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Main Page
This guide examines case studies, a form of qualitative descriptive research that is used
to look at individuals, a small group of participants, or a group as a whole. Researchers
collect data about participants using participant and direct observations, interviews,
protocols, tests, examinations of records, and collections of writing samples. Starting with
a definition of the case study, the guide moves to a brief history of this research method.
Using several well documented case studies, the guide then looks at applications and
methods including data collection and analysis. A discussion of ways to handle validity,
reliability, and generalizability follows, with special attention to case studies as they are
applied to composition studies. Finally, this guide examines the strengths and
weaknesses of case studies.

Definition and Overview
Case study refers to the collection and presentation of detailed information about a
particular participant or small group, frequently including the accounts of subjects
themselves. A form of qualitative descriptive research, the case study looks intensely at
an individual or small participant pool, drawing conclusions only about that participant or
group and only in that specific context. Researchers do not focus on the discovery of a
universal, generalizable truth, nor do they typically look for cause-effect relationships;
instead, emphasis is placed on exploration and description.

Overview
Case studies typically examine the interplay of all variables in order to provide as
complete an understanding of an event or situation as possible. This type of
comprehensive understanding is arrived at through a process known as thick description,
which involves an in-depth description of the entity being evaluated, the circumstances
under which it is used, the characteristics of the people involved in it, and the nature of
the community in which it is located. Thick description also involves interpreting the
meaning of demographic and descriptive data such as cultural norms and mores,
community values, ingrained attitudes, and motives.
Unlike quantitative methods of research, like the survey, which focus on the questions of
who, what, where, how much, and how many, and archival analysis, which often situates
the participant in some form of historical context, case studies are the preferred strategy
when how or why questions are asked. Likewise, they are the preferred method when the
researcher has little control over the events, and when there is a contemporary focus
within a real life context. In addition, unlike more specifically directed experiments, case
studies require a problem that seeks a holistic understanding of the event or situation in
question using inductive logic--reasoning from specific to more general terms.
In scholarly circles, case studies are frequently discussed within the context of qualitative
Writing@CSU: https://writing.colostate.edu/guides/guide.cfm?guideid=60

Page 2 of 27

research and naturalistic inquiry. Case studies are often referred to interchangeably with
ethnography, field study, and participant observation. The underlying philosophical
assumptions in the case are similar to these types of qualitative research because each
takes place in a natural setting (such as a classroom, neighborhood, or private home),
and strives for a more holistic interpretation of the event or situation under study.
Unlike more statistically-based studies which search for quantifiable data, the goal of a
case study is to offer new variables and questions for further research. F.H. Giddings, a
sociologist in the early part of the century, compares statistical methods to the case study
on the basis that the former are concerned with the distribution of a particular trait, or a
small number of traits, in a population, whereas the case study is concerned with the
whole variety of traits to be found in a particular instance" (Hammersley 95).

History
Case studies are not a new form of research; naturalistic inquiry was the primary
research tool until the development of the scientific method. The fields of sociology and
anthropology are credited with the primary shaping of the concept as we know it today.
However, case study research has drawn from a number of other areas as well: the
clinical methods of doctors; the casework technique being developed by social workers;
the methods of historians and anthropologists, plus the qualitative descriptions provided
by quantitative researchers like LePlay; and, in the case of Robert Park, the techniques of
newspaper reporters and novelists.
Park was an ex-newspaper reporter and editor who became very influential in developing
sociological case studies at the University of Chicago in the 1920s. As a newspaper
professional he coined the term "scientific" or "depth" reporting: the description of local
events in a way that pointed to major social trends. Park viewed the sociologist as
"merely a more accurate, responsible, and scientific reporter." Park stressed the variety
and value of human experience. He believed that sociology sought to arrive at natural,
but fluid, laws and generalizations in regard to human nature and society. These laws
weren't static laws of the kind sought by many positivists and natural law theorists, but
rather, they were laws of becoming--with a constant possibility of change. Park
encouraged students to get out of the library, to quit looking at papers and books, and to
view the constant experiment of human experience. He writes, "Go and sit in the lounges
of the luxury hotels and on the doorsteps of the flophouses; sit on the Gold Coast settees
and on the slum shakedowns; sit in the Orchestra Hall and in the Star and Garter
Burlesque. In short, gentlemen [sic], go get the seats of your pants dirty in real
research."
But over the years, case studies have drawn their share of criticism. In fact, the method
had its detractors from the start. In the 1920s, the debate between pro-qualitative and
pro-quantitative became quite heated. Case studies, when compared to statistics, were
considered by many to be unscientific. From the 1930's on, the rise of positivism had a
growing influence on quantitative methods in sociology. People wanted static,
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generalizable laws in science. The sociological positivists were looking for stable laws of
social phenomena. They criticized case study research because it failed to provide
evidence of inter subjective agreement. Also, they condemned it because of the few
number of cases studied and that the under-standardized character of their descriptions
made generalization impossible. By the 1950s, quantitative methods, in the form of
survey research, had become the dominant sociological approach and case study had
become a minority practice.

