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13. Working with the case study method online - An MBA 
student’s experience 

Uwe Spangler 

 

 

13.1. The background 

IE Business School (IE) is a Spanish private institution of graduate business education, 

founded in 1973. IE Business School has some 35,000 alumni in 85 countries, produces over 

1600 master graduates per year and has a main urban campus in Madrid and offices in ten 

countries. 

In 2006 a new MBA programme started, called the Global MBA, with an integrally online im-

plementation. The methodology is a mixture of asynchronous forums and synchronous 

video-conferences with the case method as the pedagogical model. The duration of the 

whole programme is 18 months.  

This paper will show the connection between interactive learning content and the way it is 

implemented following the case study method in an online MBA programme.  With this ex-

ample the mixture of online content, synchronous and asynchronous communication and the 

overall didactical structure will be discussed. 

13.2. Learning content- the case study 

A case study is normally a paper based “snap-shot” of a company in a specific moment, with 

a specific problem. These practical exercises have to be solved first individually, than in 

small group discussions before trying to solve the problem with the help of the professor in a 

class discussion. 
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Figure 1: Case Method (Source: Adapted from Mauffette-Leenders, L; Erskine, J.A.; and 
Leenders, M.R. (1997) Learning with cases. Richard Ivey School of Business. London, On-
tario.) 

 

Business Education has a strong emphasis to augment this experience based learning ar-

rangement by introducing other, new learning materials such as simulations (on- and offline) 

and games into the classroom. Innovation is critical to stay on top of the “vanguard“ of busi-

ness education. IE Business School has a strong focus on developing interactive case stud-

ies and technical notes. Today about 8% of all educational documentation is deployed in an 

interactive online way. 

 

 

Figure 2: Interactive Simulation of Market Research. source: http://multimedia.ie.edu 
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The range of the interactive documentation goes from multimedia questionnaires, to interac-

tive cases, tutorials, simulations, games and interactive graphs. The documentation as the 

“learning content” is not technically standardised, but stands out for its versatile didactical 

usage in online, face to face or blended learning arrangements. 

These resources are 100% tailor made and are produced in-house by the E-Learning De-

partment of IE Business School. 

13.3. The methodology- didactical structure of an online MBA 
programme 

The E-Learning discussion has been dominated by the “content vs. context polemic” for a 

long time. Today a shift can be observed towards the real importance of the learning proc-

ess. IE Business School has true hands-on experience in this subject with more than seven 

years experience developing interactive case studies for use in face to face classes, virtual 

sessions and blended arrangements. As project manager in the team developing interactive 

documentation and at the same time as an online learner in a virtual MBA program I have a 

special focus on the reflections of online content and its use in virtual learning arrangements 

(processes) in a  day by day learning practice. The didactical approach of the professor and 

the learning objectives are the starting point of all conceptual processes to produce interac-

tive documentation. The question: “How to implement the case?” is always underlying in this 

process. 

On the other hand there are some important tools and facilities which are offered to the 

learner to improve the learning process, the importance of the social structures of a full 

online program and the differences with face to face arrangements. The Global MBA pro-

gramme consists of 4 sessions per week (in 2 different subjects), where 2 sessions are 

asynchronous forums and 2 sessions synchronous video-conferences. Basically there are 

two different pedagogical approaches: Content orientated classes to obtain basic knowledge 

to be able to actuate (for example the role of market research in Marketing, launching a new 

product) and on the other side case studies, where students have to present their analyses, 

proposition and conclusions of the cases and the classmates from other teams have to dis-

cuss them. (For example the criteria and set up of a market research study with the objective 

to launch a new commercial campaign). Both session typologies are possible in both didacti-

cal ways. But the tendency is that videoconferences are used as a wrap up of the weekly 

case discussion and the lecturing of academic knowledge. This set up of the learning ar-

rangement, depends above all on the professor’s choice. 

The approach of IE Business School is to offer the same content, basic didactical structure 

and professors in the online programmes as in the face to face programmes. This means a 

strong weight on quality online learning. 

Online documentation is also facilitated to face to face programmes as well as to blended 

and full virtual arrangements. Versatility is one of the main criteria when producing learning 

documentation. That means that most interactive material also has its paper résumé and 

adapts perfectly to different individual learning styles and learning situations of the students. 

Our latest research efforts are directed to augment this versatility of documentation and in-

clude also audio cases, videos, podcasts and short animations in mobile formats 

(mp3/mpeg4 etc.) for the students. 
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IE Business School has a strong accent on the international character of the MBA program, 

with participants from all over the world. The methodology is also focused on building virtual 

teams, as team learning is a very important part of the experience. Every case has to follow 

the case study methodology and students are obliged to communicate in group as part of the 

assessment is the team performance. 

Students obtain soft skill competencies like building and working in virtual teams. Most of the 

teachers and students admit that the learning experience is quite different in many aspects. 

