
1.2

Teaching and Learning Ethical Reasoning with Cases*
Donald C. Menzel
Professor Emeritus

Northern Illinois University

&

President

Ethics Management International

donmenzel@verizon.net
Abstract

This article focuses on the use of cases in teaching and learning about ethical reasoning. Case learning in public administration has a long history but one in which the roots have not penetrated the field as deeply as they have in other professional fields such as medicine, law, and business. Nonetheless, the times are changing as evidenced in recent texts on public management ethics. The article calls for greater use of cases to teach and learn ethical reasoning.

Case teaching and learning is not new to public management or other professional fields. David H. Rosenbloom (1995) notes that interest in developing a body of cases for public administration education dates back to 1945 when Pendleton Herring and others at the Harvard Graduate School of Public Administration came to view cases as useful learning tools. Despite this more than 60 year history, case teaching in public affairs and administration graduate education has never taken root to the same degree that it has in medical education or learning how to practice law or manage a business. MBA students at the Harvard Business School study more than 800 cases in two years (Windsor and Greanias 1983).  Rosenbloom (1995) contends that public administration programs reject  “the idea that there is one best way to educate, train and organize public managers . . . and the use of case studies—and even the concept of what a case is—varies considerably among and within MPA and governmental training programmes.”

Nonetheless, change is afoot. Recent texts on ethics in public management embrace ethical reasoning and all use cases. Cases are threaded throughout Terry L. Cooper’s The Responsible Administrator (2006), Carol W. Lewis and Stuart C. Gillman’s The Ethics Challenge in Public Service (2005),  Donald C. Menzel’s Ethics Management for Public Administrators (2007), William L. Richter and Frances Burke’s Combating Corruption, Encouraging Ethics (2007), James Svara’s The Ethics Primer for Public Administrators in Government and Nonprofit Organizations (2007), and Jonathan P. West and Evan M. Berman’s The Ethics Edge (2006).

Why should cases be used with greater frequency in ethics education? What do they offer that alternative learning methods do not? How should student and instructor approach case learning? Are there ethical issues in teaching with cases? The purpose of this article is to sketch out answers to these questions and encourage more use of cases in learning how to resolve difficult ethical issues.

The Case for Cases

There are many positive features about employing the case method, especially in ethics education. First, cases facilitate the development of management skills relevant to the problem solving tasks of public managers. The student learns not only to know, but to act (Barnes, Christensen, and Hansen 1994:41). The accreditation standards of the National Association of Schools of Public Affairs and Administration (NASPAA) require member schools to prepare students “to act ethically.” Second, cases encourage the learner to interpret the facts and make judgments about important issues within a socio-political context. It is a rare ethics issue in public management that lacks a political context. Third, cases train students in perception as well as analysis (Winston 2000:156).


Jonathan P. West (2008) finds that case analysis provides the learner with a set of action skills that include: (a) thinking clearly in complex ambiguous situations, (b) devising reasonable, consistent, creative action plans, (c) recognizing the significance of information that is useful, (d) determining missing information and knowing where to find additional information, (e) communicating orally, articulating views, and listening carefully, and (f) identifying and applying values in decision making.

Case teaching is fully consistent with acquiring reasoning skills such as sensitivity to an ethical situation, identifying alternatives, and selecting a course of action that resolves the situation. After all, the point in case discussion and analysis, as Kenneth Winston (2004:157) notes, “is to teach judgment, not doctrine, sound practical reasoning, not system.” 

What is a case?