Educational Applications
The 1950's marked the dawning of a new era in case study research, namely that of the
utilization of the case study as a teaching method. "Instituted at Harvard Business School
in the 1950s as a primary method of teaching, cases have since been used in classrooms
and lecture halls alike, either as part of a course of study or as the main focus of the
course to which other teaching material is added" (Armisted 1984). The basic purpose of
instituting the case method as a teaching strategy was "to transfer much of the
responsibility for learning from the teacher on to the student, whose role, as a result,
shifts away from passive absorption toward active construction" (Boehrer 1990). Through
careful examination and discussion of various cases, "students learn to identify actual
problems, to recognize key players and their agendas, and to become aware of those
aspects of the situation that contribute to the problem" (Merseth 1991). In addition,
students are encouraged to "generate their own analysis of the problems under
consideration, to develop their own solutions, and to practically apply their own
knowledge of theory to these problems" (Boyce 1993). Along the way, students also
develop "the power to analyze and to master a tangled circumstance by identifying and
delineating important factors; the ability to utilize ideas, to test them against facts, and
to throw them into fresh combinations" (Merseth 1991).
In addition to the practical application and testing of scholarly knowledge, case
discussions can also help students prepare for real-world problems, situations and crises
by providing an approximation of various professional environments (i.e. classroom,
board room, courtroom, or hospital). Thus, through the examination of specific cases,
students are given the opportunity to work out their own professional issues through the
trials, tribulations, experiences, and research findings of others. An obvious advantage to
this mode of instruction is that it allows students the exposure to settings and contexts
that they might not otherwise experience. For example, a student interested in studying
the effects of poverty on minority secondary student's grade point averages and S.A.T.
scores could access and analyze information from schools as geographically diverse as
Los Angeles, New York City, Miami, and New Mexico without ever having to leave the
classroom.
The case study method also incorporates the idea that students can learn from one
another "by engaging with each other and with each other's ideas, by asserting
something and then having it questioned, challenged and thrown back at them so that
they can reflect on what they hear, and then refine what they say" (Boehrer 1990). In
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they can reflect on what they hear, and then refine what they say" (Boehrer 1990). In
summary, students can direct their own learning by formulating questions and taking
responsibility for the study.

Types and Design Concerns
Researchers use multiple methods and approaches to conduct case studies.

Types of Case Studies
Under the more generalized category of case study exist several subdivisions, each of
which is custom selected for use depending upon the goals and/or objectives of the
investigator. These types of case study include the following:
Illustrative Case Studies
These are primarily descriptive studies. They typically utilize one or two instances of an
event to show what a situation is like. Illustrative case studies serve primarily to make
the unfamiliar familiar and to give readers a common language about the topic in
question.
Exploratory (or pilot) Case Studies
These are condensed case studies performed before implementing a large scale
investigation. Their basic function is to help identify questions and select types of
measurement prior to the main investigation. The primary pitfall of this type of study is
that initial findings may seem convincing enough to be released prematurely as
conclusions.
Cumulative Case Studies
These serve to aggregate information from several sites collected at different times. The
idea behind these studies is the collection of past studies will allow for greater
generalization without additional cost or time being expended on new, possibly repetitive
studies.
Critical Instance Case Studies
These examine one or more sites for either the purpose of examining a situation of unique
interest with little to no interest in generalizability, or to call into question or challenge a
highly generalized or universal assertion. This method is useful for answering cause and
effect questions.

