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Abstract 

The method of case teaching is an excellent way of learning and it mainly comprises discussions around                 
case-studies. The discussions are the most important part in the case-based teaching method. There are a                
lot of benefits with this method but despite the advantages there are challenges in order for it to be                   
successful. A lacking participating in case discussions is reported. The problem formulated is How to get                
everyone participating in discussions around case-studies . The purpose of this study is to find out which                
techniques are best in order to increase participation in discussions around case-studies. This study is               
exclusively based on literature review. The review of previous research resulted in different methods              
which have shown to improve the participation in case discussions. The most significant methods are to                
improve the discussion leadership, to have a clear presentation of the case and to make the participants feel                  
safe in the environment. The leader have a great responsibility when it comes to getting discussions                
around case-studies to work. The participants must, however, take their responsibility and prepare and              
show a willingness to participate. The conclusion is that all of this aspects has to be taken in consideration                   
when teaching and learning with discussions around case-studies. 
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1    Introduction 
Teachers, learners and researchers need guidance for their work regarding learning. Sfard (1998) has              

studied the two metaphors of learning; acquisition and participation, which she mean educational research              
is caught between. The acquisition metaphor she found was more prominent in older writings. It describes                
the phenomenon of basic units of knowledge that can be accumulated, refined, and combined. It is                
strongly rooted in our minds that we would never even become aware that it exist, if it was not for the                     
other metaphor which has developed more recent. The new metaphor for learning is participation, which               
do not mention concept or knowledge. Instead it is about ongoing learning activities, which in turn implies                 
participation in instructional activities. 

Participation is underlying the concept of case-based methods of teaching. Case-method learning is a              
student-centered pedagogy that is very interactive and changes the classroom process into a search for a                
solution to a problem based on a case (Foran, 2001). Case-studies are commonly used in business                
education (Harkrider, Bagdasarov, MacDougall, Johnson & Devenport, 2013). A case utilizes a specific             
knowledge of previously experiences and is used in concrete problem situations (Aamodt & Plaza, 1994).               
A case is a story that describes events so the students confront the problem that the original participants in                   
the case experienced (Golich, 2000). Case methods, unlike regular lectures is taught without a script.               
Teachers have to prepare to successfully manage to pursue teachable opportunities that emerge throughout              
the discussion. They also must manage to guide participants towards learning and discovery (Harvard              
Business School, 2016). A lot of research has been completed about the use of case-based learning                
methods in medical studies and they have shown that the case-based methods is to prefer in the context                  
(Lei, Guo, Chen, Qiu, Gong & He, 2016; Srinivasan, Wilkes, Stevenson, Nguyen & Slavin, 2007; Streejit                
& Radhika, 2015). Lei et al. (2016) defines cased-based learning as a student- centered teaching method                
where the teacher is leading the process instead of directly giving information and Srinivasan et al. (2007)                 
describes the method by mention that it is a process where groups focuses on problem solving and where                  
both students and facilitators shares responsibility for coming to a resolution.  

Nowadays it is apparent that students ability to communicate is significant to higher education. Students               
have to be able to participate effectively in group discussions which they are expected to due to the                  
increasing use of group work in the education (Martin & Campbell, 1999). It is very common occurring to                  
use discussion groups during case-based learning and it makes the discussion to a key in these situations.                 
Results has shown that students who worked in discussion groups felt they learned more (Flynn & Klein,                 
2001). Discussions provides participants opportunities to gain knowledge through direct exchange of ideas             
and opinions (Gross-Davis, 1993).  

Case-based methods and discussions have in different studies shown to be useful and beneficial. The               
purpose of the case-methods is for the participants to develop critical thinking skills, learn through               
decision-making and to gain confidence in confronting and solving problems. It is done through interactive               
discussions that develop skills in public speaking and group problem solving (Foran, 2001). Cases are used                
because students learn more when they are the center of the process and when the responsibility of learning                  
lies with the student (Golich, 2000). Other benefits with cased-based learning are that cases are motivation,                
enjoyable and useful. They are engaging and satisfying for the participants that as a result shows a better                  
ability of decision-making (Harkrider et al ., 2013). In the study by Lei et al. (2016) the result revealed that                   
students were more active and initiative in case discussions and showed a better performance in analysis                
than students who were just provided information by a facilitator or teacher. Discussions in the college                



 
 

classroom has potential to increase the learning and encourage students to participate more in the               
education. They have shown to noticeably enhance the learning process among the students (McKee,              
2015). Over 30 years of research reveals that students learn more through active engaging in discussions.                
There is a great value of active learning and engagement and to gain this value the students have to do                    
more than just passively listen, they need to discuss and solve problems (Howard, 2015). 

