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This paper offers new insights into case study.  It is extracted from my Case Study Research in Educational Settings (Open University Press) published this year.  An educational case study is seen as an empirical enquiry within a localised boundary of space and time, into interesting aspects of a case, in its natural context, within an ethic of respect for persons, in order to inform


the judgements and decisions of practitioners or policy-makers, or of theoreticians working to these ends, and such that sufficient data is collected to explore significant features, to create plausible interpretations, to test for their trustworthiness, to construct a worthwhile argument or account, to relate this to other relevant research, to convey convincingly this argument or account to an audience, and to provide an audit trail.  Three different kinds of educational case study are identified, viz: theory-seeking and theory-testing case study linked to fuzzy generalisation;  story-telling and picture-drawing case study; and evaluative case study. 





I       A Conceptual Reconstruction Of Educational Case Study





My justification for suggesting a reconstruction of educational case study is that not only has the clarity of purpose of the case study researchers of the 1980s got lost as more and more researchers have come to perceive their small scale studies as 'case studies', but the political world has come to recognise the potential of educational research and at the same time found its plethora of offerings often confusing and incoherent.   The proposals which I am making about educational case study are set out in the box on the next page.   





Inevitably there is a creative leap in putting forward a reconstruction, with some of the steps being perhaps less self-evident than others, and so I propose to take the box line-by-line and try to give a rationale for each.  





II      Rationale For The Elements Of The Reconstruction





An educational case-study ... 'Educational' locates this in the field of educational research, as opposed to discipline research in educational settings.   Educational research is defined here as critical enquiry aimed at informing educational judgements and decisions in order to improve educational action, whereas discipline research in education is critical enquiry aimed at informing understandings of phenomena (in educational settings) which are pertinent to the discipline.  Educational research is more concerned with improving action through theoretical understanding, discipline research with increasing theoretical knowledge of the discipline.  The boundary is not clear-cut. 








A Conceptual Reconstruction Of Educational Case Study





An educational case study is an empirical enquiry which is: 


conducted within a localised boundary of space and time (ie a singularity), 


into interesting aspects of an educational activity, or programme, or institution, or system,


mainly in its natural context and within an ethic of respect for persons,


in order to inform the judgements and decisions of practitioners or policy-makers,


or of theoreticians who are working to these ends,  and in such a way that sufficient data is collected for the researcher to be able:


to explore significant features of the case,


to create plausible interpretations of what is found,


to test for the trustworthiness of these interpretations,


to construct a worthwhile argument or story,


to relate the argument or story to any relevant research in the literature,


to convey convincingly toan audience this argument or story, and 


to provide an audit trail by which other researchers may validate or challenge the findings, or construct alternative arguments.


[Inevitably terms 'interesting', 'significant','plausible', 'worthwhile', and 'convincingly'entail value judgements being made by the researcher]





At least three types of educational case study can be conceived:


Theory-seeking and theory-testing case studies: particular studies of general issues - aiming to lead to fuzzy propositions (more tentative) or fuzzy generalisations (less tentative) and conveying these, their context and the evidence leading to them, to interested audiences. 


Story-telling and picture-drawing case studies: narrative stories and descriptive accounts of educational events, projects, programmes, institutions or systems which deserve to be told to interested audiences, after careful analysis.


Evaluative case studies:  enquiries into educational programmes, systems, projects or events to determine their worthwhileness, as judged by analysis by researchers, and to convey this to interested audiences.


... an empirical enquiry this means that it is not in the realms of reflective or creative research and that data collection is the starting point.





... conducted within a localised boundary of space and time. Most writers seem to agree about this.  Stake attributes the concept to Louis Smith.





... (ie a singularity). This is a term meaning that a particular set of events, or programme, institution, classroom, etc is the focus.... into interesting aspects ... Why spend time if the subject is not interesting?  Kemmis (1980:119) puts this more elegantly when he says that the researcher 'is not an automaton shorn of human interests and programmed to execute a design devoid of socio-political consequences'.





... of an educational activity, or programme, or institution, or system Since the defined field is educational research, ie about educational judgements and decisions,  it is to be expected that case studies will focus on educational actions, or the consequences of educational decisions.





... mainly in its natural context and within an ethic of respect for persons It seems unlikely that educational actions, or the consequences of educational decisions, can be studied trustworthily other than in their natural context.





... in order to inform the judgements and decisions of practitioners or policy-makers Again this is part of the definition of educational research. 





... or of theoreticians who are working to these ends We should not expect that all educational research will immediately inform the concerns of practitioners or policy-makers.  It is essential that researchers also build scaffolds for other researchers to climb - with the hope that ultimately the climbers will be able to inform those in the front line.  





... in such a way that sufficient data is collected Case study does require a lot of data in order that the researcher can explore features, create interpretations and test for trustworthiness.  But 'sufficient' is a two-edged word meaning 'not too little, not too much'. There is no point in the case study researcher collecting more data than can be handled successfully in the time available - and that entails considerable insight and judgement.  





... to explore significant features of the case and to create plausible interpretations of what is found It is only of limited value for a researcher to conclude 'if teachers do x then y may happen'.  It is much better to go beyond this and try to discover why this may happen for this may contribute to a theoretical understanding which illuminates other happenings.  Kemmis' (1980:119) enigmatic description, that 'case study consists in the imagination of the case and the invention of the study' is pertinent.