Cases are representations of reality that put the learner in the role of a participant in the situation (Ellet 2007:13). A good case is more than a story or a history; it relates events and actors with enough perplexity to inspire a rich educational experience (Barnes, Christensen, and Hansen 1994:71). Cases typically focus on a significant issue involving a problem or decision situation. Winston (2000:154) defines an ethics case as “an extended account of circumstances in which a public official or manager must make a critical decision.” Cases also contain complicating factors such as:
· Information that includes “noise”—irrelevancies, dead ends, and false or biased information;
· Unstated information that must be inferred from the information that is stated;

· A nonlinear structure in which evidence is scattered throughout the text and is often disguised. (Ellet 2007:13)


The characterization of a good case by Paul Lawrence (1953:215) more than 50 years ago remains an apt description:

A good case is the vehicle by which a chunk of reality is brought into the classroom to be worked over by the class and the instructor. A good case keeps the class discussion grounded upon some of the stubborn facts that must be faced in real life situation. It is the anchor on academic flights of speculation. It is the record of complex situation that must be literally pulled apart and put together again for the expression of attitudes or ways of thinking brought into the classroom.


Cases can be categorized as technical problem solving cases, short structured vignettes, long unstructured cases, and ground-breaking cases (Ronstadt 1994). Technical problem solving cases typically emphasize “best solutions” to problems and are often employed in accounting, economics, operations research, and operations management. Short structured cases begin with some notion of the kind of answer that is sought but does not have a formula for producing it. These cases are typically 1-10 pages in length with limited content and focus. There may not be a single “right” answer but several “right” answers. They are frequently used in marketing, finance, and human resources fields as well as in applied ethics education and training. Long structured cases deal with “wicked” problems in which there are “no clear solutions and no guidelines for knowing when the end has been reached” (Harling and Akridge 1998:3). The fields of business policy and strategic management frequently use such cases. The Harvard Business School case approach is widely known for these cases which typically run up to 50 pages in length. Ground-breaking cases are exploratory cases typically used in workshops rather than in regular educational courses (Harling and Akridge 1998:3).
Learning with Cases


How does one learn with cases? How do students make the most sense of them? What do cases offer that other learning approaches do not? First, they are excellent for bringing abstract concepts down to earth. Trust, integrity, ethics, and the public interest, for example, are abstract concepts that can be difficult to grasp. These important concepts must be grounded in reality, and cases approximate that. Second, cases bring context to bear on a situation that is crucial to an in-depth understanding of a difficult ethical situation. Most dilemmas are complex and challenging because they are embedded in a swirl of events, happenings, and circumstances. Third and perhaps most importantly, cases encourage learning by discovery which is widely believed to be more effective in fostering knowledge and understanding. Unlike lectures that put the emphasis on the presenter’s oral skills and the learner’s listening skills, case learning emphasizes trial-and-error, self-analysis and assessment, and in instances in which the learner is a member of a group, active learning. “The case method,” Harling and Akridge (1994) contend, “develops the students’ ability to reason by requiring that they perform analysis, engage in exploratory discussion, and find ‘best possible’ rather than right/wrong solutions.”

Learning with cases means engagement with ideas and other learners. It emphasizes the ability to process contextual details and connect the dots. It combines problem solving and insight to put the pieces together to form a picture of the situation. Learners develop “a holistic understanding of the subject area” (Harling and Akridge 1998, 2).

Case teaching requires learners to come to class prepared to discuss the material. “In fact, if they don’t come to class well prepared, the case method will fail because the people responsible for making meaning from the case are not equipped to do it” (Ellet 2007, 12). The learner cannot simply sit back and let the instructor do all of the thinking. Case preparation guidelines for students are shown in Exhibit 1.
[EXHIBIT 1 ABOUT HERE]
Teaching with Cases


Case teaching can be challenging but rewarding. One reason why it can be challenging is that many instructors have not been trained to use the case method. The lecture method, often in combination with questions and discussion, has been the staple of teaching many subjects, and ethics is no exception. Lecturers are experts trained to present material in an orderly and logical fashion, typically moving from theory to example. Breaking issues and problems into smaller digestible parts to understand a problem is central to the lecture approach. The method is excellent at transferring information but “it doesn’t encourage listeners to think about the content and apply it . . .  In the lecture method, learners receive knowledge from an expert. In the case method, learners make the knowledge with the assistance of an expert” (Ellet 2007, 7; emphasis in original). The analytical approach is also central to the case method as it emphasizes the identification and sorting out of the pieces and putting them back together to understand the phenomena; it involves both inductive and deductive reasoning.