Identifying a Theoretical Perspective
Much of the case study's design is inherently determined for researchers, depending on
the field from which they are working. In composition studies, researchers are typically
working from a qualitative, descriptive standpoint. In contrast, physicists will approach
their research from a more quantitative perspective. Still, in designing the study,
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their research from a more quantitative perspective. Still, in designing the study,
researchers need to make explicit the questions to be explored and the theoretical
perspective from which they will approach the case. The three most commonly adopted
theories are listed below:
Individual Theories
These focus primarily on the individual development, cognitive behavior, personality,
learning and disability, and interpersonal interactions of a particular subject.
Organizational Theories
These focus on bureaucracies, institutions, organizational structure and functions, or
excellence in organizational performance.
Social Theories
These focus on urban development, group behavior, cultural institutions, or marketplace
functions.

Examples
Two examples of case studies are used consistently throughout this chapter. The first, a
study produced by Berkenkotter, Huckin, and Ackerman (1988), looks at a first year
graduate student's initiation into an academic writing program. The study uses
participant-observer and linguistic data collecting techniques to assess the student's
knowledge of appropriate discourse conventions. Using the pseudonym Nate to refer to
the subject, the study sought to illuminate the particular experience rather than to
generalize about the experience of fledgling academic writers collectively.
For example, in Berkenkotter, Huckin, and Ackerman's (1988) study we are told that the
researchers are interested in disciplinary communities. In the first paragraph, they ask
what constitutes membership in a disciplinary community and how achieving membership
might affect a writer's understanding and production of texts. In the third paragraph they
state that researchers must negotiate their claims "within the context of his sub
specialty's accepted knowledge and methodology." In the next paragraph they ask, "How
is literacy acquired? What is the process through which novices gain community
membership? And what factors either aid or hinder students learning the requisite
linguistic behaviors?" This introductory section ends with a paragraph in which the
study's authors claim that during the course of the study, the subject, Nate, successfully
makes the transition from "skilled novice" to become an initiated member of the
academic discourse community and that his texts exhibit linguistic changes which indicate
this transition. In the next section the authors make explicit the sociolinguistic theoretical
and methodological assumptions on which the study is based (1988). Thus the reader
has a good understanding of the authors' theoretical background and purpose in
conducting the study even before it is explicitly stated on the fourth page of the study.
"Our purpose was to examine the effects of the educational context on one graduate
student's production of texts as he wrote in different courses and for different faculty
members over the academic year 1984-85." The goal of the study then, was to explore
the idea that writers must be initiated into a writing community, and that this initiation
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the idea that writers must be initiated into a writing community, and that this initiation
will change the way one writes.
The second example is Janet Emig's (1971) study of the composing process of a group of
twelfth graders. In this study, Emig seeks to answer the question of what happens to the
self as a result educational stimuli in terms of academic writing. The case study used
methods such as protocol analysis, tape-recorded interviews, and discourse analysis.
In the case of Janet Emig's (1971) study of the composing process of eight twelfth
graders, four specific hypotheses were made:
1. Twelfth grade writers engage in two modes of composing: reflexive and extensive.
2. These differences can be ascertained and characterized through having the writers
compose aloud their composition process.
3. A set of implied stylistic principles governs the writing process.
4. For twelfth grade writers, extensive writing occurs chiefly as a school-sponsored
activity, or reflexive, as a self-sponsored activity.
In this study, the chief distinction is between the two dominant modes of composing
among older, secondary school students. The distinctions are:
1. The reflexive mode, which focuses on the writer's thoughts and feelings.
2. The extensive mode, which focuses on conveying a message.
Emig also outlines the specific questions which guided the research in the opening pages
of her Review of Literature, preceding the report.

Designing a Case Study
After considering the different sub categories of case study and identifying a theoretical
perspective, researchers can begin to design their study. Research design is the string of
logic that ultimately links the data to be collected and the conclusions to be drawn to the
initial questions of the study. Typically, research designs deal with at least four problems:
What questions to study
What data are relevant
What data to collect
How to analyze that data
In other words, a research design is basically a blueprint for getting from the beginning to
the end of a study. The beginning is an initial set of questions to be answered, and the
end is some set of conclusions about those questions.
Because case studies are conducted on topics as diverse as Anglo-Saxon Literature
(Thrane 1986) and AIDS prevention (Van Vugt 1994), it is virtually impossible to outline
any strict or universal method or design for conducting the case study. However, Robert
K. Yin (1993) does offer five basic components of a research design:
1. A study's questions.
2. A study's propositions (if any).
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3. A study's units of analysis.
4. The logic linking of the data to the propositions.
5. The criteria for interpreting the findings.
In addition to these five basic components, Yin also stresses the importance of clearly
articulating one's theoretical perspective, determining the goals of the study, selecting
one's subject(s), selecting the appropriate method(s) of collecting data, and providing
some considerations to the composition of the final report.

