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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to understand the impact of real, localized case studies on
students’ learning engagement, the learning process and learning experience and the role of such case
studies in influencing students’ learning outcomes.
Design/methodology/approach – Data were collected from 400 undergraduate students through an
online questionnaire immediately after discussion of the case in Business Information Systems classes.
Student learning from the case study was measured by two components consisting of case knowledge
and case perceptions. The student course engagement questionnaire was used to examine engagement
in skills, emotions, participation and performance while the study process questionnaire was
administered to assess students’ learning approaches. Additionally, the seven predominant roles of the
feedback were used to analyse students’ learning experience. Finally, students’ learning outcomes
were assessed both in group performance and individual performance. Structure equation modelling
was applied to test the causal model.
Findings – The results revealed that the case study had a positive influence on students’ engagement
in skills and emotions. Moreover, case perceptions led students to surface approach in their learning.
Furthermore, case knowledge had a positive impact on the learning experience.
Research limitations/implications – The study suggests that localized case studies should be
designed cautiously. Furthermore the method of instruction regarding the method must be clearly
explained for undergraduate students. Future research should consider a way of evaluating academic
achievement as a result of using localized cases.
Originality/value – The findings reported in the paper contributed to an area of educational research
by emphasizing on the mediating role of learning engagement, the learning process and the learning
experience.
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Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Developing a better understanding of the case study method in undergraduate-level
education has been identified as an important issue in management information
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systems disciplines (Webb et al., 2005). Case study pedagogy exposes students to
real-life situations using business cases through a comprehensive interaction between
students and their instructors (Barnes et al., 1994). Moreover, class discussions based
on case studies enable students to be proficient in communication, self-management,
and decision-making and problem-solving skills through the use of experiential learning
(Sawyer et al., 2000). Case-based learning is often designed to deal with commonly faced
issues, demand for connecting theory and application, as well as to promote interaction
among students (Kardash and Wallace, 2001; Prince, 2004; Yadav et al., 2007). Recent
studies shows that case-based learning significantly improves learners’ perceptions of
satisfaction, and usefulness (Kim et al., 2012).

Constructivism theory explains how learners’ knowledge is constructed when
human beings use their experiences to form information that makes sense to them
instead of acquiring existing knowledge from others. The learner may organize their
understanding differently and idiosyncratically and will thus “construct” their own
meaning (Eggen and Kauchak, 1994; Prawat and Floden, 1994). In the development of
constructivism theory, there are two aspects of cognitive theory which are associated
with cognition and instruction within educational psychology (Mayer, 1992).
Course content along with individual learning styles are the two main bases of
seeking the most effective way of teaching. Because each individual learns more
effectively in different ways, some pedagogical strategies are more/less appropriate
than others for desired outcomes. Case studies have been demonstrated to be
important in enhancing students’ cognition, engagement, approaches to learning,
experience and outcomes.

Stemming from constructivism theory, the case method is a popular pedagogy in
many graduate schools (Sudzina and Kilbane, 1994; Wassermann, 1994). The case
method particularly relies on instructors to lead and facilitate students to induce new
knowledge (Wassermann, 1994) students will be more engaged in class when instructors
consistently signal openness to students’ opinions and recognize the instructors role in
contributing to students’ success (Gasiewski et al., 2011). The case method will also
produce useful generative discussions among students (Barnes et al., 1994; Lynn, 1999).
There is a growing body of evidence shows that the case study method has a positive
effect on learning performance such as grades and critical-thinking skills (Chaplin, 2009;
Dupuis and Persky, 2008; Ertmer et al., 1996; Kuhne-Eversmann et al., 2008). Although
case studies have been used widely, there appears to be relatively little research on how
to measure actual learning outcomes of using case studies. Therefore, for college courses
that involve group learning and case studies, validating assessment instruments might
become an issue. The case study method includes interaction between students and
instructors, and a series of actions in analysing a situation, such as identifying problems,
developing alternative solutions and communicating in both oral and written forms.
Although there have been few studies evaluating student learning outcomes from case
studies (Barnes et al., 1994), one model to meet this challenge is the general support
system (GSS) (Mennecke et al., 1992). The GSS model for group learning research
presents a way to collect valuable information on both group and individual outcomes.
Furthermore, the GSS model is more objective than student-based assessment because it
reduces biases by grades, personalities and rigorousness (Peterson and Quarstein, 2001).
Hence, this study hypothesized that:

H1. The case study method is positively correlated to undergraduate students’
learning outcomes.
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Student engagement is considered as a solution to increase academic motivation and
accomplishment. Students are engaged when they feel involved in their education, the
show this by their willingness, need, desire and compulsion to participate in
their educational experiences (Bomia et al., 1997). Engagement can also be seen as
a catalyst in the learning process as it moves students to a higher level of thinking.
Handelsman et al. (2005) identified four components of engagement in the classroom
including skill engagement, emotional engagement, participation engagement and
performance engagement. Previous studies found that student engagement has
a relationship with interaction between teachers and peers in the classroom experience
(Guthrie and Anderson, 1999; Skinner and Belmont, 1993). Accordingly, an active
learning environment promotes self-efficacy and goal orientation among students as it
increases student engagement in classroom achievement (Bandura, 1997; Hsieh et al.,
2007; Miller et al., 2011). In addition, learning activities related to learning outcomes
enhance learning retention and engagement (Anaya, 1996). From the active learning
viewpoint, Heinrich et al. (2012) found the case study method increases students’
satisfaction and motivates them to study more in class. Thus, obtaining desirable
learning outcomes requires an engagement from others and the achieved learning
outcomes will support the individuals’ engagement in the next action. This statement
leads to the following hypotheses:

H2a. The case study method is positively correlated with undergraduate students’
learning engagement.

H3a. Undergraduate students’ learning engagement is positively correlated with
their learning outcomes.

Students’ approach to learning theory is conceptualized as students’ perceptions
and learning-related activities such as constructivism (Biggs, 1999; Dart and Boulton-Lewis,
1998). Research results also showed a relationship between the case studies and
students’ critical-thinking skills such as analysis and synthesis (Chaplin, 2009;
Rybarczyk et al., 2007; Struck and Teasdale, 2008). Students’ learning approaches are
believed to affect the quality of learning outcomes. The study process questionnaire
(SPQ) (Biggs et al., 2001) has been used to evaluate students’ deep and surface learning
approaches. In general, it is assumed that deep approach learners achieve higher
learning outcomes in comparison to surface approach learners (Gijbels et al., 2005).
There are several studies that found no relationship between student approaches to
learning and learning achievement (Gijbels et al., 2005; Groves, 2005; Jones and Jones,
1996). However, there are also some researches showing a weak, yet significant,
relationship between the SPQ and academic achievement in a large-scale data
collection (Booth et al., 1999; Ramburuth and Mladenovic, 2004; Snelgrove and Slater,
2003). The results of previous studies demonstrated that student approaches to
learning measured by the SPQ are either having no or little significance to academic
achievement. For this reason, Choy et al. (2012) used achievement-related classroom
behaviour as a mediator between student approach to learning and academic
achievement. The results turned out to be significant. Consequently, students might
change their approach to learning based on the learning environment and interaction
in classrooms (Gijbels et al., 2008). Jones and Kerr (2012) also demonstrated that the
case study method is proven for improving learning engagement and the learning

289

Mediating role
of learning

engagement



www.manaraa.com

process hence facilitates greater student interest, understanding and skills. Thus, this
study hypothesized that:

H2b. The case study method is positively correlated to undergraduate students’
learning process.

H3b. Undergraduate students’ learning process is positively correlated to their
learning outcomes.

Feedback is considered as a central element of the student’s learning experience.
In a case study learning environment, there is a high level of instructor-student
interaction where the instructor provides concurrent and formative feedback to
students to promote their learning (Michaelsen et al., 2004). Team interaction, where
peers provide positive and negative feedback also fosters student participation related
to both knowledge activation and knowledge construction (Vasan et al., 2009). Students
pay attention to feedback for two reasons. First, many students view feedback as a tool
for furthering their academic achievement, and second, as a tool that will assist them
with understanding course concepts and ideas (Rowe, 2011). As a result, the processes
of monitoring and facilitating feedback are determinant factors for the quality of the
case study experiences. According to Lee et al. (2009), instructors’ and peers’ feedback
and advice encourage students’ learning process and in-depth understanding. This leads
us to the following hypotheses:

H2c. The case study method is positively correlated to undergraduate students’
learning experience.