Another challenge to case teaching is managing time. Cases, especially complex ones, can consume a great deal of in-and-out of class time. The tradeoff for instructors who wish to impart information and knowledge in lectures or like to use a standard textbook makes it is difficult to “cover” the material.

If instructors do not instruct, what do they do? They guide, facilitate, nurture, probe, explore, coach and more. The teacher is “planner, host, moderator, devil’s advocate, fellow-student, and judge—a potentially confusing set of roles (Barnes, Christensen, and Hansen 1994, 23). Key to this approach is the skill of the professor to ask questions and engage students, especially with each other. “The art of a case method instructor is to ask the right question at the right time, provide feedback on answers, and sustain a discussion that opens up meanings of the case” (Ellet 2007, 11). There are several types of questions. The fact question elicits correct answers bearing on the case. As such it is not discussable. The more significant question is the interpretative question. Such a question has no right answer but several plausible answers. Factual queries, of course, can bring to light evidence in support of interpretations (Shared Inquiry Handbook 2007, 33).

Case selection is important, but what criteria should be used to choose cases? The most obvious is the subject matter itself. Courses or workshops on leadership, budgeting, personnel management, diversity, or intergovernmental relations should use relevant cases. Another key criterion is complexity. The more complex the case, the more time it will take to work through it. Moreover, ethics cases typically do not have just one right answer. The instructor should be sensitive to the possibility, especially in small group discussions, that a consensus will form about a single right answer. On the one hand, this outcome may not be viewed as satisfactory. On the other hand, it may be unwise to assume that there is never a right answer (Winston 2000, 156). Moreover, there may be a pedagogical benefit in using a few cases that do have right answers to enable students to gain an appreciation that “not everything is up for grabs in moral thinking” (Winston 2000, 157).

Learner participation is crucial to case teaching and engaging students is not always a simple matter. Exhibit 2 contains questions and phrases that might be used to encourage participation and learner engagement with the case. The instructor, in the dual role of case leader and case participant, may need to adapt her behavior to create a more active learning environment. She is an authority figure and must be careful to not stymie student thinking and exploration about a case. Rivenbark (2007) recommends that instructors “not allow their body language to take on the leadership role” (2007, 457). One step he recommends that can be taken by the instructor to alleviate this challenge is to sit rather than stand when she shifts roles and becomes a case participant.
[EXHIBIT 2 ABOUT HERE]
Teaching with Both Lectures and Cases


Instructors often prefer to use lectures along with cases. Imparting information and knowledge in face-to-face settings remains a strong inducement for instructors as well as students. One arguable reason for this attraction is the belief that a course which focuses entirely on cases will diminish the student’s exposure to theoretical concepts and could displace first-hand experience gained through field projects (Rivenbark 2007, 453).  Derek Bok  points out that “Although the case is an excellent device for teaching students to apply theory and technique, it does not provide an ideal way of communicating concepts and analytic methods in the first instance . . . the case method actually limits the time available for students to master analytic techniques and conceptual material” (Bok 1977-78, 11).


Another consideration that should be taken into account when teaching with both lectures and cases is the complexity of the case itself. As a general rule, the instructor should start with less complex cases and move to more challenging ones. The time allocated for lecture material can then be interspersed among the cases to allow the learner to integrate the substance of both methods. This approach also encourages students to become more comfortable and engaged with the cases and the lecture material.