But unlike a general opinion that online learning is a boring, isolated way to learn only for 

recluses, the new experience shows that it is quite the opposite. Participation (a very impor-

tant part of an MBA programme and of its assessment) seems to be more effective. Discus-

sions of business cases are more profound, the dynamics of face to face social interactions 

change and therefore the students train new competencies. And the most exciting phenome-

non: Students seem to get to know each other almost better than in face to face pro-

grammes. In addition, in high quality online programmes, every student has a chance to an 

equal time slot of participation in the forums. Another interesting aspect about this innovative 

way of teaching is that for the upcoming generations, socially connected and used to web 2.0 

applications, these tools and the way of learning will be taken for granted.  

13.4. Conclusion 

After the graduation of the first programmes with this new approach, the graduated students 

of this online MBA programme have shown that the didactical structure of online learning has 

several advantages for executive education. Globalised students want to use the same tech-

nologies as they use in day by day communication in their learning processes. 

The students/professors ratio has to be as high as, or even higher than, in face to face sur-

roundings. Asynchronous communication tools are one of the axes to provide high individual-

ised feedback, as professor’s time, a scare resource, is flattened in the asynchronous ses-

sions. This also implicates a highly motivated and involved profile of professors. The in-

house production of versatile interactive documentation has helped in this sense to change 

also the professor’s view on virtual learning arrangements, as the authors of the interactive 

cases are involved from the beginning of the concept process in the production, implementa-

tion and evaluation of the documentation. They are therefore the most important “change-

actor” and are living the idea of virtual learning in different learning setups. 

From MBA students point of view interactive documentation helps to augment the learning 

experience in an innovative way. In internal surveys of all materials, students are asked if 

they would like to receive more interactive learning documentation. The result of this survey 

states that, on average, all students would like to have more interactive documentation (av-

erage rate: 8 out of 10), because they offer real added “didactical” value” for them. 
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14. Learning Pacemaker - A Step by Step Guide Through 
Online Case Studies 

Arnold Wyrsch, Jacques P. Bersier & Peter Fritzsche 

 

 

14.1. Report of Project  

"Learning Pacemaker" is an authoring tool for the development of online case studies. The 

students are guided step by step through the case studies and in every step they are sup-

ported in gathering the information necessary to proceed. In an online learning dialogue with 

the system an a tutor, they learn to evaluate their work. A demonstration’s version of a case 

study can be found on: 

- http://hefrweb02.eif.ch/LearningPacemaker/Demo/index.htm,  

- http://www.learning-pacemaker.ch/learning_pacemaker_de.jsp 

14.1.1. Introduction 

E-learning and self-study are two important concepts of pedagogic innovation within Insti-

tutes of Higher Education.  

Supervised self-study is gaining ever-greater importance in respect of the Bologna reform 

process (Landwehr 2006:9), and a critical approach to the concept of self-study according to 

Forneck (Forneck 2007:20) and others, has been incorporated into the Learning Pacemaker. 

Case studies are suitable to use with complex and multi-dimensional learning content (Gru-

ber, Mandl and Renkl, 2000:148; Fritzsche, 2003:12; Langosch, 1993:33; Landwehr, 

2004:199; Roll, 2003:124). They require that the student solves concrete cases closely re-

lated to real-world practice by means of a combination of pedagogic theory and individual 

decision-making and practical ability, and allow the coherent experiencing of the educational 

content through theory, practical application and exchange of experience. The case studies 

are based on the problem-solving approach (Polya,1949; Dewey (n.d.)). 

14.1.2. The Learning Pacemaker 

"Learning Pacemaker" has been developed in the frame work of the Swiss development pro-

gram  'Swiss Virtual Campus' (SVC) and is linked to the "Finite Element Transfer" (FET) pro-

ject, which received the 'European Academic Software Award 2004' (EASA 2004).  The pro-

ject has an interdisciplinary  approach and is aimed at the development of case studies for 

incorporation in supervised self-study courses via the medium of ICT in a variety of disci-

plines. Participants of the project are from Higher Education Schools in the fields of Educa-

tion, Technology/Science and Engineering, Sociology and the Competence Centre for 

eLearning Services. 

The eCSSS project has three aspects of development: 

Pedagogic development of the case-study method for eLearning (interdisciplinary). 

- Development of the eLearning workplace 'Learning Pacemaker', in which students can 

examine case studies and other process-oriented learning approaches. 
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- Development of a Learning Pacemaker authoring tool to enable the easy construction of 

case-studies. 

The case studies are based on a case portfolio. The problem-solving follows the problem-
solving cycle by means of chapters, steps and questions: 
 

1. Chapter 
� Step 1.1 
� Step 1.2 
� ….. 

2. Chapter 
� Step 2.1 
� Step 2.2 
� ….. 

3. …….. 
4. …….. 
5. Chapter 

 

The students are informed about the significance of the steps (motivation) and about the de-

mands and linking possibilities of relevant pre-knowledge. Theoretical background and rele-

vant information about the case is made available to them, supported through links to further 

reference sources and a glossary, while sample answers suggest possible solutions.  This 

allows the students to work out their solution and to start the so called "learning dialogue" by 

presenting it to the server.  As direct system feedback, students receive a model answer, in 

comparison of their own suggestion which enables self-assessment and evaluation of their 

own efforts.  Tutor feedback on students' answers and self-assessment is given at a later 

date, as well as a group discussion of the experience gained through the problem-solving 

activity itself and the problem-solving abilities required. 