Conducting Case Studies
To obtain as complete a picture of the participant as possible, case study researchers can
employ a variety of approaches and methods. These approaches, methods, and related
issues are discussed in depth in this section.

Method: Single or Multi-modal?
To obtain as complete a picture of the participant as possible, case study researchers can
employ a variety of methods. Some common methods include interviews, protocol
analyses, field studies, and participant-observations. Emig (1971) chose to use several
methods of data collection. Her sources included conversations with the students,
protocol analysis, discrete observations of actual composition, writing samples from each
student, and school records (Lauer and Asher 1988).
Berkenkotter, Huckin, and Ackerman (1988) collected data by observing classrooms,
conducting faculty and student interviews, collecting self reports from the subject, and by
looking at the subject's written work.
A study that was criticized for using a single method model was done by Flower and
Hayes (1984). In this study that explores the ways in which writers use different forms of
knowing to create space, the authors used only protocol analysis to gather data. The
study came under heavy fire because of their decision to use only one method, and it
was, at least according to some researchers, an unreliable method at that.

Participant Selection
Case studies can use one participant, or a small group of participants. However, it is
important that the participant pool remain relatively small. The participants can represent
a diverse cross section of society, but this isn't necessary.
For example, the Berkenkotter, Huckin, and Ackerman (1988) study looked at just one
participant, Nate. By contrast, in Janet Emig's (1971) study of the composition process of
twelfth graders, eight participants were selected representing a diverse cross section of
the community, with volunteers from an all-white upper-middle-class suburban school, an
all-black inner-city school, a racially mixed lower-middle-class school, an economically
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and racially mixed school, and a university school.
Often, a brief "case history" is done on the participants of the study in order to provide
researchers with a clearer understanding of their participants, as well as some insight as
to how their own personal histories might affect the outcome of the study. For instance,
in Emig's study, the investigator had access to the school records of five of the
participants, and to standardized test scores for the remaining three. Also made available
to the researcher was the information that three of the eight students were selected as
NCTE Achievement Award winners. These personal histories can be useful in later stages
of the study when data are being analyzed and conclusions drawn.

Data Collection
There are six types of data collected in case studies:
1. Documents.
2. Archival records.
3. Interviews.
4. Direct observation.
5. Participant observation.
6. Artifacts.
In the field of composition research, these six sources might be:
1. A writer's drafts.
2. School records of student writers.
3. Transcripts of interviews with a writer.
4. Transcripts of conversations between writers (and protocols).
5. Videotapes and notes from direct field observations.
6. Hard copies of a writer's work on computer.
Depending on whether researchers have chosen to use a single or multi-modal approach
for the case study, they may choose to collect data from one or any combination of these
sources.
Protocols, that is, transcriptions of participants talking aloud about what they are doing as
they do it, have been particularly common in composition case studies. For example, in
Emig's (1971) study, the students were asked, in four different sessions, to give oral
autobiographies of their writing experiences and to compose aloud three themes in the
presence of a tape recorder and the investigator.
In some studies, only one method of data collection is conducted. For example, the
Flower and Hayes (1981) report on the cognitive process theory of writing depends on
protocol analysis alone. However, using multiple sources of evidence to increase the
reliability and validity of the data can be advantageous.
Case studies are likely to be much more convincing and accurate if they are based on
several different sources of information, following a corroborating mode. This conclusion
is echoed among many composition researchers. For example, in her study of predrafting
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processes of high and low-apprehensive writers, Cynthia Selfe (1985) argues that
because "methods of indirect observation provide only an incomplete reflection of the
complex set of processes involved in composing, a combination of several such methods
should be used to gather data in any one study." Thus, in this study, Selfe collected her
data from protocols, observations of students role playing their writing processes, audio
taped interviews with the students, and videotaped observations of the students in the
process of composing.
It can be said then, that cross checking data from multiple sources can help provide a
multidimensional profile of composing activities in a particular setting. Sharan Merriam
(1985) suggests "checking, verifying, testing, probing, and confirming collected data as
you go, arguing that this process will follow in a funnel-like design resulting in less data
gathering in later phases of the study along with a congruent increase in analysis
checking, verifying, and confirming."
It is important to note that in case studies, as in any qualitative descriptive research,
while researchers begin their studies with one or several questions driving the inquiry
(which influence the key factors the researcher will be looking for during data collection),
a researcher may find new key factors emerging during data collection. These might be
unexpected patterns or linguistic features which become evident only during the course
of the research. While not bearing directly on the researcher's guiding questions, these
variables may become the basis for new questions asked at the end of the report, thus
linking to the possibility of further research.