H3c. Undergraduate students’ learning experience is positively correlated to their
learning outcomes.

In order to explore these relationships, this study focused on the direct effects of the
case study methods on students’ learning outcomes as well as the indirect effects of
measuring the extent to which the mediating variables including learning engagement,
learning process and learning experience affect learning outcomes. A conceptual model
of this investigation is developed as depicted in Figure 1.

2. Data collection and methodology
To collect data for this study, students were encouraged to answer a web-based
questionnaire at the end of the case discussion. Participation was voluntary, anonymous
and unrelated to their assessment grades. Students had the right to opt in or out, even
if they did not complete the questionnaire at all. The questionnaire took approximately
15-20 minutes to complete. In total, 500 web-based questionnaires were sent to
undergraduate students studying business information systems courses. As a result,
there were about 400 valid questionnaires and the effective response rate was
approximately 80 per cent.

To assess the case study method, the central points were to examine case knowledge
and case perceptions over case discussions (Webb et al., 2005). At first, students were
required to score course concepts related to the case discussed in class. Students
were then requested to assess their perceptions of how the case impacted their views
about the course. Both sections were developed from a scoring scheme based on

290

ET
56,4



www.manaraa.com

discussion questions of the case. For case knowledge, students were given the question:
“After studying the case of [y], could you assess its relative importance in the course?”
and asked to assess its relative value by using a five-point Likert-type scale. For case
perceptions, students were given the question: “Degree to which the case of [y] enhanced
your knowledge of [y]” and asked to score agree/disagree on a five-point scale.

The student course engagement questionnaire (SCEQ) (Handelsman et al., 2005)
was administered to assess four types of engagement. The SCEQ questionnaire was
reduced from an original 27-item instrument to a 23-item instrument. The SCEQ scale
measures skill engagement, emotional engagement, participation/interaction
engagement and performance engagement. First, the skill engagement consisting of
nine items represented student engagement with practicing skills. Second, a five-item
sub-scale was used to measure emotional engagement in class materials. The third
element was participation/interaction engagement using six items depicting participation
in class and interaction with instructors and peers. The final dimension composed of three
items was administered to determine the level of performance in class. Each item was
designed in a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1¼ not at all characteristic of me
to 5¼ very characteristic of me.

The SPQ (Biggs et al., 2001) was implemented to evaluate the learning process in
class. The SPQ was revised from the original 43-item SPQ (Biggs, 1987a, b) to the
20-item version. The SPQ measures student’s approach to learning according to
whether they apply a deep approach or a surface approach to their studies. These two
primary factors consisted of motive and strategy components. This revised two-factor
version is believed to ideally assess any particular course with other contextual
elements in teaching and learning system. In this study, the SPQ was composed
of a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1¼ never or only rarely true of me to
5¼ always or almost always true of me.

The seven different dimensions derived from the importance of feedback to
students were used to assess the students’ learning experiences (Rowe, 2011). The first

H2a

H2b

H2c

H3a

H3b

H3c

Learning
engagement

Learning
process

Learning
experience

Learning
outcomes

Case study
method 

H1

Figure 1.
Path model depicting
relationships between

the case study method,
learning engagement,

learning process,
learning experience and

learning outcomes
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dimension perceived feedback as a guide towards good results. When students’
assignments go wrong, they will learn from them to get better grades. The second
dimension reflected feedback as a learning tool that assisted students to understand
course materials better. The third dimension viewed feedback as a means of interaction
and participation in the learning process. The fourth dimension valued feedback as an
encouragement and learning motivation. In the fifth dimension, feedback acted as
an emotion regulator and a means to reduce anxiety. Feedback being an expression of
respect due to the learning culture was the sixth dimension. Finally, feedback was used
as an expression of caring for personal contact in learning. The importance of feedback
from instructors and peers were asked on a five-point scale from 1¼ not at all
important to 5¼ extremely important.

The GSS model for group learning (Mennecke et al., 1992) was applied to measure
students’ learning outcomes for both individual and group performance. The assessment
items were divided into two subcategories by Peterson and Quarstein (2001). The effects
of group-based case study courses on group performance including 11 items were the
first assessment. The other assessment was on the individual’s positive perceptions of
group learning with eight items. Students’ responses ranged from 1¼ totally disagree to
5¼ totally agree.

