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INTRODUCTION

As a social studies teacher for many years, one of my all-time 
favorite quotes to discuss with students was “History repeats it-
self.” I know that this saying is more fortune cookie fodder than 
ground-breaking assertion, but, time and time again, this procla-
mation has rung true. Th e Greek Empire fell when it spread itself 
too wide and it was unable to govern such a large territory, causing 
the empire to splinter. Lo and behold, a little while later the Roman 
Empire grew too large, fragmented, and crumbled. Th ere are other 
obvious examples:
 the Industrial Revolution and the Computer Revolution,
 the assassinations of Abraham Lincoln and John F. Kenne-

dy,
 World War I and World War II,
 the civil rights movement and the LGBTQ rights move-

ment,
 the fact that I keep telling the car rental place that I will take 

the insurance even though my wife reminds me I should 
not. © H
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We learn from the past—both successes and failures—through-
out our lives. Th e fi rst time we burn ourselves with fi re or a hot 
pan as a child, we know the next time to keep our hands away. Th e 
numerous mistakes we during young adulthood are lessons that we 
take into the future. We make mistakes and learn from them so that 
we do not repeat them. When you think of some of the greatest 
lessons you have learned in your life, they most likely stem from a 
great success or a mistake that either set you straight or changed 
your approach to a problem or task. 

Imagine this, however. What if you could learn from someone 
else’s mistake . . . or success? In the classroom, this is where case 
studies and case-based learning come into play. Case-based learn-
ing involves looking at and learning from past events and situations, 
using another’s mistakes or successes as an educational tool. Con-
sider the possibilities in the classroom. Students will see not only 
the value in the corrected version of the case, but also the value of 
any mistakes because there would be no lesson without them. Th ey 
can also see what has worked before and then try to repeat the suc-
cess.

Th e question becomes: Why don’t we just study the successes? 
Why would we want students to look at someone’s failure? Th e an-
swer is that accepting mistakes is a life skill we do not do a good job 
of teaching in our public schools. We tend to reward success with 
gold stars, stickers, or nice shiny A’s. Mistakes, however, are chas-
tised and punished. If you do not believe me, take a look at the way 
we grade most student work. We begin with 100% and then whittle 
away at that total with each mistake that is made. Say you forgot to 
capitalize consistently in your paper; that lowers your grade to a B. 
If you miss an order of operation when completing a math problem, 
it deducts from your total score. In the traditional classroom, we are 
teaching students that it is not okay to make a mistake. 

Case-based learning allows students to see the value in mak-
ing mistakes. Instilling the notion that there is value in mistakes 
will translate to students’ lives when they are out in the real world, 
making mistakes and learning from them. Th is is why case-based © H
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learning can be so transformative in the classroom. We can actually 
show students what learning from mistakes looks like. Once you 
take away the fear of failure, students are going to be more willing 
to take risks, and with these risks come high rewards of learning. 

Case-based learning does not just have to involve events that 
have already happened; it can also involve events that are currently 
happening or might happen. For instance, consider global warming. 
Students could certainly study past cases of how global warming 
has aff ected the world, but you could also ask students to tackle the 
problem as it stands today. What actions do we need to take in order 
to slow down or remediate the eff ects of climate change? What are 
we currently doing, and is it eff ective? We can also try to anticipate 
what dealing with this case might look like in the future. With the 
rate of global warming and the increase in our planet’s temperature, 
how may we have to adjust the way we are living? Rising tempera-
tures can aff ect agriculture, melting of the ice caps, rising oceans, 
ecosystems, etc. Students could analyze solutions other scientists 
have developed to anticipate these problems and even make a case 
for a solution of their own, using existing research to back up their 
decisions. 