Data Analysis
As the information is collected, researchers strive to make sense of their data. Generally,
researchers interpret their data in one of two ways: holistically or through coding. Holistic
analysis does not attempt to break the evidence into parts, but rather to draw
conclusions based on the text as a whole. Flower and Hayes (1981), for example, make
inferences from entire sections of their students' protocols, rather than searching through
the transcripts to look for isolatable characteristics.
However, composition researchers commonly interpret their data by coding, that is by
systematically searching data to identify and/or categorize specific observable actions or
characteristics. These observable actions then become the key variables in the study.
Sharan Merriam (1988) suggests seven analytic frameworks for the organization and
presentation of data:
1. The role of participants.
2. The network analysis of formal and informal exchanges among groups.
3. Historical.
4. Thematical.
5. Resources.
6. Ritual and symbolism.
7. Critical incidents that challenge or reinforce fundamental beliefs, practices, and
values.
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values.
There are two purposes of these frameworks: to look for patterns among the data and to
look for patterns that give meaning to the case study.
As stated above, while most researchers begin their case studies expecting to look for
particular observable characteristics, it is not unusual for key variables to emerge during
data collection. Typical variables coded in case studies of writers include pauses writers
make in the production of a text, the use of specific linguistic units (such as nouns or
verbs), and writing processes (planning, drafting, revising, and editing). In the
Berkenkotter, Huckin, and Ackerman (1988) study, for example, researchers coded the
participant's texts for use of connectives, discourse demonstratives, average sentence
length, off-register words, use of the first person pronoun, and the ratio of definite
articles to indefinite articles.
Since coding is inherently subjective, more than one coder is usually employed. In the
Berkenkotter, Huckin, and Ackerman (1988) study, for example, three rhetoricians were
employed to code the participant's texts for off-register phrases. The researchers
established the agreement among the coders before concluding that the participant used
fewer off-register words as the graduate program progressed.

Composing the Case Study Report
In the many forms it can take, "a case study is generically a story; it presents the
concrete narrative detail of actual, or at least realistic events, it has a plot, exposition,
characters, and sometimes even dialogue" (Boehrer 1990). Generally, case study reports
are extensively descriptive, with "the most problematic issue often referred to as being
the determination of the right combination of description and analysis" (1990). Typically,
authors address each step of the research process, and attempt to give the reader as
much context as possible for the decisions made in the research design and for the
conclusions drawn.
This contextualization usually includes a detailed explanation of the researchers'
theoretical positions, of how those theories drove the inquiry or led to the guiding
research questions, of the participants' backgrounds, of the processes of data collection,
of the training and limitations of the coders, along with a strong attempt to make
connections between the data and the conclusions evident.
Although the Berkenkotter, Huckin, and Ackerman (1988) study does not, case study
reports often include the reactions of the participants to the study or to the researchers'
conclusions. Because case studies tend to be exploratory, most end with implications for
further study. Here researchers may identify significant variables that emerged during the
research and suggest studies related to these, or the authors may suggest further
general questions that their case study generated.
For example, Emig's (1971) study concludes with a section dedicated solely to the topic of
implications for further research, in which she suggests several means by which this
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implications for further research, in which she suggests several means by which this
particular study could have been improved, as well as questions and ideas raised by this
study which other researchers might like to address, such as: is there a correlation
between a certain personality and a certain composing process profile (e.g. is there a
positive correlation between ego strength and persistence in revising)?
Also included in Emig's study is a section dedicated to implications for teaching, which
outlines the pedagogical ramifications of the study's findings for teachers currently
involved in high school writing programs.
Sharan Merriam (1985) also offers several suggestions for alternative presentations of
data:
1. Prepare specialized condensations for appropriate groups.
2. Replace narrative sections with a series of answers to open-ended questions.
3. Present "skimmer's" summaries at beginning of each section.
4. Incorporate headlines that encapsulate information from text.
5. Prepare analytic summaries with supporting data appendixes.
6. Present data in colorful and/or unique graphic representations.