Data were analysed using structural equation modelling (SEM) statistical methods. To
determine whether learning engagement, the learning process and learning experience
are capable mediators between the case study method and learning outcomes, SEM was
used to test this mediation model. SEM determines whether relationships exist among
the constructs. Software Amos 18 was applied to specify, estimate, assess and present
models to show the results of hypothesized relationships among variables.

3. Results and discussion
Following the two-stage analytical procedure (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988), this
study tested the measurement model before assessing the structural relationships.
The measurement model specified the relationships between the observed indicators
and latent variables. In this regard, the validity and the reliability of the indicators of
the latent variables were assessed. The convergent validity was assessed by average
variance extracted (AVE). Construct validity for the scales used has been established
elsewhere. Construct reliability (CR) was measured according to the suggestions of
Akter et al. (2011). The cut-off values for AVE and CR were 0.5 (Fornell and Bookstein,
1982) and 0.7 (Akter et al., 2011), respectively. As shown in Table I, the AVE values did

Construct AVE CR

1 Case knowledge 0.16 0.08
2 Case perceptions 0.47 0.55
3 Skill engagement 0.30 0.54
4 Emotional engagement 0.24 0.28
5 Participation engagement 0.24 0.32
6 Performance engagement 0.06 0.01
7 Surface approach 0.18 0.29
8 Deep approach 0.22 0.37
9 Learning experience 0.26 0.40

10 Group performance 0.20 0.36
11 Individual performance 0.13 0.14

Table I.
Assessments of
convergent validity and
construct validity
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not exceed the recommended cut-off of 0.5 and the CR values were not higher than the
threshold of 0.7. As a result, the measurement model indicated that on average, there
was an error remaining in the items and the internal consistency was not good enough.

Thereafter, the SEM specified the relationships amongst the latent variables.
The results showed that the data matched the hypothesized model respectably, w2/df
ratio¼ 2.574, po0.01, TLI¼ 0.689, CFI¼ 0.701, RMSEA¼ 0.056. The p-value of
the w2 test was less than 0.01, which meant that the proposed model was rejected.
However, w2 is highly sensitive to sample size. With a large sample size, the w2 value
will be statistically significant (Sharma, 1995), thus it might inaccurately imply a poor
data-to-model fit. Consequently, researchers turned to another goodness-of-fit indexes
rather than the w2 value (Bearden et al., 1982). TLI and CFI are correspondingly used as
relative fit indexes less sensitive to sample size and the cut-off value of each index is
0.90, indicating good fit (Sharma, 1995). In this study, the value of TLI and CFI did not
reach the cut-off value, but leant against strict reliance on cut-offs. Gerbing and
Anderson (1992) stated that the value of TLI and CFI decrease as the number of
variables in a casual model increases. The RMSEA value in this study was 0.056, which
was in the range of 0.05-0.08, and indicated that the data fairly fit the proposed model
(Maccallum et al., 1996).

First, there was no direct relationship between the case study method and learning
outcomes. A possible explanation is that the variables neglected in this study
biased the results of this research (Cellini, 2008; DesJardins et al., 2002). Further,
the insignificant results might be caused by different methods in data collection
(Zacharias, 2007) and/or instructional issues such as teaching plan, teaching method
and assessment scheme, which could also influence learning outcomes (Eggen and
Kauchak, 1994).

The causal model, in which a measure of learning engagement was a mediator,
is represented in Figure 2. The analysis revealed that both case knowledge and
case perceptions had significant and positive relationships with skill engagement
and emotional engagement while their effects on participation engagement and
performance engagement were insignificant. These findings showed that students
engagement in skill and emotional activities would lead to their understanding of the
theory learnt in the classroom (Handelsman et al., 2005) as well as complementing
students’ knowledge and skills (Weinstein et al., 1988) in practice. On the other hand,
students were not interested in participation and performance engagement for
extrinsic motivation and extrinsic rewards. The first explanation for the insignificance
is possibly related to a lack of grading scheme. Previous finding showed that extrinsic
motivation is useful for new and interesting materials (Sansone and Harackiewicz,
2000) but most of the assignments should be marked by the instructor (Handelsman
et al., 2005). The second explanation is most likely related to on-the-job experiences
and research involvement. Miller et al. (2011) found that internship students and
undergraduate research students are generally more engaged in learning.

