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CASE STUDY APPROACHES IN EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH.
A LITERATURE REVIEW ‘

Dllong Thuy Huongl

Abstract: Case study is one of research designs which can be used in both quantitative and qualitative approaches, llowing i
researcher to retain the holistic characteristics of real-life events while investigating empirical events, It is an in-depth investiga, b
of a problem in one or more real-life settings over an extended period of time. However, this research design cayses hallenges ,
novice researchers in conducting the study properly because of a variety of approaches. The paper presents a reyjey of literatyre
on case study approaches in educational research by looking at different authors’ perspectives in their works, definitions g well g
dlassifications of the case study. This review may help novice researchers have a doser insight into different approaches of g, study

and make the right decision in choosing the most appropriate research methods for their study,
Key words: Case study research, method, strateqy, approach, single case, multiple cases

CACHUGNG TIEP CAN NGHIEN CU'U TRUGNG HOP TRONG NGHIEN CUU 1o DuC:
TONG QUAN LY THUYET

Tom tat: Nghién i truomg hap la mét trong nhiing phuong phdp nghién ctiu 6 thé duoc strdung theo cd cdch tiép cgn dinh lymg
va dinh tinh, cho phép nha nghién ciu gid gi dic diém tong thé cia cdc hign tuong trong thuic té trong khi diéu tra cdc sy kién thyc
nghiém. Day la mét nghién ciu chuyén sdu vé mot van dé trong mét hodc nhiéu béi cinh thuc té khdc nhau trong mgt khodng thai
gian dai. Tuy nhién, thiét ké nghién ciu nay cing gdy khd khdn cho cdc nha nghién ciu méi vio nghé khi mudn liza chon nghién
av truomg hop la nghién ciu chinh cda minh. Bai viét trinh bay tong quan tai liéu vé cdc phuang phdp tiép cin nghién ciu truigng
hap trong nghién ciu gido duc bing cdch xem xét cdc quan diém cia cdc tdc gid khdc nhau vé dinh nghia ciing nhu cdch phan logi
adc dang khdc nhau aia nghién ciu trsimg hop véi hy vong gitip mdt s6'cdc nha nghién citu méi 6 cdi nhin gdn hon vé cdc cachiing
dung khdc nhau cla nghién ciu dién hinh va lya chon phuong phdp nghién ciu thich hap nhdt cho nghién ctiv cia minh.

Tirkhoa: Nghién i truing hap, phuong phap, chién luoc, huéng tiép can, trong hop don Ié, nhiéu triiong hp.

1. INTRODUCTION

There are several ways that researchers gain some insight into their topics when they are initially
planning their research. Based on their research paradigms, one can choose the most suitable research |
strategy to implement the study. The research paradi gms can be characterized through their ontolo.gy
which then leads to their epistemology, their methodological considerations and these, in turn, gIV¢
rise to iséues of instrumentation and data collection. Case study has been used in difterent ﬁflds |
such as medicine, law, anthropology, political science, psychology, and social work for a long time:
Recently, education has acknowledged the advantage of using a case study research approach 10 8¢t

, . MG),
! University of Languages and International Studies — VNU), Hanoi University of Mining and Geology (HU

Email: duongﬂluyhuong(a)humg.edu.m.
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study as an exploration of a bounded system or a case over time through detailed, i
’

i . ) P o N-depth gy,
collection involving multiple sources of information and rich in context. Data may be ¢q|
. . . ~ . . - 1 1 CCt
using a combination of interviews, personal observations, and internal or external dogyy, ;-
ents,

Case studies can be positivist in nature (for hypotheses testing) or interpretive (for theory buil;
Ing)

ch has bch
| CSScmia“y
because e

which enables to discover a wide variety of social, cultural, and political factors potent
to the phenomenon of interest that may not be known in advance. Case study resear
defined by the unit of analysis, the process of study, and the outcome or end product, a]
the case (Merriam, 2015). Case study is differentiated from other research strategies
focus of the research is a bounded system or case.

Among writers who have explored in depth case study as a research strategy, Merriar

spectives, Yip
(1984:23), whose background as a consultant in policy research has influenced his approach 45,

methodologist (Brown, 2008), defines case as “a contemporary phenomenon within its real-ife
context, especially when the boundaries between a phenomenon and context are not clear ang the
researcher has little control over the phenomenon and context™. His definition reveals his advocacy
for the presence of a legitimate method of research which can deal with limits left behind by other
research strategies such as history, experiment and surveys. In other words, case study in Yip's
perspective is an empirical inquiry that investigates the case or cases by addressing the “how” or
“why” questions concerning the phenomenon of interest.

Stake and Yin emerge as three case study researchers from different roles and per.

Stake (1995) believed that the most important role of the case study researcher was that of
interpreter. From his point of view, in case study, the researcher plays a role as the constructor to
a clearer view of the phenomenon under study through explanation and descriptions rather than
the explorer of an external reality. Stake (2000) also claimed that this approach is useful and
makes sense to readers because it is “down-to-earth”, and “attention-holding™ and it also closes
to the understanding of the naturalistic word through our personal experiences. However, he also
warned the researchers to avoid disadvantages of this method by looking at the aims of the study.
If the research aims at providing explanation, propositional knowledge, and law, etc., the case
study will reveal disadvantages. If the purposes of the research are understanding, extension of
experience, and increase in conviction in that which is known, the disadvantage disappears (Stake,
2000). Like other writers in defining case study (Yin, 2003; Merriam, 2009; Creswell, 2008), Stake
(2005) emphasized the boundaries in case study research. He acknowledged that although the case
study itself is a system with boundaries and the researcher’s job is to identity “coherence” and
“sequence” of the activities within the case’s boundaries. He also noted that the contexts of the ¢ast
are important to consider, which “go a long way towards making relationships understandable™

