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Kristine Billmyer and Cheri Micheau

University of Pennsylivania

Introduction

As English teachers of foreign graduate students at the Lauder Institute of
Management and International Studies. we have over the past four years sought to
improve the design of the English language curriculum in an effort to make course
content and methods as relevant as possible to the current academic and future
professional needs of our students. To inform this effort we conducted a
classroom-centered research project which is the subject of this paper The focus of
the research project is the well-known case method of analyzing and solving
simulated business problems in graduate business schools In particular. we were
interested in the in-class discussion of the case and the requirements for oral
§ rticipation by students in case courses

We chose the case discussion for several reasons. First. we felt it deserved
attention because of its ubiquity The case method is one of the most frequent formats
of information presentation and discussion found in graduate business schools
Second, unlike lecture-style classes, case courses require participation from all
students oa a regular basis. Student participation is usually graded and can form
anywhere from 10% to 50% of the student’s grade And finally, because of its nature
the case discussion provides a unique opportunity for students. while still in graduate
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school. to practice the skills they will need as future managers and decision makers
These include teasing out relevant facts of a problem. analyzing and synthesizing
information from many sources, challenging and defending assertions. and
negotiating decisions In their rolss as corporate leaders they will also need to
cooperatively build a solution to a problem with a group of peers and superiors while
still maintaining their own agenda

Our specific purposes for studying the case discussion were threefold first. to
identify the rules which govern the verbal. non-verbal, and cognitive behaviors
exhibited by members of the case class and to make explicit those characteristics
which combine to give the case discussion its identity as a unique speech event.
second. to build a descriptive model of the communicative competence of successful
participants in case discussions in terms of various linguistic sociolinguistic and
extralinguistic variables aad third, to use our analysis as a point of departure in
planning the turriculum for a preparatory course for our foreign students at the
Lauder Institute

The study is set both theoretically and methodologically within the framework of
the ethnography of communication as conceptualized by Hymes (1986 [1972}) and
adapted for classroom studies by Mehan (1984). The basic concept of Hymes' theory is
the notion of communicative competence, which includes both the innate knowledge
of the norms of language use within the speech comaunity and features of
performance--knowing when to speak. when not to, what to talk about, with whom.
when, where. and in what manner To uncover these tacit rules of speaking and
previously unnoliced norms for classroom behavior, we used an ethnographic
method as set out by Mehan (1984). Through ethnography it is possible to generate a
sociolinguistic description which a) identifies the rules of speaking which underlie
the systematicily in language use in various phases of the case discussion and b)
enumerates what students need to know to be successful participants in their
classroom commun ity
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Method

To collect data for this investigation we observed seven case discussions and later
interviewed students and professors at the Wharton School of Business Five different
professors were observed in the following courses Business Policy. Marketing
Management, Marketing Researck:. and strategic Planning and Control. The number
of students in each class ranged from approximately 40 to 60 students Two of the
seven classes were videotaped: all were audiotaped During each classone or both
reasearchers were present as non-participant observers. taking notes on the
interaction, the setting. the format of tae case discussion. and other details about the
professor’s style and students’ behavior Later, addditional information was obtained
through informal interviews with each of the professors and several randomly
selected students (both native and non-native speakers of English) in each of the
classes The interviewsgave us further insightinto such topics as teacher
expectations, the value placed on participation in the case class, the purpose of the
case analysis, and preferred styles of interaction ia the case discussion. These
interviews also helped us to confirm or disconfirm our own interpretations of the
data

Analysis of the field notes and the video- and audiotapes of each of the case
discussions. along with information from the interviews. helped us to identify
relevant categories and generate a framework for understanding the rules of
speaking which operate in the discussion of a case. After relevant segment;s of the
tapes were identified, we transcribed them for more detailed analysis

Findi

The results of this study will be described in the following way First we will
point out the defining characteristics of the case discussion in other words. those
features which appeared coansistently in the cases we observed and which give the
case discussion its unique identity as a particular speech event. Second, we will try to
describe those features of student behavior thought by both American students and
professors to be highly desirable for competent membership in the Wharton Business
Schoo! speech community Finally, we will list five areas in which the professor's
individual style and personality cause variation in both format of the case discussion
and teacher expectations for the students
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A. The cuase discussion 8s s speech evept

