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LEARNING WITH CASES
 A case is a narrative account of an actual, or realistic, problem that typically portrays policy makers confronted with the need to make a decision. Teaching cases present information, but not analysis; your task is to supply the latter, as well as to advocate a solution. Moreover, unlike the problem sets or papers to which you are probably more accustomed, and that tend to be relatively solitary exercises, we will use in-class discussion to develop a solution to the problem posed in the case. Although you may prepare the case individually, or in small groups, the class as a whole will solve the case collaboratively.

You should find case learning an enjoyable experience. But, unless you have used cases in other courses, you are likely to find that you will need to learn some new skills. First, preparing cases may seem frustrating. Like the situation faced by real policy-makers, the information supplied in the case is frequently partial and, at times, even misleading. Alternatively, in some cases you may find yourself overwhelmed by the volume of information. To further complicate matters, the problem presented is both ambiguous and complex. Generally a case has no single "correct" answer; there are only choices, some better, and some worse, than others.

Second, class discussion of cases may appear intimidating to some of you, and working together in a group to solve a problem may be unfamiliar to many of you. Nevertheless, these are skills that will be important to your success in virtually any career you choose to pursue. Cases provide repeated opportunities to practice these skills. Learning with cases also involves your active participation. Unlike lectures, where the material presented by the professor may find its way to your notebook with remarkably little conscious intervention on your part, case discussion demands your ideas and participation. Just as few people can be told successfully how to ride a bicycle, so is it that few can be simply told how to do good economic analysis. Cases put you in the position of doing economics; of being economists.

The following are several suggestions you may find useful for preparing cases, and for discussing them in class. Try some or all to determine which are most useful for you. Do bear in mind that we will have a number of occasions for learning how best to use cases for learning the material in this course.   

Case Preparation
Preparing for in-class discussion of cases is likely to require significantly more effort than you might anticipate. One approach that many students find helpful is to work in small groups. Be assured, however, that your effort preparing cases will significantly improve your ability to participate in class discussion.

· Try first to get a quick sense of the whole case. What can you learn from the title, headings, and outline? What do the introduction and conclusion (if present) reveal about the problem?

· If this is a case requiring a decision, who is the key decision-maker? What decision does he or she have to make? What are the objectives of the decision-maker? What other actors are there in the case? What are their objectives?

· At this point, it might be helpful to reread the case carefully, underlining or highlighting key facts.

· Try to identify the key problems on a piece of paper. Then go through the case again, sorting out the relevant information for each problem. What are the resources and constraints (both economic and political) associated with each problem?

· Give some thought to how economic analysis might help you interpret the information presented in the case. For example, if you have identified poor agricultural performance as a problem, supply and demand analysis would suggest that you look for price controls as one possible element of the explanation.

· Pay specific attention to the tabular and graphical information presented in the case. Try to work out any quantitative analysis that might help you understand the problem. Make whatever calculations you might need. Don't be afraid to make approximations, but be mindful of how these may bias your answers.

· What are the possible courses of action for the decision-maker? Endeavor to identify and rank alternative policies. What are the likely short and long term consequences of the policies that you have identified?

To help with your case preparation, I will assign short written exercises along with each case. These are intended to help you analyze the data presented in the case.

Case discussion.
At the heart of learning economics from cases is their discussion in class. This is a collective exercise. You might think of the class as a team of professional colleagues, perhaps a group of government ministers or a departmental working group, that has been asked to work together on a problem.

My own role in the class discussion of cases is to help you keep the discussion moving, and to assist you in maintaining a focus on the issues raised in the case. I do not have a specific answer to the case that I want you to find, but I do have particular theoretical and substantive points that I will want you to consider.

· Be prepared to present your ideas forcefully, and to support them with as much care and persuasion as you can. At the same time, be equally prepared to listen to the comments of your classmates. Keep an open mind, and do not hesitate to incorporate ideas of other students when you find them persuasive.

Be aware that your note taking during a case discussion will differ from what you would do during a lecture. Lectures present material in a relatively linear manner from introduction to conclusion; case discussions have destinations that the class will determine, but the route to them is often filled with detours and side roads. Immediately following the class discussion you should revise your notes to emphasize important points you have discovered. 

· Do not wait too long to get involved in the discussion. The longer you wait to participate, the harder it is likely to seem to become involved.

· Let me know if there are ways I might make it easier for you to participate. For example, if you would like me to call on you during a case discussion, please let me know that before class.

· If you want to raise an issue that is completely different from the one the class is discussing, consider waiting until the class is ready to move to another issue. Alternatively, if you feel that you need to interject your point (particularly if you feel the class is moving off onto a tangent) try to do so by linking your comments to those of others.

· Try to be alert to ways to keep the class discussion moving toward a solution to the case. Although this may take some practice, try to find opportunities to build on the comments of others. Don't hesitate to say, for example, "Molly has an excellent point, but I'd like to try to take it one step further", or "I don't agree with Greg's analysis, since it seems to me that his conclusions ignore the evidence in Table 4".

· Do not hesitate to admit confusion, ask for clarification, or simply be wrong. Most of us do not like to do any of these things, but bear in mind that by doing so, you may help the group stay focused on the problem and you will help us all learn more.
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