To build your understanding of case studies and case-based 
learning, this book is organized into three parts. Part I defi nes what 
case-based learning is, discusses the advantages of using case stud-
ies in the classroom, and describes the valuable skills that can be 
learned by students through case-based learning. Part II shows you 
how to develop your own case studies and implement case-based 
learning in your classroom. Th is section includes the steps to writ-
ing your own case, how to train your students for case-based learn-
ing, and what your role as the teacher looks like in the case-based 
learning environment. Finally, Part III includes examples of case-
based learning for each of the four core content areas—language 
arts, math, science, and social studies.

By the end of this book, you will see the value in using case-
based learning strategies with your students and begin to imple-
ment cases during your lessons. One of the biggest challenges in © H
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writing this book was that case-based learning is not as widely used 
as its cousins, project-based learning or problem-based learning. 
Because of this, there is not a ton of resources out there for teach-
ers to pull from. If after reading this book you are bold enough to 
create your own case and would be willing to share it, I will create a 
repository at https://www.thegiftedguy.com, where the cases can be 
found so people can download these resources for free, giving the 
creator full credit for his or her work. 
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 CHAPTER 1

WHAT IS 
CASE-BASED 
LEARNING?

Case-based learning is commonly used in the medical and law 
fi elds. Th roughout medical and law school classes, young men and 
women studying to become doctors and lawyers study past cases 
to identify ways to improve health care or legal arguments. By do-
ing so, they can become more knowledgeable and eff ective in their 
professions. 

For example, Ignaz Semmelweis, a doctor in the mid-1800s, be-
gan to look at past cases of women who gave birth and, specifi cally, 
those who died of childbed fever (Zoltan, 2019). He looked at the 
cases of women who gave birth in a ward at a hospital that was 
staff ed by all male doctors and medical students, and another ward 
that was staff ed by female midwives. He found that women who 
gave birth in the ward staff ed with doctors were 5 times more likely 
to die than those in the midwives’ ward. At fi rst, he believed this 
was because women in the doctors’ ward gave birth on their backs © H
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while those in the midwives’ ward gave birth on their sides. He be-
gan having everyone instruct mothers to give birth on their sides, 
but there was no change. Th en he noticed that when a woman died 
in the doctors’ ward, a priest would walk through the room ringing 
a bell in honor of the dead. He came to the conclusion that this 
ringing was literally scaring women to death. He was wrong again.

When one of the doctors died from childbed fever, Semmelweis 
realized the illness did not just aff ect women giving birth. He looked 
at other diff erences in the ways the two wards operated and noticed 
that the doctors performed autopsies while the midwives did not. 
Eventually, he surmised that the increase in deaths was caused by 
the doctors’ hygiene. After performing autopsies on the bodies of 
the deceased, the doctors would then deliver a baby, infecting the 
mother. Th e solution, then, was simple—they needed to wash their 
hands (Zoltan, 2019). 

We see handwashing and hygiene as obvious necessities now-
adays, as there have been many studies on how infection is passed. 
But, at the time, the concept was revolutionary to the point that 
many people discounted Semmelweis’s claims. Disgraced, he later 
died in a mental institution, but his fi ndings eventually led to mas-
sive changes. Once doctors began to wash their hands more regular-
ly, the number of deaths from childbed fever dropped dramatically. 
If Semmelweis had not carefully studied past and present cases at 
his hospital, however, we may have never learned the importance of 
simple hygiene practices. More than that, Semmelweis failed a few 
times, learning what did not work through trial and error of addi-
tional cases. He was able to look at several cases and test hypotheses 
until he found a correlation. 

Like Semmelweis, today’s medical students study past cases for 
research purposes and to improve patient care. Similarly, lawyers 
spend a considerable amount of time looking at past cases so that 
they can try to determine a precedent for future cases. Th e staff  of 
the Princeton Review (2019) described what courses fi rst-year law 
school students should expect to take:
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  Torts: Studying the rationale behind judgments in civil cas-
es.

  Contracts: Studying past court cases to follow the laws gov-
erning the conditions and obligations contracts represent.

  Civil procedure: Studying past cases that govern who can 
sue whom, how, when, and where.