The speech event under study. the case discussiop. can be defined a< a
teacher-directed. student-centered classroom activity. based on a prepared written
case and aimed at cooperatively reaching a solution to the problem outlined in the
case " Several features distinguish th> case discussion as particular kind of speech
event  These include major structural components; regulation and pace of
participation, the sequencing of discourse, and patterns of turn taking

In terms of overall structure and organization, there appear to be three
identifiable macro-comporents of the case discussion The first takes place outside of
the classroom. that is the assigned reading and sometimes written analysis of a
formal case study prior to the class discussion. In the classroom. two other
compoaents were identified The most prominent is the ler gthy teacher-led series of
questions and answers which both test the students’ understanding of the problem
and their ability to bring theory and information from other sources to bear on
finding a solution to the problem. This component is usually subdivided into the
summary of case facts and then the analysis and normally accounts for two-thirds to
three-fourths of the time spent in the case discussion The other identifiable segment
of the case is the lecture segment, placed either at the beginning or the end of the
class During this segment the professor relates the findings of the case tc theory
and other issues, discusses the feasibility of solutions proposed by students during the
discussion. and teaches important terminology The '»ngth and position of the
lecture component of the case classes we observed varied from professor to professor.,
for example, two of the professors lectured at the end. onc at the beginning, and one
interspersed mini-lectures throughout the case discussion. Nonetheless. the lecture
was a regular feature of all case discussions ‘

In terms of the regulation of participation, the case discussion is primarily a
teacher-directed. though not necessa~ily teacher-centered activity. As such it is the
teacher who initiates most of the topics through a series of general and follow-up
questions which probe the students understanding of the case Students have some
control over the regulation of turn taking in the sense that while the professor is
asking a question. they bid for a turn to reply by raising their hands. While
pre-emplive self-selection also occurs in every case discussion. it constitutes the
minority of instances of turn taking Competitive bidding was observed in most of the
classses, leading us to characterize the case discussion as one of high involvement
and high participation throughan orderly exchange of turns regulated by the
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professor The timing and pace of the exchange in the cases we observed seemed to
vary as a function of the comaplexity of the case In relatively straightforward cases
students did not even wait for the professor to finish formulating his question befcre
they began bidding In such cases. there was practically no wait-time between the
question and the reply. allowing for a great many exchanges to take place ia a
90-minute class In more technical, complex cases the professor often reformulated
his question several times before he was able to elicit a reply This slowed the pace
down considerably.

Generalizing from the cases we observed. the discourse sequences included
several typical elements, in this order. topic initiation through a question asked by
the teacher, non-verbal bidding by several students, teacher nomination of a student
to reply. and a follow-up question asked by the teacher. Variations in this sequence
included chaining repiies. that is. several student bids, nominations and subsequent
replies to a single question posed by the teacher The scquence was frequently
terminated by the teacher giving a summary of the prior discourse and then framing
the next topic. Example ! illustrates this typical chaining sequence.

Exampie ]
T. phrasesa general questioa
Ss bid (non-verbal hand raising)
T: nominates (non-verbally---pointing to S)
Sy responds
T- asks follow-up question
$1: replies
Ss bid (non-verbally)

T: nominates 52
S, replies

T comments (paraphrase)
Ss bid
T nominates

S3 comments
T asks what the implications are

Same sequence repeated with other students
T- summarizes and frames next topic




(92}

In the above sequence, the students are responding primarily to the teacher, but at
the same time have incorporated information and comments from other students into
their own responses In this way the sequence, while it is teacher-directed, is not
necessarily teacher-centered

Apocther typical sequence we observed was classified as student-centered and
minimally teacher-directed In this example the teachers engaged students in
discussion with each other Two different teachers accomplished this. each using a
completely different technique. One professor employed role-play and asked various
students to take the parts of key figures in the case in order to bring out the issues
under consideration The other professor set up debates between students. initially
asking one student to comment on the cpinion of 2 student who had just spoken. and
later simply serving as a moderator, parsing out turns through non-verbal signals.
This sequence is illustrated in Example 2