Issues of Validity and Reliability
Once key variables have been identified, they can be analyzed. Reliability becomes a key
concern at this stage, and many case study researchers go to great lengths to ensure that
their interpretations of the data will be both reliable and valid. Because issues of validity
and reliability are an important part of any study in the social sciences, it is important to
identify some ways of dealing with results.
Multi-modal case study researchers often balance the results of their coding with data
from interviews or writer's reflections upon their own work. Consequently, the
researchers' conclusions become highly contextualized. For example, in a case study
which looked at the time spent in different stages of the writing process, Berkenkotter
concluded that her participant, Donald Murray, spent more time planning his essays than
in other writing stages. The report of this case study is followed by Murray's reply,
wherein he agrees with some of Berkenkotter's conclusions and disagrees with others.
As is the case with other research methodologies, issues of external validity, construct
validity, and reliability need to be carefully considered.

Commentary on Case Studies
Researchers often debate the relative merits of particular methods, among them case
study. In this section, we comment on two key issues. To read the commentaries, choose
any of the items below:

Strengths and Weaknesses of Case Studies
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Most case study advocates point out that case studies produce much more detailed
information than what is available through a statistical analysis. Advocates will also hold
that while statistical methods might be able to deal with situations where behavior is
homogeneous and routine, case studies are needed to deal with creativity, innovation,
and context. Detractors argue that case studies are difficult to generalize because of
inherent subjectivity and because they are based on qualitative subjective data,
generalizable only to a particular context.

Strengths
Flexibility
The case study approach is a comparatively flexible method of scientific research.
Because its project designs seem to emphasize exploration rather than prescription or
prediction, researchers are comparatively freer to discover and address issues as they
arise in their experiments. In addition, the looser format of case studies allows
researchers to begin with broad questions and narrow their focus as their experiment
progresses rather than attempt to predict every possible outcome before the experiment
is conducted.
Emphasis on Context
By seeking to understand as much as possible about a single subject or small group of
subjects, case studies specialize in "deep data," or "thick description"--information based
on particular contexts that can give research results a more human face. This emphasis
can help bridge the gap between abstract research and concrete practice by allowing
researchers to compare their firsthand observations with the quantitative results obtained
through other methods of research.

Weaknesses
Inherent Subjectivity
"The case study has long been stereotyped as the weak sibling among social science
methods," and is often criticized as being too subjective and even pseudo-scientific.
Likewise, "investigators who do case studies are often regarded as having deviated from
their academic disciplines, and their investigations as having insufficient precision (that is,
quantification), objectivity and rigor" (Yin 1989). Opponents cite opportunities for
subjectivity in the implementation, presentation, and evaluation of case study research.
The approach relies on personal interpretation of data and inferences. Results may not be
generalizable, are difficult to test for validity, and rarely offer a problem-solving
prescription. Simply put, relying on one or a few subjects as a basis for cognitive
extrapolations runs the risk of inferring too much from what might be circumstance.
High Investment
Case studies can involve learning more about the subjects being tested than most
researchers would care to know--their educational background, emotional background,
perceptions of themselves and their surroundings, their likes, dislikes, and so on. Because
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of its emphasis on "deep data," the case study is out of reach for many large-scale
research projects which look at a subject pool in the tens of thousands. A budget request
of $10,000 to examine 200 subjects sounds more efficient than a similar request to
examine four subjects.
Ethical Considerations
Researchers conducting case studies should consider certain ethical issues. For example,
many educational case studies are often financed by people who have, either directly or
indirectly, power over both those being studied and those conducting the investigation
(1985). This conflict of interests can hinder the credibility of the study.
The personal integrity, sensitivity, and possible prejudices and/or biases of the
investigators need to be taken into consideration as well. Personal biases can creep into
how the research is conducted, alternative research methods used, and the preparation
of surveys and questionnaires.
A common complaint in case study research is that investigators change direction during
the course of the study unaware that their original research design was inadequate for
the revised investigation. Thus, the researchers leave unknown gaps and biases in the
study. To avoid this, researchers should report preliminary findings so that the likelihood
of bias will be reduced.