... to test for the trustworthiness of these interpretations The critical approach should be ubiquitous in research.   The question 'Does this really mean what we claim it means?' should always be in mind.  





... to relate the argument or story to any relevant research in the literature If research is compared to a giant jigsaw puzzle then finding a new piece of the puzzle is of limited value unless it can be fitted into a growing area of the picture or at least stored with related pieces of the picture ready to be slotted in.  The 'conceptual background' is an important section of most research papers, but the literature cited should be rigorously restricted to items that are judged strictly pertinent to the enquiry.





... to construct a worthwhile argument or story and to convey convincingly to an audience this argument or story Unless research outcomes are expressed in a readable way for the intended audience they are likely to be ignored and the enterprise is wasted.   In theory-seeking and theory-testing case studies the a two part approach in which a fuzzy generalisation attracts the interest of the reader (through the abstract) and the case study report then describes the context of the finding and shows how it was arrived at, is advocated.  Such case studies tend to be shorter than the evaluation and story-telling kinds.  The latter sometimes need considerable detail in order to demonstrate that the story is significant.  





... to provide an audit trail by which other researchers may validate or challenge the findings, or construct alternative arguments. This  endeavours to give access to others to the evidence which points to the trustworthiness of the study but also enables them to exercise their own creativity in finding alternative interpretations.  An important aspect of this is the proposal that as standard practice researchers should invite a colleague to conduct an audit of their research (acting as an 'internal' refereee as opposed to the 'external'referee of a learned journal) and issue a simple statement on the trustworthiness of the study.








Iii     The Categorisation Of Case Study In This Reconstruction 


Theory-seeking and theory-testing case studies These are particular studies of general issues.  The singularity is chosen because it is expected in some way to be typical of something more general.  The focus is the issue rather than the case as  such.  It is what Stake (1995) calls 'instrumental case study'.  If I have understood him correctly, my 'theory-seeking' case study is what Yin (1993) calls 'exploratory' and my 'theory-testing' case study is what he calls 'explanatory'.   Adelman, Jenkins and Kemmis (1980) saw it as 'a bounded system (the case) selected as an instance of a class'.    I have chosen my form of words because it makes perfectly clear what the theoretical intention of such case studies is, and how one leads to the other.  Introducing the concepts of 'fuzzy propositions' (more tentative) and 'fuzzy generalisations' (less tentative), in relation to professional discourse and the development of educational practice and policy, is an attempt to find an effective way of communicating research findings to those who may use them.





Story-telling and picture-drawing case studies These are what Stake (1995) calls 'intrinsic case study', Yin (1993) calls 'descriptive case study' and  Adelman, Jenkins and Kemmis (1980) saw as a given 'bounded system' within which issues are studied.  But these include evaluation studies and I believe it is better to recognise the differences rather than merge them all together.





Story-telling and picture-drawing case studies are both analytical accounts of educational events, projects, programmes or systems aimed at illuminating theory.  Story-telling is predominantly a narrative account of the exploration and analysis of the case, with a strong sense of a time line.  Picture-drawing is predominantly a descriptive account, drawing together the results of the exploration and analysis of the case.  Both should give theoretical insights, expressed as a claim to knowledge, but this is more discursive than the fuzzy propositions and generalisations of theory-seeking and theory-testing case study.





'Picture-drawing' seems to me to be a neat parallel to the term 'story-telling', but to some it may seem too primary school oriented!  They may prefer to call it 'portrayal'.  Crossley and Vulliamy (1984) have drawn attention to the value of this kind of case study for research into comparative education: ... the potential of such work within the field is considerable. Case-study need not be purely descriptive;  it need not be limited to the micro-level;  and it need not ignore comparative analysis itself.  By focusing upon the complexities of educational practice, it can lead to important modifications of both educational policies and comparative theories of educational systems.  (Crossley and Vulliamy 1984:204) These same authors have since brought together a great deal of evidence supporting this contention, in their editorship of Qualitative Research in Developing Countries (Crossley and Vuillamy 1997).





Evaluative case studies


These are enquiries which set out to explore some educational programme, system, project or event in order to focus on its worthwhileness.  The case may be tightly structured as an examination of the extent to which the programme's stated objectives have been achieved, or it may be illuminative in the phrase coined by Parlett and Hamilton (1977).  It may be formative (in helping the development of the programme) or summative (in assessing it after the event).  It draws on theoretical notions but is not necessarily intended to contribute to the development of theory - and in that sense is different from the other kinds of educational case study described above. 





Comment


Following Stenhouse (1988:49) I have omitted ethnographic case study from this list, seeing it as relating to the disciplines of anthropology and sociology rather than education.  Also there is no mention of case study in action research, because although case study may be a stage in an action research programme, I take this to be covered by the discussion of evaluative case study - and the overall account to be covered by the discussion of story-telling case study.  





Categorisation is a dangerous game.  Some educational case studies will not fit the categorisation either because they overlap too many categories or seem to stand outside them.  The justification of trying to categorise is in the hope that it will be useful more times than not!  And it does serve to point to the importance of educational theory in different forms.
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