Despite the benefits of using case-methods, there is a problem regarding the participation and              
engagement in discussions. Productive discussions are very difficult for a instructor or leader to achieve               
(Gross-Davis, 1993). Many academies complain about a lack of participation among the students and the               
problem had frustrated teachers and facilitators for decades. The methods regarding encouraging            
discussion that is used today are at timed non-productive (McKee, 2015). Especially in large groups               
case-based discussions has shown to lead to disappointing results and poor participation and interaction.              
This reduces benefits of the method and shows a reduced motivation and loss of active learning (Doucet,                 
Vrins & Harvey, 2009). According to Howard (2015) the participation in discussions is affected by               
individual characteristic as gender, age and perception of the classroom and contextual factors as class               
size, pedagogical strategies by the instructor and course level. In another research made by McKee (2015)                
potential sources to the problem is defined. He means that social media and overcrowded classrooms can                
be contributors to the problem. Also boring instructors that lacks passion for the subject decrease the                
engagement. Students can feel intimidated and feel uncomfortable in public setting (Foran, 2001). An              
important aspect is how the cases are presented to the students. Many cases used in case-based learning are                  
lengthy and becomes ambiguous. They often fail to state guidelines in the content and therefor makes it                 
difficult to identify and find solutions in the case. There is also often a variety of irrelevant information                  
that becomes distracting. Because of this complexity students become anxious which in turn decrease              
satisfaction and engagement (Harkrider et al., 2013). 

Case-based teaching is beneficial but there is many factors defined that decreases the engagement and               
participation in the important discussions among students and other participators. The problem studied in              
this research is How to get everyone participating in discussions around case studies. 

The purpose of this study is to provide information about how the issue with lacking participation in                 
case-discussion can be solved. Different methods to get all students and other participations to participate               
and engage in discussions around case studies are going to be brought. The purpose is to find ways to                   
make the discussions better in case-based method teaching. By examine existing literature on the subject               
answers to the problem can be found.  
 
2      Methodology  
This paper is based upon review of literature, all of which is relevant to the problem studied. A study of                    
secondary data has been made in order to find the answers to the problem. The results from the review has                    
been compiled and analyzed. Thereafter a conclusion from the collection of secondary data has been               
drawn. The use of secondary sources in form of previous written texts is a qualitative research method and                  
this is a method which have been widely used in different contexts. It is important to be critical when                   
reviewing secondary data (Jacobsen, 2002). The method used both have benefits and disadvantages. The              
secondary data observed is produced by people with a great insight in the subject which thus are reliable.                  
Because it is previous research there are no new aspects in this study. Only previous data has been                  
compiled which can be seen as a disadvantage. The review of previous data has also a disadvantage in the                   



 
 

meaning of that the result partially is based on own opinions and experiences among the previous                
researchers.  

The material used consists of scientific articles recovered from different databases including Scopus             
and Web of Science. Also data in terms of articles published in different contexts by researchers,                
professors and schools have been used. The literature reviewed is reliable because it is produced by people                 
with great insight and experiences in the subject. However, as said above a disadvantage is that everyone                 
perceive things in different ways regarding this subject. Therefore this study partially is based on opinions                
and experiences by researchers and professors who has written about this subject.  
 
3    Literature Review 
 
3.1    Discussion Leadership 
The literature review reveals that discussion leadership is essential in case teaching. The case-based              
methods is most effective when the instructor or teacher is skilled in discussion leadership (Ickis,               
Woodside & Ogliastri, 2014). There are a lot of different factors that can improve the participation in                 
discussions in college classrooms and other contexts.  

The teacher or the discussion leader has a great impact on the participants through the discussion                
leadership, and Bambrick-Santoyo (2013) means that when you as a leader change how students talks in                
class, you change the way they think. As a case-leader you have to develop a style of teaching that is                    
comfortable for you and not strive after what other teacher do (Shapiro, 2014). To raise the energy and                  
participation in the discussions the leader has to be positive, encouraging and use humour. The leader must                 
be as engaged as possible, which will make the students and other participants engaged to and it will make                   
them talk to each other too. The leader should not over-focus on the case’s fact and details because it is not                     
effective and distract the leader from actually leading the case (Smith, 2010). The leaders have to during                 
the whole discussion discourage dictatorial, threatening or other bad behaviour both among student and              
among themselves (McKee, 2015). The leader should limit his or hers own comments. This can decrease                
the student participation because the discussion can turn into a lecture instead (Gross Davis, 1993). In the                 
discussion the talk should pass free between the student and not return to the leader after every statement.                  
The discussion should not either get in a predictable mood because the participants will get bored when                 
there is repetition (Dawes, n.d). The leader should try to call on different people and look for “intention                  
movements” that shows up at a person when they have something to say. Other ways to encourage                 
discussion are to get them to look at the problem from another perspective. The leader should also listen                  
and help the participants to connect their different ideas to each other and promote a good discussion                 
(Herreid, 2003). 