Furthermore, Figure 2 also shows the relationships between learning engagement
and learning outcomes. The findings were insignificant. Although case knowledge and
case perceptions motivated students’ skill engagement and emotional engagement,
those two mediating elements did not hold a special attraction for promoting their
group performance and individual performance. Ideally, student engagement mediates
the relationships between the academic environment and learning outcomes, especially
in enterprising disciplines (Pike et al., 2011). A plausible explanation for the insignificant
effects is that integrating various technological tools for the case study method enhances
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student engagement in understanding the construction of knowledge (Lee et al., 2009).
The other possible explanation for these results is the case complexity. From a cognitive
load framework (Sweller et al., 1998), the case studies might have been creating an
extraneous load. The case content was new to the students and the case analysis usually
requires an interpretation of the subject matter in order to solve the problem. Thus,
students need time to get acquainted with the subject matter and to build strategies for
solving the presented issues (Chaplin, 2009).

The other objective of this study was to investigate how the case study method was
related to student learning approaches and learning outcomes (Figure 3). The analysis
showed that case knowledge had a significantly inverse relationship with deep
approach to learning while case perceptions had a significantly obverse relationship
with surface approach to learning and a significantly reverse relationship with
deep approach. Based on the empirical results, it was obvious that students’ cognitive
ability, one of the major determinants of academic achievement (Ackerman and
Heggestad, 1997), could be dissonant. Undergraduate students have a lower cognitive
level of learning activities in tertiary education (Gow and Kember, 1990) since the case
study method requires discussion among students and with the instructor in class,
a deep approach to learning is expected from the students instead of a surface approach.
The inverse relationships between the case study method and deep approach to learning
indicated that the students did not understand how to approach the case if they were

Notes: Only statistically significant paths are shown in the path model. 
*,**,***Significant at the 10, 5 and 1 per cent confidence level, respectively

0.468** 

0.246*

0.455***

0.445***

Case study method

Learning engagement 

Learning outcomes 

Skill engagement

Case knowledge

Case perceptions

Performance
engagement

Emotional
engagement

Individual
performance

Participation
engagement

Group performance

Figure 2.
Mediating role of learning
engagement between the
case study method and
learning outcomes
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supposed to use past experience to actively construct a self-owned understanding rather
than to obtain knowledge passively (Eggen and Kauchak, 1994; Prawat and Floden,
1994). Additionally, instructors need to examine methods of teaching, course content and
goals to evaluate whether the case method teaching is appropriate for course objectives
and expectations (Sudzina, 1997).

The two approaches to learning, as measured by the SPQ, are ineffective predictors
of students’ learning outcomes (Figure 3). The absence of relationships between
approaches to learning and learning outcomes is in line with the works of Gijbels et al.
(2005) and Minbashian et al. (2004). The explanation is most likely related to the
absence of some essential skills to work with case studies. Heitzmann (2008) suggested
a few necessary steps to solve case studies. Some of these steps are problem understanding,
finding assumptions, offering interpretation and solutions. Another possible explanation
might be related to the level and quality of instructors’ facilitation of case studies. Lee et al.
(2009) indicate that the instructors’ facilitation in the case study method had a strong
effect on students’ understanding.

According to the experimental results (Figure 4), case knowledge had positive effect
on students’ learning experience, as measured by the seven themes of feedback. Course

Case knowledge

Case perceptions

Learning experience

Group performance

Individual
performance

Notes: Only statistically significant paths are shown in the path model. 
*,**,***Significant at the 10, 5 and 1 per cent confidence level, respectively

1.101**

Case study method Learning experience Learning outcomes

Figure 4.
The mediating role of

learning experience
between case study

method and learning
outcomes

Notes: Only statistically significant paths are shown in the path model.
*,**,***Significant at the 10, 5 and 1 per cent confidence level, respectively