A review of more than 50 ethics syllabi collected by the author indicates that it is uncommon to teach ethics courses entirely with the case method. Rather, instructors typically employ a mix of tools and methods to include lectures, discussion, audio-visual materials such as DVDs, and computer presentations. Thus the question might be asked: “should case material be used before or after a lecture?” Does it matter which comes first? The evidence, although limited, is mixed. In a controlled experiment, Phillips and Vaidyanathan (2004) investigated the learning outcome of accounting students who were exposed to cases both before and after a lecture. Their study involved 141 student volunteers from an Introductory Financial Accounting course. They were led to several conclusions. On the one hand, “by initially engaging in a case analysis, students are enticed to activate their knowledge, which prepares them for gaining new knowledge from a subsequent lecture” (2004). Lectures, they suggest, “may have the effect of inhibiting students by constraining their analyses to what was presented in the lecture, making them less likely to think ‘outside the lecture’(2004, 315). On the other hand, when a lecture precedes a case, student learning is enhanced “because the lecture equips students with knowledge to apply to the case and it constrains the number of irrelevant ideas that students apply to the case” (2004, 315). 


Thus the answer to the question “should case material be used before or after a lecture?” is: “it depends on how the instructor wants to approach case learning.” That is, if the goal is to explore and perhaps discover concepts outside the box (lecture), the case should precede the lecture. This approach involves “messy” learning as students are likely to go off in divergent directions, especially if the instructor is unable to guide the process. If the instructor wants the class to reinforce concepts delivered by a lecture, then the lecture should precede the case. This approach emphasizes efficiency but may not produce more creative learning.

Using Cases in On-line Ethics Courses

A growing number of ethics courses are being taught online, often in a distributed, geographically dispersed information-communication manner that precludes face-to-face instruction. Whether or not one can learn professional ethics in this fashion is an ongoing debate. Critics point out that ethics education requires an expressive process involving students-with-students and students with teachers. Nonetheless, the reality is that online ethics education is growing in popularity and is not likely to diminish in the immediate future. In fact, some experienced instructors believe that cases are essential to teaching and learning ethics in online courses. Alice Schumaker (2008) at the University of Nebraska-Omaha asserts “probably the most important thing to do in teaching an online ethics course is to have interesting cases for students to discuss . . . I find that cases that have multiple aspects related to ethics are the best as students begin to ‘peel the onion’ and find that the dilemma is a lot more complex than they thought.” James R. Carruth (2008) at the University of Memphis adds: “I have taught our graduate course in administrative ethics and have found the best approach is to use case studies as the central focus supported by readings from various texts.” 

Online discussion, of course, has its own challenges. Anyone who has set up a chat room or posted material for commentary on a threaded discussion board knows how uneven and challenging communication can become. It also puts a strain, sometimes heavy, on the instructor to engage online students. On-line courses are labor intensive with a lot of e-handholding required for some students. While there is general agreement that online instruction requires some mechanism for student discussion, case materials can lend themselves to individual introspection—an exercise that is meritorious in its own right. 
Teaching Ethical Reasoning

Ethical reasoning is a process that can be both taught and learned. As Cooper notes in his widely used text The Responsible Administrator (2006) it is not assumed “that ethical decisions are, can, or should be purely rational and principled” (2006, 29). Rather, human feelings are an inseparable part of our ethical life and values and judgments are central to the decision making process. The individual must learn how to draw upon her moral imagination to project probable consequences of the ethical choices she has in given situation (2006, 35). This approach puts the accent on the dynamics and interplay between alternatives, competing and complementary values, and commonsense judgment to resolve an issue. The reasoning questions that might be posed are:

1. Is there an ethical issue? (perception and sensitivity)

2. What is the ethical issue? (definition)

3. What might be done to resolve the situation? (alternatives)

4.  Does the preferred course of action satisfy the needs/preferences of the primary stakeholders? (decision/dynamics)

5. Is the action itself ethical? (judgment)


These questions, if addressed carefully and thoughtfully, can be drawn upon to reason through a perplexing ethical issue, and given the opportunity to practice with them by grappling with real-world cases, can strengthen one’s reasoning capability. Most importantly, with practice and experience when that ethics moment arrives—and it will—one will be much better prepared to deal with it.


Appended to this article is a case entitled “With-holding Information” that the reader might practice applying the questions above to reach a decision about with-holding or not with-holding information.