  Property: Studying the laws governing the purchase, pos-
session, and sale of property in the U.S. 

  Criminal law: Studying past and hypothetical cases in a 
class that relies heavily on Socratic dialogue. 

  Constitutional law: Studying issues of government struc-
ture and individual rights.

  Legal methods: Studying fundamental skills in legal re-
search, analysis, and writing. 

You will notice a lot of instances in which students will have to 
read, analyze, or write about past cases in an eff ort to learn how to 
be a lawyer. And this continues throughout their career, as they look 
at past cases to establish precedent or to determine how to proceed 
in their own cases.

Th ere are even sports and games that rely on past cases. Chess 
is one that comes to mind. Th ose who study chess seriously often 
analyze past chess matches. Th e games of Garry Kasparov, Bobby 
Fischer, or Mikhail Tal can often improve your own game if you 
study the strategies they employed, the traps they set, and the ways 
they developed their pieces, as well as the mistakes they made. 
Football is another. Coaches study videos of past games to deter-
mine tendencies and patterns of other teams that they can exploit, 
or to build strategies that can lead to their success. 
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How do we translate case-based learning to the classroom? 
How do we implement these strategies in our classes? First, we must 
know what case-based learning in the classroom looks like.

DEFINING 
CASE-BASED LEARNING

Case-based learning (CBL) is defi ned as:

a teaching method which requires students to ac-
tively participate in real or hypothetical problem 
situations, refl ecting the kinds of experiences nat-
urally encountered in the discipline under study. 
(Ertmer & Russell, 1995, p. 24)

Case-based learning asks students to analyze something that has al-
ready occurred and try to develop a better solution. In science class, 
this might involve looking at cases that scientists have encountered 
and exploring what they did in certain situations. Students might try 
to replicate an experiment, with opportunities to divert from it or to 
try to change variables in an eff ort to improve upon it. Rather than 
simply reading about science in a book, students actually practice 
science like real-life scientists. Taking part in a virtual lab, working 
with real data, or conducting a simulation can inspire students to 
use inquiry to solve an authentic problem. For example, consider 
the Unusual Mortality Events simulation in which students try to de-
termine the cause of the 2013 high death rates of manatees, brown 
pelicans, and bottlenose dolphins (Nova Education, 2015). Rather 
than simply following the previous experiment step by step, stu-© H

aw
ke

r B
ro

wnlo
w E

du
ca

tio
n



 
 
    
   HistoryItem_V1
   TrimAndShift
        
     Range: all pages
     Create a new document
     Trim: extend bottom edge by 133.23 points
     Shift: none
     Normalise (advanced option): 'original'
      

        
     32
     1
     1
     No
     1053
     504
     None
     Up
     0.0000
     0.0000
            
                
         Both
         AllDoc
              

       PDDoc
          

     Bigger
     133.2283
     Bottom
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0f
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

        
     166
     165
     166
      

   1
  

    
   HistoryItem_V1
   TrimAndShift
        
     Range: all odd numbered pages
     Trim: extend right edge by 85.04 points
     Shift: none
     Normalise (advanced option): 'original'
      

        
     32
     1
     0
     No
     1053
     504
     None
     Up
     0.0000
     0.0000
            
                
         Odd
         AllDoc
              

       PDDoc
          

     Bigger
     85.0394
     Right
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0f
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

        
     166
     164
     83
      

   1
  

    
   HistoryItem_V1
   TrimAndShift
        
     Range: all even numbered pages
     Trim: extend left edge by 85.04 points
     Shift: none
     Normalise (advanced option): 'original'
      

        
     32
     1
     0
     No
     1053
     504
     None
     Up
     0.0000
     0.0000
            
                
         Even
         AllDoc
              

      
       PDDoc
          

     Bigger
     85.0394
     Left
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus3
     Quite Imposing Plus 3.0f
     Quite Imposing Plus 3
     1
      

        
     166
     165
     83
      

   1
  

 HistoryList_V1
 qi2base