For a teacher leading a case discussion there are a lot to think about at the same time. To develop skills                     
in discussion leadership the teacher has to have awareness in all steps. Weimer (2013) suggest that the                 
leader needs awareness of what the discussion involves, awareness of its own skills, and awareness of what                 
actually happened during discussion. This awareness will then become a part of larger understanding of               
how to lead and guide discussion.  
 
 
 



 
 

3.2    The presentation of the case 
The presentation and the instructions on the case are important to keep the students engaged and improve                 
learning. Often is less more, the case should provide realistic problems and be structured in a good way to                   
simplify learning and make it easier for the students to participate (Harkrider et al., 2013). An appropriate                 
case study to discuss should include a decision- making, analytical framework, and multiple options of               
possible directions (Smith, 2010). The instructions on what the students are supposed to do in the case                 
discussion is significant to make them feel safe in participating. To encourage participation the leader               
should be clear with that no one will be criticised by raising naive questions. He or her should clarify that                    
the participants are free to experiment, otherwise they tend to stay quiet until they feel that the right answer                   
has been identified (Stanford University, 1994). It is important to set the tone early that participation                
matters. The teacher should also prepare the participants that the case-based learning is going to differ                
from regular teaching (Golich, 2000). The teacher have to prepare properly in order to run a successful                 
discussion. They must have a clear purpose with the case, know how to ask the right questions and be                   
prepared to the difference from a normal lecture (Herreid, 2001). The leader should engage the students                
early in the process by use a moment of high drama when presenting the case and through that make the                    
material come alive by making it relevant to their lives (Foran, 2001). Also McKee (2015) highlights the                 
importance relate the concept to the students own ideas and experiences.  
 
3.3    Student’s preparation and participation 
To gain a successful case discussion students have to be prepared as soon as the case discussion begins                  
(Smith, 2010). The participants have to have an individual knowledge of how to behave in a social                 
contexts which demands a culturally- and socially-acceptable behaviour when engaging in a case             
discussion (Martin & Campbell, 2000). In the case-based class the students have to accept and maintain                
ownership of the discussion. If the discussion is not student driven they avoid their responsibility to engage                 
and participate in it. The leader have to encourage the students to take responsibility and avoid taking                 
choices and decision instead of the participants. To do so the leader can clarify and highlight different                 
conflicts which brings excitement to the discussion. The leader should mostly listen which in turn inspires                
the participants to listen on each other and take participation seriously. This also provides respect to the                 
students comment which is important for encouraging them to dare to try their ideas (Harvard Business                
School, 2016).  
 
3.4    To create safe environment 
There are a lot of different techniques for providing and maintaining a case discussion. The contextual                
factors that affects the amount of participating can be changed in order to increase both the amount of                  
students participating and the total amount of discussions occurring. The contextual factors includes for              
example the classroom environment, who is the leader, class size, pedagogical strategies, seating             
arrangement and course level. (Howard, 2015). To change these factors a safe environment has to be                
created. The students must feel safe to express their views (McKee, 2015). To accomplish this, the leader                 
can let the participants rehearse their answers in smaller groups before they speak up. It is also important to                   
let the students take some time before asking them to speak up in order to increase the safety and the                    
percentage of of student participating (Howard, 2015). A study made by Curran, Sharpe, Forristall & Flynn                
(2008) reveals that case-based method in small groups enhance the student satisfaction, learning and              
participation. Also exercises in smaller groups enables the more shy and timid participants to participate in                



 
 

the discussion. To make the students feel safe in the classroom is one of the most important things the                   
discussion leader wants to accomplish (Dawes, n.d). A good idea is to divide the participants into small                 
groups of three to four students and let them discuss the issue before announcing the answer to the whole                   
class (Gross Davis, 1993).  