- The ability of the students to reflect their activities is enhanced at three levels: 

Self-assessment through comparison of student's own and the model answer. 

- Reflection on the decision-making and implementation ability in the learning phases after 

each chapter. 

- Reflection on the approach to problem solving and learning at the end of the case study. 

Employment of meta-cognition is important (cf. Kybruz-Graber et al., 2000:264), as it stems 

from a lower level of learning experience such as true/false and is essential for the process-

ing of personal experience, for the linking of theoretical concepts and concrete experience, 

and for dealing with complexity. The case studies reflect the levels of Deutro-learning, based 

on Bateson's learning hierarchy (cf. Meier Rey, 1994:40), levels which allow, amongst other 

things, the transfer of focused learning.  The self-assessment and meta-reflection, coupled 

with the model answer and tutor feedback, recognize the mutuality of standard content, indi-

vidual evaluation and formal ability (cf. Forneck, 2007:43) and lead to the establishing of 

autonomous learning (Forneck, 2007:49). 
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14.1.3. Students' Learning Environment   

In order to transform a complex learning environment into an eLearning environment, a new 

concept was developed and incorporated into the 'Learning Pacemaker'. The concept is 

based on the following fundamental constructs: 

- The problem-solving process and it's parallel learning process are clearly structured in 

single steps. 

- Each stage of learning is supported by important elements of basic knowledge and appli-

cation either directly or via links. 

- The learning steps fuse in a learning dialogue between students, system and tutor, the 

latter cognizant of the complex structure of learning in case studies and facilitating by re-

flective means the development of decision-making capability and the ability to act ap-

propriately.  

- This environment enables the students to develop their ability to find information and 

solve problems independently. 

- The learning process is documented; this both enables the tutor to provide focused sup-

port and provides concrete evidence for the evaluation of learning outcomes. 

- The students are periodically required to reflect on their actions and learning. 

The learning environment permits the students to make the connection between problem 

solving and reflection within a given framework and to alter and adjust solutions.  Further 

options of ICT-oriented knowledge management such as group discussions are employed.  

The students' workplaces are compatible with and appropriate for the complex and demand-

ing tasks required, and thus support autonomous learning.  

14.2. Application of "Learning Pacemaker" Case Studies   

This case study concept has been implemented and tested in projects in various disciplines. 

Since 2003 the "Learning Pacemaker" concept is used in "FE-Transfer", a course for the ap-

plication of the Finite Element Analysis in engineering (www.fe-transfer.ch). In 2008 it will be 

a part of the courses for the "Master in Applied Computational Mechanics" from the "Euro-

pean School of Computer Aided Engineering Technologies" (www.esocaet.com). 

At different Swiss Universities of Applied Sciences, Learning Pacemaker" is used in the 

regular courses (www.learning-pacemaker.ch). 

14.2.1. Advantages for Students and Tutors 

The evaluation of the feed back of the students leaded to the following conclusions: 

- The students perceive the case studies as providing a well-structured, but simultaneously 

complex and open learning environment, offering an optimal supervised course of self 

study.   

- All the cases are practice-based or have been developed in consultation with partners 

from industry/practitioners in the field. The clear practical orientation of the course in-

creased significantly the students’ motivation.   
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- By means of the Learning Dialogue, each student is directly challenged to learning. 

(Quote from one student: 'There's no lying back and listening.') 

- Students are able to work at their own pace according to their individual needs. 

- The meta-cognition effects for the students are a coherent background knowledge as well 

as decision-making and implementation/practical abilities. 

- Learning can be significantly increased through self-assessment.  Complementary factors 

can be discovered and aspects relating to extra dimensions of the learning and problem-

solving systems identified and tackled. 

14.2.2. General considerations 

With a more focused consideration of the e-work place of the students, an important dimen-

sion in the development of eLearning has been strengthened.  Attention is not focused solely 

on the perspective of 'eTeaching', but on eLearning from the perspective of the student, and 

efforts are made to ensure that the students are able to take as much responsibility as possi-

ble for their own learning. 

A case study gives the students access to a course content, providing them with a clear and 

coherent approach to individual issues arising from a face-to-face learning context or from 

the literature.  A danger of face-to-face teaching is that the clear focus on individual aspects 

might lead to an over-emphasis on the issue and thus to erroneous over-generalization, de-

spite the fact that tutors attempt to reduce the danger by means of practical illustration within 

a concrete situation.  The real-world relevance of specific, complex situations can be experi-

enced at a deeper level by means of case studies (cf. Seifried and Klüber, 2006:5). 

As tutors, teachers participate in an exceptionally well-documented, and thus transparent, 

learning process for each student, permitting an evaluation of learning style and a focused 

approach based on individual needs. (This aspect is discussed further in the Evaluation 

phase of the project.) In this way, the challenge of Seifried and Klüber are not only to vary 

interaction patterns or methodological approaches in student-centered lessons, but to 'regard 

the teaching-learning process holistically and place the student at the centre of the peda-

gogic impulse' (Seifried and Klüber, 2006:18) is achieved. 
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