Example 2

S|: Givesopinion

T- (looking atS5) Do you buy that. Julie?
Sy comments (disagrees)

T (pointsto Sy)

S|: replies (gives justification)

T (pointsto S,)

Sy responds again

etc

B. Skills necessary for successful participstion

The skills which will be described next are those whick are highly valued by
both students and faculty of the Wharton School and considered essential for
successful participation in .he case discussion They include iinguistic.
extralinguistic and cognitive skills

o
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1 Preparation of the case All of the Wharton professors observed and
interviewed cited thorough preparation of the case before the discussion as one of
the most important criteria for success in the case course Basically three types of
preparation are necessary The first is to be fully in control of the facts of the case
This attention to both main idea and detail is essential, as factual recall questions are
frequently asked throughout the discussion. The second type of preparation is to
analyze the facts and synthesize information not only from the case. but also from
other experience and theory. Again. this should be done prior to the case discussion.
In addition, siudents need to have formulated several possible analyses of the
problem. not just one. so that if one analysis is not selected during the discussion
students will have the flexibility to adapt their analyses

2 Clarity and ccnciseress of language All professors stressed the need
for conciseness and lack of ambiguity since these qualities are essential for the
students’ future roles &s managers The desirability of these language skills was
frequently reflected in the professors’ questions which were aimed at getting the
students to clarify their utterances and rephrase their comments In the following
exchange, the professor is trying to encourage the student to replace the incorrectly
used word "pricing” and seleét a more precise term

Examplz 3
S .then they might start to do a little bit of pricing But I don't think
the '
T //but
S //most ne ~phytes
T //they're going to do a little bit of what?

S They're going to do a little they're going to do a little more research.

Often the professors themselves modeled the appropriate phrasing or attempted to
overtly introduce terminology which they felt was needed for the more precise
exyression of meaning

3 Ability to respond appropristely to s variety of questions and
directives The questions and directives used by the professors serve a variety of
functions and require thatstidents report factual information. as well as defend
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assertions, explain, justify, give a rationale challenge or support others' statements
and rephrase and clarify their own The ability to do this successfully derives both
from prior preparation of the case as well as from attentive listening to and critical
assessment of the professors and other students’ comments as the case discussion
unfolds The particular techniques used by most of the professors in each case
discussion we observed made it quite obvious to both the naive observer as well as the
informed participant tha! students were respoasible for defending each assertion
they made. Frequently. professors would ask several follow-up questions of a student.
just to make sure that he or she had his/her facts assembled and could defend the
pardcular position against new information One professor we olserved made
regular use of a rather extreme form of this format, which we labeled the “hot seat”.
In the following example the prefessor grills a student about some case facts.

Exampled
Where's the “r" come from. this retention factor?
It came from NASA. from something.
. (incredulousiy) N A S A saidit's 87
I have no idea quite what it was it came from, but it (the case) said it came
from NASA
T (jokingly) It came from N A S A?* I can't believe you believe that?
(laughs with rest of class) I can't believe you-believe thatii
S' With the NASA ads.
Oh. with the NASA ads But why'd they come up with the number .§?
S. Frankly. I've got no idea. I assume it's from creative studies that they had

seen done to see one period later how many people had remembered those
ads

T
S
T
S

While this particular style was certainly the most aggressive we observed other
professors employed similar though more moderate forms of interrogation

4 Understanding and abiding by the rules of turn taking As stated
previously the case disucssion consists largely of a teacher-directed question and
answer format in which the teacher usually nominates students to speak At the same
time, students are graded on the quality and quantity of their oral participation In
such a. setting understanding the intricate rules for turn taking and getting and
holding the floor is essential

10
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Students aware of the norms of speaking in the case discussion use three
primary techniques for getting turns to speak The most frequent method is
bidding(raising the hand) and wailing for the professor to nominate a student, either
by non-verbal gesture or calling by name Successful bidding techniques include
bidding whil: the teacher is completing the last few words of his question. or giving
pre-bidding signals such as leaning forward or trying to catch the professors
attention through eye contact Less frequently individual students self-select or the
entire group replies in unison without any formal bidding procedure. In general.
students have a certain amount of control in deciding whether or not to participate in
the interaction In one class we observed. however. the professor used a coercive
nominating techpique which we refer to as cold-calling This left students
vulperable to being called upon to perform at almost any given moment regardless of
their degree of preparedness to handle the question It is also of interest to discover
that on rare occasions student-student interaction--unsolicited by the professor--is
also acceptable