2.568* 

–4.296*** 

–1.689* 

Learning outcomes 

Case knowledge

Case perceptions 

Surface
approach

Deep approach

Group performance

Individual
performance

Case study method Learning process

Figure 3.
Mediating role of learning
process between the case

study method and
learning outcomes
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concepts related to the specific case made students recognize the value of feedback.
Previous studies supported that providing feedback assisted in case-based learning
activities (Lee et al., 2009) and motivation (Biggs and Tang, 2007; Linnenbrink and
Pintrich, 2002). However, in this research model, case perceptions did not have a
significant effect on the learning experience. A possible explanation for this
insignificant relationship is that students’ arrangement for small group discussions
were poor to bring out a better learning experience (Flynn and Klein, 2001). In addition,
one probable explanation for the insignificant effect on students’ perceptions of
learning experience was that incentives were not sufficient to motivate students to
comment and give feedback on the case analysis and discussions of their peers
(Tammets and Normak, 2013).

There were no significant results found between learning experience and learning
outcomes (Figure 4). In principle, students’ preference for feedback might result in
having a positive influence on their learning outcomes (Rowe et al., 2008). A possible
explanation for the insignificant findings is a lack of questioning techniques and
moderation. Williams (2004) pointed out that a successful case study method requires
instructors to employ questioning techniques and to moderate discussions through
feedback and support. Another very likely explanation for the insignificant results is
the process of giving feedback. The case study method requires a small group to work
on the main class activity, where prompt feedback is provided from the instructor
regarding performance (Michaelsen et al., 2004).

4. Conclusion
In this study, though some results were statistically insignificant, the study offered
confirmation of three findings. First, the case study method encourages students’
skill engagement and emotional engagement. Second, case perceptions direct students
to apply surface approach to learning. Third, case knowledge intensified learning
experience. As noted at the outset, the case study method is perceived as an aid to
students’ learning outcomes. But the results show that the direct mediating roles of
learning engagement, learning process and learning experience did not have direct
effects on the learning outcomes through the case study method. As for affective
consequences, it might be the forces of inertia factor in the sampled students who are
more likely to report positive affective responses following a lecture than following a
case (Moore, 1999).

The significant findings suggested that instructors might design an appropriate
case and instruct students to analyse the situation of the case as well as to discuss
an action plan. In addition, the instructor should work on students’ listening
and communication skills in group discussions to foster participation engagement.
When students understand how to conduct a case as well as work in a group, the
instructors need to observe and judge students’ performance for enhancing performance
engagement and learning process (Choy et al., 2012). At a more general level, the findings
confirmed that increasing interaction (Biesta, 2004; Bingham and Sidorkin, 2004),
providing feedback (Marcus et al., 2004) and implementing assessment in class (Webb
et al., 2005) were essential for learning outcomes. In short, the case study approach to
teaching and learning advances the understanding of students’ learning engagement,
learning process and learning experience in a relatively unexplored effect on the learning
outcomes.

Although case-based learning has already been used widely for higher education,
how to best utilize this method is an issue that must be studied and improved case by case.
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To execute expansive case-based learning, a creative design for instructional materials
and comprehensive facilitation are necessary (Garvey et al., 2000). There are some
recommendations on a better design for the case study method. First, there needs
to be a detailed instruction regarding how to support students learning over the
case-based course (Lee et al., 2009). Correspondingly, an explicit grading system
of case-based activities can support students in reducing cognitive dissonance and
ambiguity in the learning process. Second, cognitive ability and personality traits of
students (Choy et al., 2012) should be examined for better predictions of learning
outcomes. Accordingly, an appropriate complexity of a case and a proper timing at the
end of the semester will allow students to study a case more thoroughly with better
understanding.

This study has also got some limitations. The participants were limited to students
of business information systems only. In addition, the actual neglect of the instructions
and assessment of students’ actual behaviours in class might have affected the results
of this causal model. As a result, one should be cautious when implying the findings of
this study and forwarding it to other programmes of training. However, this experiment
is at the beginning of assessing students’ learning engagement, learning process and
learning experience by employing the case study method to the curriculum. Considering
the results of these evaluations and the potential for improvement, further research can
investigate academic achievements by observing students’ actual behaviours in class
(Choy et al., 2012) or assessing a course first without and then with the case study
techniques for a robust evaluation (Peterson and Quarstein, 2001).
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