Foran (2001) describes a typical successful flow of discussion in a case-based class. The discussion               
starts with some factual question that allow the students to enter the discussion comfortably. Then the                
discussion contains a lively role play where participants debate the issues. After that the discussion moves                
on to an analytic section. To accomplish this and to keep the discussion alive the discussion leader should                  
ask questions in a way that all angels in the case are considered. Open-ended questions are the most useful                   
because they show that the leader do not have a predetermined conclusion to the case (Stanford University,                 
1994). If the participants feel like the questions only have one right answer, they will be hesitant to answer                   
because the do not want to feel the embarrassment of being wrong (Dawes, n.d). It is a good idea to start                     
the lecture with open-ended questions with multiple answers because the first question is crucial to the                
continuing participation. No one wants to answer a close-ended question and risk being wrong (Herreid,               
2001). 

Seen in the videos from Harvard Business School (2009, 2013) they are using different strategies in                
their case classes. They are using a furniture arrangement so that everyone can see each other, everyone                 
has name signs in front of them and it is the students that have the ownership of the discussion. The                    
strategy of using name signs can be very important. A good discussion will not arise unless the participants                  
know each other a bit because no one wants to look stupid. To make the classroom environment more safe                   
the leader should find out the student’s name and use them (Herreid, 2001). The first class it can be a good                     
thing to let everyone including the leader introduce themselves and make a short presentation (Dawes, n.d;                
Gross Davis, 1993).  

To get participants to engage in a case discussion a small exercise that provides students with                
opportunities to practice skills and knowledge in a safer way can be used. The exercise shall have low                  
stakes and be ungraded. It can be to practice quizzes, one-minute papers or to name the clearest or                  
muddiest point after the discussion (Ives, 2014). This is a good thing to do early in the course. It will be an                      
icebreaker activity that helps the students feel safe among the other participants (Gross Davis, 1993). The                
exercise should allow every student to speak up. That will make them comfortable and then the leader can                  
push them harder with more challenging questions with less direction (Golich, 2000). 

Another significant strategy is the seating arrangement. The students should be able to see each others                
faces (Howard, 2015). The classical classroom arrangement with seats in rows are not good for case                
teaching. The best idea is to have the seats in a circle or an U-shaped arrangement (Herreid, 2001). A very                    
good example of the arrangement is seen in the videos from Harvard Business school where the seats is                  
arranged in an U-shape in different rows with the teacher in the middle (2009, 2013).  

To make the participants feel safe and eager participate the leader can work with its body language                 
because it can establish a comfortable atmosphere (Daws, n.d). The leader should move around the room                
and use gestures because this can encourage the hesitant students. It also makes the class more enjoyable if                  
the leader show that he or her is devoted and this will make the participants more devoted and engaged                   
(Shapiro, 2014).  
 
 
 



 
 

3.5    Audience response system 
A totally different way to get participation from everyone in a discussion is the use of an Audience                  
response system (ARS). An ARS is an electronically transmitter that is used in large groups and provides                 
students with the ability to participate, give immediate feedback and increase their involvement. This              
method provides opportunities for individual engagement to create an active learning environment for             
case-based teaching in larger groups. The ARS favouring engagement and increases student motivation             
and participation (Doucet, 2009). It also provides an opportunity for a deeper discussion during the               
case-based learning class (Eggert, West & Thomas, 2004). Almost all universities in the USA are currently                
using ARS. It claims to increase student participation and engagement and it provides an anonymous               
environment for learners to participate without fear of embarrassment (Boscardin & Penuel, 2014).  
 
4    Analysis  
This study is based on literature review. Previous research about the problem has been collected, compiled                
and analyzed. The result is consequently based on research done by people with a good understanding of                 
the topic. 

The case-based method of learning is a very useful method of learning that differs from the classical                 
way of teaching by making the student the center instead of the teacher or leader. The method is based on                    
discussions which are necessary in order to participants to learn. A great amount of studies shows that                 
teaching with case studies is an excellent way to enhance learning among participants. The method is                
widely used in teaching in schools around the world. Teaching with case studies is very common in                 
business schools and is for example used on Harvard Business School. Participation is underlying the               
concept of learning with case studies. The method has many advantages which are shown in various earlier                 
research. Despite the benefits there are challenges regarding participation in the necessary discussions.             
Leaders of case discussions complains about the lack of participation and interaction among students.              
There is different reasons to this problems. Participants often feel unsafe or intimidated in the environment                
where the discussion takes place and. Other reasons are that the case study is presented in a bad way or that                     
the instructor uses a bad discussion leadership. It is possible to avoid this challenges by discourage them. It                  
is therefore significant to create a safe environment for the participants. The leader have to present the case                  
in clear manner and use the leadership in a successful way. Of course the participants also have a                  
responsibility in order to take part in the discussion. 

