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viiIntroduction

Case study assignments have become a regular feature in university courses at 
undergraduate and postgraduate levels of study.

The thinking behind using case study assignments is that you get a deeper 
understanding of the theories, concepts and strategies being taught on the course 
if you actually use them instead of just reading about them. So, your tutors give you 
descriptions of real-life situations or ‘cases’, which fit with the material being taught 
in the course, and ask you to apply your understanding of this material to analyze the 
situation in the case.

A case study assignment might ask you to:

◗◗ Provide a solution to a problem: Speech and Language Therapy students, 
for example, are asked to design an intervention programme for a client with a 
particular condition.

◗◗ Provide an explanation for why something happened: Engineering students 
might be asked to provide a group report explaining why a particular building 
collapsed during an earthquake.

Introduction



viii Introduction

This book concentrates mainly on cases requiring a solution to a problem but much 
of the advice can also be applied to cases requiring an explanation for why something 
happened as well. In both situations, your tutors are looking for an analysis of the 
causes of the problem. Without a clear understanding of causal factors, any solution 
is likely to fail.

If engineers don’t have a clear understanding of why buildings fail to stand up to 
earthquakes, they are likely to make the same mistakes in designing new structures.

Answering the why questions is really what case study analysis is all about:

◗◗ Why is this happening/has this happened?
◗◗ Why would my proposed solution work?

And answering these questions involves providing a critical analysis of the situation 
using what you’re learning in your coursework.

Don’t be intimidated by the term ‘critical analysis’ here. You use critical analysis 
all the time to solve problems in your own life. For example, you go for a few job 
interviews and don’t get the job. So you start asking the why questions and trace 
back the reasons or causes for your failure to get the job. Was it the clothes I was 
wearing? My CV? The interviewer’s attitudes? And maybe you go online to consult 
the experts in interviewing techniques (recruitment agencies perhaps) and then 
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compare what you’ve been doing with what 
they say you should be doing – best practice 
in interviews. In this way, you’re critically 
analysing the interview situation in the 
light of what the experts say, drawing your 
conclusions about what you’re doing wrong, 
then working out solutions to your problem, 
weighing up these solutions (suit/no suit?) 
and deciding on a course of action.

And that’s pretty much what you’ll be doing 
in case study assignments – except that the 
expertise you turn to for answers to the why 
questions will be the theories, concepts and 
strategies from your coursework.

This book will take you step by step through the process and provide suggestions for 
dealing with some of the main concerns students have shared with me in answering 
case study assignments:

◗◗ How do I identify the most important facts in the case? There’s so much information!
◗◗ What do I do when there’s information missing from the case?
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◗◗ How do I know which theory and concepts to apply to the case? There are so many 
of them in the textbook!

◗◗ The tutor keeps telling us to make sure we’re analyzing the case instead of just 
describing it. What does she mean? How much of the case should I include in the 
analysis?

The book uses sample case study assignments throughout to illustrate advice 
provided on these and other concerns.



1What is a case study?

PART

1

You may have seen cases used as examples in textbooks. The cases are descriptions 
of real-life situations or events and they’re included to help students understand 
theoretical principles by seeing them applied in real-life situations.

You’ll find that tutors are using cases more and more in their teaching, not only 
as examples, but as the basis for classroom activities and assignments. The tutor 
provides a case that mimics a real situation you might encounter in the workplace and 
you apply what you’ve learned in the course to study (analyze) the situation.

So:

◗◗ A case is a real-life situation or event
◗◗ A case study is an analysis of that situation or event using course materials.

What is a case study?

UNDERSTANDING CASE STUDY 
ASSIGNMENTS

1


