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Overview & Process 

 
Case studies are the most common type of qualitative research. Case studies provide a more in 
depth look at a very specific case of something. Doing a case study is helpful when you want to 
look at data within the context of something that is happening. A case study is qualitative research 
that focuses on one unit of study (Merriam, 1998). 

Case studies have four main categories in the context of educational research: 
ethnographic, historical, psychological, and sociological (Merriam, 1998). Ethnographic case 
studies focus on culture and can include the culture within a classroom. Historical case studies are 
used to understand the subject over time. Psychological case studies are used to analyze behavior. 
Sociological case studies focus on social constructs. 

The nature of the case study is dependent on what is being studied. It is an in depth 
collection of data. A case study typically takes place within a natural setting, rather than a clinical 
setting. Just like any other form of research, the data from a case study should be analyzed. The 
analysis of a case study is like a narrative due to the qualitative nature of the research. 

 
Methodological Advantages 

 
 Detail in a case study is very specific. The rich detail that comes out of a case study can be 
transferred into other contexts (Erickson). Transfer into other contexts is able to happen because 
when specific details are similar, it is easily seen in the research. Other methods of research are 
not able to provide as much detail because the sample size is much larger. The researcher is often 
immersed in the context of the study, making them an expert on the given case.  
 In a case study, the researcher is very familiar with the subject they are studying. The 
amount of time spent within the context of the research is greater compared to other types of 
research. The in-depth nature of a case study gives researchers the ability to understand a great 
amount of detail as to the causality of a given scenario. Case studies are strong because they are 
precise. Case studies have proven very insightful for educational research.  
 

Methodological Shortcomings 
 

 Many see the lack of generalizations as a critique to case studies due to the fact that it is 
an in depth study of a particular case. Some critics remark that qualitative research methods, like 
a case study are more susceptible to data cherry-picking, only presenting research that matches 
the researcher’s position (Erickson). Case studies can also be seen as being too specific to just 
one context. 
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 The nature of a case study makes the sample size small. There are limited amounts of 
people that could be in the exact same scenario as the one laid out in the case study. It can be 
difficult to repeat a case study. With a smaller scope it can be difficult to see patterns within the 
data. It can be hard to tell if the data is an outlier or unique to a specific group (Johnson & 
Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 
 

Topics Fitting for Case Study 
 

Individual students; classrooms; entire schools; whole educational systems; curriculum—most 
everything. 
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