A Note on the Ethics of Case Teaching


This might seem to be a strange topic, and it probably is insofar as nary a word has been written about it. Cases, of course, can induce argumentation that the instructor must monitor to ensure that civility and reason prevail. The content of some ethics cases such as those dealing with duty, morality, even religion can invoke heated exchanges that do not necessarily add value to the learning experience. 

Perhaps the largest ethical issue, however, is the design of the case and the instructor’s intent. Cases, as this article has noted, are all about chunks of reality, but if cases turn into reality, and it can happen, there is much danger lurking. There is one school of thought that contends that ethics can only be learned in a truly experiential manner. That is, the instructor should create situations that confront the student with a genuine ethical decision to make. This approach is worrisome at best and perhaps even outright unethical. Does an instructor have the “right” to mess with a student’s ethical worldview? And, what if the intervention results in learning unethical behavior? An example or two might be helpful to make this point more cogent. If a student is asked or required to design a case based on his personal experiences, he might find it invasive and painful psychologically to do so. Moreover, what protection does the student have once the experience is known by the professor and perhaps other students? Consider also what could happen when a professor designs a take-home examination that consists of cases. If the professor instructs students to not consult with fellow students in composing a response--especially after a semester of considerable group activity, the student may be placed in an ethically vulnerable spot. She may have to decide that following the examination rule, do not consort with fellow students, is the right thing to do or consult with others to develop a higher quality response. If she did the latter, she would be learning how to be unethical in a course on ethics. A humbling thought, is it not? 

To avoid these unethical outcomes, the instructor must be sensitive to the ethics of case teaching.
Conclusion


The case method can be a powerful teaching and learning tool in ethics education. Like any tool, however, its effectiveness depends to a large extent on the teacher and learner. Whether used to structure an entire course of study or in combination with lectures and other pedagogical approaches, cases should be used with greater frequency in the training of public managers. After all, much of the day-in and day-out of managing the public’s business is case specific. Moreover, ethical reasoning can be learned and applied but only if practiced in some manner. Cases, in-class and online, offer many opportunities to practice, practice, practice.
*The author would like to thank Professors Terry L. Cooper at the University of Southern California, Carole L. Jurkiewicz at Louisiana State University, Manfred F. Meine at Troy University, and Jonathan P. West at the University of Miami for their constructive comments and suggestions on previous versions of this article. Thanks are extended to Professor James S. Bowman for excellent editorial guidance. Finally, the valuable criticism offered by the four reviewers contributed to a much improved article. 
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	Exhibit 1

Student Guidelines

Steps in Preparing for Class

1. Go through the case as fast as possible, asking yourself “What, broadly, is the case about and what types and amounts of information am I being given to analyze?” Often the problem or decision is laid out at the start and/or end of the case.

	2. Read through the case very carefully, underlining key facts and making marginal notes. Exhibits should be analyzed, a key maneuver students tend to avoid. For each exhibit ask yourself “What is its point? What does it tell me?” Then ask yourself, “What are the issues facing the decision makers? Do the issues focus around a single point? Do they form a principal or main decision question?”

	3. Go through the case again, fleshing out the issues that are important to the principal decision.

	4. Develop a set of alternative solutions that will deal with the required decision and describe these so you appreciate what they will involve.

	5. Analyze each alternative in terms of the disciplinary criteria or issues important to the decision. Consider how it will deal with each of the issues you have identified.

	6. Compare the alternatives to see which seems to best meet the criteria or deal with the issues.

	7. Make a recommendation based on the comparison of the alternatives.

	8. Prepare a statement, if appropriate, of what needs to be done to implement the recommendation.

Source: Harling and Akridge 1998.


	Exhibit 2

Questions and Phrases for Encouraging Student Participation

	Encouraging general contributions:

· What shall we start with?

· Who would like to start our discussion off?

· Why don’t we share some perceptions to start with?

· Does anyone have an idea to share?

· What can we make of this?

· How can we interpret this information?

· Can anyone give us some help?

	Testing contribution importance:

· Is anyone else particularly sensitive to that?

· What are the implications of what was just said?

· Can you agree with that?