Since the case discussion is a high-involvement activity in which ideally as
many students as possible should have the opportunity to participate, limiting the
length of the student's turn also seemed an important feature. In large classes it
seems to be the norm that successful students limit the length of their turns by being
concise, avoiding repetition of others' comments. and staying strictly on topic.

In terms of the particular difficulties foreign students have in the area of turn
taking, we found in an earlier study that foreign students have problems in utilizing
appropriate bidding techniques and understanding the rules of timing their
utterances in order o avoid interrupting others. In addition, they frequently fail to
respond quickly enough to nominations, insert inappropriately long intrasentential
pauses or take inappropriately long turns

5> Cooperative solution building All of the professors stressed that case
analysis is an exercise in using the opinions of various members of the group to
reach a desirable solution to a business problem It is important to note that there are
various possible solutions to each problem Skills required for this critical area of the
case discussion include listening critically to others, being able to incorporate others’
ideas into ones own analysis and conversely, taking parts of one’s analysis and
fitting it into the general solution Linking one's statements to other speakers
through smooth transitions or specific refereaces to previous statements is also
desirable Finally. even the most masterful analysis prepzred by an individual

il
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student may have to be abandoned in “avor of another path chosen by the group The
successful participant must be able to recognize if and/or how well his analysis fits
the general trend. if it does nct, he must exhibit flexibility in thinkieg on his feet
and bringing his comments in line with thz solution to the problem chosen %y the
group

C. Yariations in piofessors’ styles

Having observed five different professors in action, it seems that teacher
personality and individudl style can be important factors in determining the
approach taken to the case discussion. Making students aware of possible areas of
variation could help to facilitate the process of understanding expectations and
fitting appropriate behavior to the situation. whatever it may be The major areas of
variation are

first the professor's method of allocating turns--ranging from nominating
students who bid to cold-calling. and differing in the degree to which stsdent-student
interaction is encouraged.

Second the amount of pressure the professor puts on students to prepare
beforehand and perform once in class and the degree to which the atmosphere is one
of testin g as opposed to informal discussion:

7hird the teacher's approach which can range from traditional question-
answer sequences interspersed with lecurettes to story-telling or role-playing.

fourth the amount of emphasis placed by the teacher on class participation and
the degree to which it actually playsa role in the final grade

fifth The quality of students' contributions, whether students are expected to

draw more heavily upon theory and facts of the case or are alle wed to speculate or
rely on their own opinion




Application of R b Findines for Curriculum Desi

This description of the case discussion as a speech event along with the

identification of skills and abilities needed for successful participation will serve as a

very useful resource in designing a unit of study for the coming summer program

Several possible areas of emphasis are being considersd for inclusion in the course

They are

: 4
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7.

8.

critical reading of the case in order to isolate important facts and o
relate them to broader implications,

exercises to give students practice in summarizing, giving a concise
synthesis of problems and possible solutions;

clarificalion exercises which develop precision and specificity in lansuage
use,

regular attention to vocabulary development and use of terminology found
in the cases the.mselves;
practice in bidding for and holdiag the floor, turn taking. and timing of
utterances,

“"hot-seat” activities which require students to justify their r sponses through

multiple follow-up questions posed by fellow students and the teacher;

the analysis of teachers’ styles and patterns of student participation using
videotaped case discussions:; _

activities which target receptive skills such as recognizing cues professors
use to indicate how, when, and in what detail to answer a question;

activities which target language-specific skills such as gambits for ex-
pressing opinion, agreeing. disagreeing, and criticizing diplomatically

Where the development of linguistic competence in preparation for graduate

business studies was once the main focus, we have now expanded our program with
the knowlcdge gained from this research to include an additional focus on norms of

speaking and patterns of intleraction appropriate for the case discussion.
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