Merriam (1998), as an educational researcher, presented a comprehensive overview of C‘_15°
study as an application of qualitative research. She confirmed the choice of case study desig"
as a way to gain understanding of the situation, where the process of inquiry is of interest €0 the
investigator rather than conclusion of the research. In her opinion, although case study can bci \ft’fy
quantitative and test theory, they are more likely to be qualitative in education. In her definitio™
case-study is a unit, entity, or phenomenon with defined boundaries which help the researche!
determine what will be studied and what will not be studied. Then, case can be a person, @ prograr™
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Case study research has SGYGTE}I strengths oYer‘competing other research methods
operiments and survey res?arch in either theory building or theory testing, while positivist methods
anbe used for theory testing only. Case study research also clarifies oﬁr thinking a'ld)c.zj:u“
olink Abstract ideas in specific ways with the concrete specifics of cases we obse;\'e in d‘e:.zi: :—
Jdition, the phenomenon of interest can be studied from the perspectives of multiple par’dci;a::L%
ad using multiple levels of analysis (Bhattacherjee, 2012). In case study research. if the research
. questions are discovered to be less relevant, they can be modified during the research process.
which is not possible in any positivist method after the data is collected. Besides, case studies have
several features that attract researchers rather than other research methods. They provide nsights
imoother, similar situations and cases, thereby assisting interpretation of other similar cases. They
leve a high degree of completeness, depth of analysis, and readability. In addition, the cases may
knerate new hypotheses, models, and understandings about the nature of language leaming ot

ther processes (Duff, 2008; Cohen at al., 2007; Bhattacherjee, 2012).
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are specific, or the case sites are chosen based on access and convenien.ce rather t.han baseq on
the fit with the research questions. Morcover, rescarchers often do noF validate, or triangulate da, @
collected using multiple means, which may lead to biased interpretation based on responses from
biased interviewees.

Naturally, the strengths of one approach tend to be the wcak‘ncsscs of tbc other. Therefore,
listing advantages and disadvantages of case study rescarch does aims at'h'elpn?g researchers iy, |
wise decision in choosing the right rescarch design for their study. In addition, it also helps to alert 4
researchers to some of the criticisms and challenges they might encounter and help them anticipate

how to address them accordingly.
3.3. Uassifications of case study

Definitions of the case study are most often expressed in terms of its functions, aims and

appropriate uses, therefore, the types of case study are also diverse from different writers &

perspectives. Literature in case study has a long history across many disciplines and oftep

characterized as part of qualitative research tradition; however, many methods and techniques cap &

be conducted in case study with both quantitative and qualitative (Yin, 2009).

Several sources discuss different types of case studies. Stenhouse (1985) identified foyr
broad styles of case study namely ethnographic, evaluative, educational and action research case
studies. Yin’s (1984) classification with three different types which he labelled “exploratory”,
“explanatory” and “descriptive”. He wrote: “An exploratory case study ... is aimed at defining
the questions and hypotheses of a subsequent (not necessarily case) study... A descriptive case
study presents a complete description of a phenomenon within its context. An explanatory case

study presents data bearing on cause-effect relationships - explaining which causes produced @&

which effects. (Yin 1993: 5). Merriam (1988) also classifies four common domains of case study: @
ethnographic, historical, psychological and sociological. Stake (1995) distinguished three types of |
cases and study design frameworks. These include the intrinsic case, the instrumental case, and the |
collective or multiple case. The intrinsic case is used to understand the particulars of a single case, |
rather than what it represents. An instrumental case study provides an insight into a wider issue or |
is used to refine theory. It facilitates the understanding of the object of interest. A collective refers
to an instrumental case which is studied as multiple, nested cases, observed in unison, parallel, or
sequential order which helps to investigate a phenomenon or general condition. A multiple case
study is, therefore, an instrumental case study extended to several cases.

In terms of single and multiple case study design, researchers should carefully choose to do

single case study or a multiple one for the understanding of the phenomenon. Another important |
thing to take under consideration is the context

single case, a multiple case study is needed. One of the differences between a single case study and §

a multiple case study is that in the last mentioned, the researcher is studying multiple cases to find
out the differences and the similarities between the cases (Baxter, 2008: Stake, 1995). In addition,
the researcher is able to make data analysis both within each situation and across situations (Yin,

2003). While a holistic case study with embedded units only allows the researcher to understand
one unique/extreme/critical case, in a multiple case study,

Wilyey W€ are examining several cases (0
understand the similarities and differences between the cases.

Multiple case studies can be used {0

(Yin, 2003). When a study includes more than one
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« | l-formulated theory, then a single case design is more 3

ppropriate. In contrast, the multiple case

for establishing generalizability of inferences, and for
gveloping richer and more nuanced interpretations of a phenomenon. Fourth, “what sites should

ke chosen for case research?” site selection is a particularly critical issuc because selecting

jesignis more appropriate for theory testing,

the
wong site may lead to the wrong inferences. Fifth, “what techniques of data collection should be

wedin case research?” Although interview is by far the most popular data collection technique for
ust research, the collected data from interview can be supplemented with other techniques such
sobservation, documentation, presentation, etc. Furthermore, the researcher should triangulate or

wlidate observed data by comparing responses between interviewees.
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tinclud th text as well as the details of an individual. It also p

o €S the context a

h tools. However,
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are valuable researc
. . -+uations, and as such are valu
l nderstandmg of complex situations,
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