· Does everyone agree with that point?

· Does anyone have objections to this?

· Who else sees it the same way?

· Did anyone else look at it that way?

· Let’s try/explore that.

· I’m interested in your reaction to that idea.

· I’m interested in knowing why you see that as important.

	Testing analytical support for contribution:

· Could you explain to us the reasoning behind your idea?

· Why do you see it that way?

· What evidence did you use to determine that?

· Is there data in the case to support _______’s idea?

· Could you tell us what assumptions you made to proceed with your analysis?

· Can you see anything we have left out?

· I’m interested in knowing how you determined that.

	Clarifying contribution:

· Let’s make sure we understand what you are saying . . . then restate the essence of what the student said.

· Are you saying that  . . . then reword and restate what the student said.

· Could we say that . . . then reword and restate what the student said.

· Isn’t this basically what you are saying . . . then reword and restate what the student said.

Source: Harling and Akridge 1998.


	Appendix A

Withholding Information: When is it ethical and not ethical?


John is a candidate for a very competitive, high profile city manager job. During the search process conducted by a reputable consulting search firm he is asked: “If we conducted a thorough background check on you, would we find anything in your background which might embarrass a future employer?”

He pauses for a moment as his mind flashes back to an allegation that was made about him when he was a city manager of a small community.  It was alleged by two staff members of the community hospital where his wife was terminally ill that he slapped and verbally abused her. 

The police investigated the allegation as did the Department of Children and Family Services (DCF). During the investigation John asserted that the staff members misinterpreted a situation in which his wife was choking and he was helping her. His wife states to the investigators that he did not abuse her. Neither the police nor the DCF investigations report that there is any physical evidence (e.g., redness on the face) that John had slapped her. Nonetheless, the investigative report is sent to the State Attorney to determine whether or not to press charges. The State Attorney declines to pursue the matter due to a lack of evidence. Thus the allegation is unsubstantiated.
How should John reply to the question asked by the search firm?  Should John disclose the incident? 

Let us assume that he reasons that the incident was entirely personal and was found to be unsubstantiated. Therefore, he decides to respond by saying “there is nothing in my background that would embarrass a future employer?” John receives an invitation to interview. During the interview, he stresses his honesty and high ethical standards. Should John disclose the incident to the city’s HR staff and the city commissioners? Once more he decides to not disclose information about the incident for the same reason he did not disclose it to the search firm.


The interview goes very well. City commissioners are impressed and decide to offer John a $170,000 job contract. The local newspaper reports the story with the byline—“Ethics and experience bring John Jones to the fore.”


On the day the contract is to be voted on, city commissioners receive information that he was accused of slapping and verbally abusing his wife in the hospital where she was terminally ill. The Commission decides to call an emergency meeting to discuss the situation. John is invited to appear before the commission and answer their questions. Should John accept the commission’s invitation? He decides “yes” as the air needs to be cleared and he needs the full trust and confidence of his new bosses. 


During the questioning, he asserts “I haven’t lied. I have not told an untruth.”

One Commissioner asks: “why didn’t you tell us about this allegation?” What should John say?


The commission decides to postpone approving his contract for two weeks while they seek more background information about him. In the meanwhile, John has withdrawn as a city manager finalist for several other positions and is now worried about ending up without any job. He muses, “Am I being treated fairly by the city commission? The media?  I know I haven’t done anything wrong. Why am I being subjected to such scrutiny?”

Based on a real case reported in the Sarasota Herald-Tribune, June 2 and 5, 2007.

Substantive Questions

1.
Is there a difference between poor judgment and committing an unethical act?

2.
How should John go about convincing the one city commissioner who voted against him to change his mind?

3.
Should he accept a job as city manager without the full support of the governing board? Why or why not?

Ethical Reasoning Questions

1. Is there an ethical issue facing John? Did he display ethical sensitivity in answering the search firm’s question: “Is there anything in your background that might embarrass a future employer?”

2. What is the ethical issue?

3. What might be done to resolve the situation?
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