Concerns about Reliability, Validity, and Generalizability
Merriam (1985) offers several suggestions for how case study researchers might actively
combat the popular attacks on the validity, reliability, and generalizability of case studies:
1. Prolong the Processes of Data Gathering on Site: This will help to insure the
accuracy of the findings by providing the researcher with more concrete information
upon which to formulate interpretations.
2. Employ the Process of "Triangulation": Use a variety of data sources as
opposed to relying solely upon one avenue of observation. One example of such a
data check would be what McClintock, Brannon, and Maynard (1985) refer to as a
"case cluster method," that is, when a single unit within a larger case is randomly
sampled, and that data treated quantitatively." For instance, in Emig's (1971)
study, the case cluster method was employed, singling out the productivity of a
single student named Lynn. This cluster profile included an advanced case history of
the subject, specific examination and analysis of individual compositions and
protocols, and extensive interview sessions. The seven remaining students were
then compared with the case of Lynn, to ascertain if there are any shared, or unique
dimensions to the composing process engaged in by these eight students.
3. Conduct Member Checks: Initiate and maintain an active corroboration on the
interpretation of data between the researcher and those who provided the data. In
other words, talk to your subjects.
4. Collect Referential Materials: Complement the file of materials from the actual
site with additional document support. For example, Emig (1971) supports her
initial propositions with historical accounts by writers such as T.S. Eliot, James
Joyce, and D.H. Lawrence. Emig also cites examples of theoretical research done
with regards to the creative process, as well as examples of empirical research
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dealing with the writing of adolescents. Specific attention is then given to the four
stages description of the composing process delineated by Helmoltz, Wallas, and
Cowley, as it serves as the focal point in this study.
5. Engage in Peer Consultation: Prior to composing the final draft of the report,
researchers should consult with colleagues in order to establish validity through
pooled judgment.
Although little can be done to combat challenges concerning the generalizability of case
studies, "most writers suggest that qualitative research should be judged as credible and
confirmable as opposed to valid and reliable" (Merriam 1985). Likewise, it has been
argued that "rather than transplanting statistical, quantitative notions of generalizability
and thus finding qualitative research inadequate, it makes more sense to develop an
understanding of generalization that is congruent with the basic characteristics of
qualitative inquiry" (1985). After all, criticizing the case study method for being
ungeneralizable is comparable to criticizing a washing machine for not being able to tell
the correct time. In other words, it is unjust to criticize a method for not being able to do
something which it was never originally designed to do in the first place.
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FAO/UNFPA Seminar on Methodology, Research and Country: Case Studies on
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Williams, G. (1987). The Case Method: An Approach to Teaching and Learning in
Educational Administration. RIE, 31p.
This paper examines the viability of the case method as a teaching and
learning strategy in instructional systems geared toward the training of
personnel of the administration of various aspects of educational systems.
Yin, R. K. (1993). Advancing Rigorous Methodologies: A Review of 'Towards
Rigor in Reviews of Multivocal Literatures.' Review of Educational Research, 61,
(3).
"R. T. Ogawa and B. Malen's article does not meet its own recommended
standards for rigorous testing and presentation of its own conclusions. Use of
the exploratory case study to analyze multivocal literatures is not supported,
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Related Links
Consider the following list of related Web sites for more information on the topic of case
study research. Note: although many of the links cover the general category of
qualitative research, all have sections that address issues of case studies.
1. Sage Publications on Qualitative Methodology: Search here for a
comprehensive list of new books being published about "Qualitative Methodology"
http://www.sagepub.co.uk/
2. The International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education: An on-line
journal "to enhance the theory and practice of qualitative research in education."
On-line submissions are welcome.
http://www.tandf.co.uk/journals/tf/09518398.html
3. Qualitative Research Resources on the Internet: From syllabi to home pages
to bibliographies. All links relate somehow to qualitative research.
http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/qualres.html
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