So, how to get everyone participating in discussions around case studies? The literature review resulted               
in different methods and techniques to increase the participation in discussions regarding case studies. The               
leadership is necessary to improve the participation in discussions. The leader must be comfortable in his                
or hers way of teaching in order to create a successful discussion. The instructor also have to show                  
engagement but never become a leader over the discussion. He or her should instead encourage the                
students to speak by let them have the ownership of the discussion. It is not only the way the leader                    
behaves that affects the participation. Also the way the leader controls the discussion matter. He or her                 
should try to call on different people and try to get the students to see the situation in different                   
perspectives. The discussion leadership is important because if the instructor do not lead the case in a                 
propriate the participants will not get the guidance and encouragement they need in order to feel                
comfortable participating in the discussion.  



 
 

The way the instructor presents the case is also crucial regarding the opportunity and willingness to                
participate. The case study should be realistic and able to relate to the participants lives. The instructions                 
have to be clear and there have to be a clear purpose with the case discussion. If this is the case the                      
students will feel more safe to participate. They will also know what is expected of them and therefore dare                   
to participate more and express their opinions in the discussion. 

Also the participants have to take their responsibility and prepare for the discussion before it begins.                
They have to understand that in order to learn they have to own the discussion and engage in it. This can                     
be encouraged by the leader but to maintain the ownership the student have to take the responsibility of                  
their own learning. 

The factor which has show in the literature review to be the most significant to improve the                 
participation in case discussion is to make the students feel safe in the environment. The participants have                 
to feel safe to express their feeling in front of the whole class. There are a lot of techniques which can be                      
used in order to increase the safe feeling in the case discussion.  

The group could be divided into smaller groups so the participants have an opportunity to rehearse                
before they are going to speak up in front of the whole group. The leader should always just ask                   
open-ended questions because otherwise no one wants to answer because they are scared of answering               
wrong. Another significant method is to learn the student's name and use them. This will make the                 
participant know each other better and that will increase their willingness to participate. As seen in the                 
videos from Harvard Business School (2009, 2003) they are using name signs in front of every participant.                 
It is a good way in order to use names in larger groups. The persons engaging in the discussion will feel                     
more safe and comfortable with participate and talk in front of the group. It is important from the start to                    
make the participants feel comfortable. The first setting of case discussion should involve some sort of                
presentation that allows every participant to introduce themselves. To engage the students from the start               
and make them feel safe the leader could practice a small ice-breaking exercise. Seating arrangement is                
also an important factor to increase the perceived safety in the environment. A safer environment is created                 
when everyone in the group can see each others faces. This is possible if the group is arranged in a circle or                      
in an U-shape. The participants will feel more comfortable and it will be easier to participate and interact                  
when everyone is visible.  

If the discussion is in a large group there is another solution. This solution maybe not increase the                  
discussion in verbal terms but it improve the participation. The audience renounce system provides an               
opportunity to everyone participating the case-based discussion to react and engage in what is said in the                 
group. 
 
5    Conclusion 
The problem formulated was how to get everyone to participate in discussions around case-studies. The               
literature review proved that there are a lot of different ways to improve the participation in case                 
discussions. There are therefore a lot of answers to the problem. The most significant ways to improve the                  
participation in discussions around case-studies are to improve the discussion leadership, to make the              
presentation and instructions of the case clear and to make everyone in the group feel safe in the                  
environment. To accomplish these significant aspects both the leader and the participants have to take               
responsibility. The leader, however, has shown to have the greatest responsibility because he or her have to                 
lead the discussion in the right way, present the case-study correctly and clearly, and have the right                 



 
 

approach in order to make the participants feel safe and comfortable in the situation. If the leader manage                  
to accomplish this, then it is the participant's own responsibility to be prepared and willing to participate in                  
the discussion. To get everyone to participate in discussions around case studies everyone also have to take                 
responsibility. The leader of the case discussion has the greatest responsibility and have a big impact on if                  
the discussion will succeed or not. Finally it is significant to combine all of these methods and take all of                    
this aspects in consideration when teaching and engaging in discussions around case-studies.  
 
6   Implications 
Future implications of this study in practical sense may be to increase the use of the methods considered                  
important according to this study in case discussions in different context. A suggestion is to make the                 
leader more aware of the responsibility he or her has, instead of just put the responsibility on the                  
participants. Future research could test the result of these methods in practice and thereby demonstrate               
their relevance in case discussions. Support from practical researches is something this study lacks. It is                
important in order to see if this result is existing also in practice and not only in theory. Lastly future                    
research could focus more on discussion leadership and its relevance on participation in discussion around               
case-studies. Discussion leadership is a subject that is important in many different disciplines and contexts. 
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