or headings to be prepared as an outline on a flipchart   The presenter must stick to the story, the facts and the observed feelings and not bring in his or her analysis. 

The story must stop somewhere n the middle, at a crucial point of decision where the presenter may not have known what to do, or have been in a difficult dilemma.

· Beginning.  The process should be introduced to the group.  The times should be clearly presented. Emphasise the point made below about the importance of time and staying with relevant information.


· Telling the story.  The presenter begins by telling the experience as a story, a real story - even with some dramatic texture because this enables the listeners to re-experience, vicariously what happened.  The better the case or story is told the more it is re-experienced and the more possible it is for the listening colleagues to own the learning - we learn best from experience, even others’ experiences.  Make sure the feelings of the different layers in the story are described.

End the presentation with a clear description of the difficulty felt or the dilemma you faced.  The story should take 20 minutes or so.

Allow a short time for questions of clarity, say 5 minutes.  But do not give too many details, just those that are relevant to the exercise.  Have a strict cut-off time - there is a real danger of a case study being overwhelmed with irrelevant facts and not enough time being left to draw learnings.

· Individual reflection on the story.  In order to boost participation, it is useful to give participants a little silent time (5 minutes) for individual preparation around these reflective questions, for example:  What picture or image emerges? (very n.b.)  Why did it happen, what caused it? What helped, what hindered? What was expected? What assumptions were made? What will happen if the situation does not change?   

(From this point until near the end it is important that the teller does not actively participate - if there are small groups he or she could even withdraw until the plenary - if this is not observed the teller can be used to bring more exhausting facts, become embroiled in the analysis or defensive and not let go of the story for people to work with.)


· Group reflection on the story.  After individual preparation, a reflective discussion can then be held with the bigger group.  If the group is bigger than 6 people it may help to break into smaller groups or pairs for this discussion and then do a report-back to the larger group.  

Begin with the images that people have individually developed.  These are a surprisingly rich source of insight. 

After these have all been related then share the other reflections.

Ask and discuss “What would I/we have done in the presenter’s shoes?”

· Drawing learning.  After sharing their reflections the group(s) can then draw learnings, discussing such questions as:   What did we learn, what new insights? What was confirmed? What new questions have emerged?  

It is important at this stage that the presenter tells the group what actually did happen, as this may spark new learnings.

· Planning or grounding.  It is important to discuss what these learnings will mean for practice. For example: What do we want now? What do we want to do, to happen? How? What are we going to do differently? How will we not repeat the same mistake? What steps will we use to build these new insights into our practice?


4.    Design Case Studies - a variation on a Decision Case

In many ways these are similar to a “live” version of a Decision Case described above.  The broad situation, purpose or even a proposed design of an upcoming process is put forward - it could be for a course or an intervention. The participants divide up and respond with how they would design the process if they were the facilitator and then share this.  The facilitator then takes these ideas away as a resource for their own design.  This can also be used to help groups to develop process design skills.

Some guiding questions in using the Action Learning Cycle as a tool
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ACTION


What significant things happened? Describe the events. Who was involved, what did they do? What picture emerges? How did I/we feel? 








REFLECTION


Why did it happen, what caused it? What helped, what hindered? What did we expect? What assumptions did we make? What really struck us? Do we know of any other experiences or thinking that might help us look at this experience differently?








LEARNING


What would we have done differently? What did we learn, what new insights? What was confirmed? What new questions have emerged? What other theories help us to deepen these learnings?








PLANNING


So what does this mean for practice? What do we want? What do we want to do, to happen? How? What are we going to do differently? What do we have to let go of or stop doing? How will we not repeat the same mistake? What steps will we use to build these new insights into our practice?








�	 For those who are less familiar with action learning, we have just published a short article, “Action Learning – a developmental approach to change”, as a Nugget, on the CDRA website.


�	  We might want to be careful not to confuse sustainability with longevity, as many tend to do. A developmental approach recognises the need for organic cycles of birth, life and death, each paving the way for the next cycle. Sustaining the structure of something as desirable in itself can lead to stagnation, worse than death. Rather, what needs to underpin sustainability are qualities and abilities of leadership, learning, creativity, freedom, mutuality, responsibility, response-ability etc. that enable change to be learned from and worked with, that enable continuous organic development and healthy change.


�	 see the article “Action Learning - a developmental approach to change” on the CDRA website, under Nuggets - � HYPERLINK "http://www.cdra.org.za/"��www.cdra.org.za� 







