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The Case Method: The Instructor as 
"Choreographer" 
 

At the heart of the case method, a major pedagogical tool developed in the 
last hundred years,1 is a decision to be made, and the point is to observe 
the decision-maker’s reasoning, based on two principles:2 

– Language articulates thought; and 
– To teach is... to coach. 
 
Without stopping to consider its Socratic predecessors,3 or its affinities and 
differences with casuistry (which implies establishing a precedent), I will 
explore three issues which I consider important.  

 

 

                                              
1 Leenders, Michael R. and James A. Erskine, Case Research, the case writing process, 2nd Ed., London, Ontario, 1978; 
Erskine, James A., M.R. Leenders and L.A. Mauffete-Leenders, Teaching with cases, London, Canada, 1981; 
Christensen, Roland C., Louis Barnes B. and Abby J. Hansen, Teaching and the Case Method, 3rd Ed., Harvard Business 
School Press, Boston, Massachusetts,  1987. 

2 Pérez López, J.A., Transcription of classes given at IAE, Buenos Aires, Argentina, 27 July 1992, page 14. 

3 Plato, Phaedo and the Socratic dialogues. 
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1. Three Relevant Issues 

If we were to distinguish between the professor who conventionally lectures at 
students, the instructor whose role is to train the apprentice and the “maestro” capable 
of guiding and influencing the values and life styles of his/her followers, surely we 
would agree that the case method should be associated with the second figure, that of 
the instructor who trains apprentices or who helps already expert professionals to 
perfect their skills.  

The first issue would then be: 

Is it plausible that a “novice” instructor could play any one of the possible roles of an 
experienced instructor in the case method? Is it plausible in the case of a “junior” 
instructor? What are the skills we can expect from a “senior” instructor? 

Second issue:  

Does the case method instructor play the same role regardless of the subject matter at 
hand? Does it matter whether the subject matter is highly technical or essentially a 
matter of judgement? 

Third issue: 

Can the instructor always play the same role, or does it depend on the audience (which 
can range from “tender” MBAs to “mature” MBAs, doctoral students and functional 
and high level executives)?  

2. Conceptual Framework 

This note draws on the work of four authors: Juan Antonio Pérez López,4 Carlos Llano,5 
L. Roland Christensen6 and V. Kasturi Rangan.7 All four have dealt amply with the 
theory and practice of the case method as the best pedagogical instrument for 
developing those skills that characterize proper (maybe correct or maybe not 8 

                                              
4 Pérez López, J.A., “The case method as applied to the teaching of economics to businessmen”, Papers on Business Education, Prof. 
Ralph Hower, HBS, Memorial Book, EUNSA, Pamplona, 1975. 

5 Llano Cifuentes, Carlos, “El método del caso y el desarrollo de capacidades activas,” by Professor Juan Carlos Vázquez-Dodero based 
on the essay with the same title by Carlos Llano, IPADE, México, April 1993. 

6 Christensen et al., Teaching and the Case Method, ibid. 

7 Kasturi Rangan, V., “Choreographing a Case Class,” Harvard Business School, note 9-595-074, revised in April 1996, pages. 1-6, 
Harvard Business School Publishing, Boston, Massachusetts. 

8 Pérez López marks the distinction between correct and proper decisions: “If someone doesn’t make some calculations in order to make 
a decision, he/she is not going to make a proper decision, regardless of whether it comes out right that time [...] There are proper 
decisions that are incorrect, quite incorrect [...]”; Pérez López, J.A., Transcription of classes given at IAE, Buenos Aires, Argentina, 27 
July 1992, page 14. 
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prudential (as opposed to technical) decision-making.9 Such skills are mainly intellectual, 
but also psychological and operative.  

By way of synthesis, we can paraphrase the contributions of these four authors as 
follows: Pérez López – in the search for a practical application for theoretical 
knowledge – explains that this teaching method is essential to developing the kind of 
judgement that can be applied to any subject.10 In other words: the point is to tackle 
real and practical problems; therefore, it is more useful for the student to learn the 
appropriate thought processes for dealing with a given type of issue than to learn all 
the ins and outs of that one issue.11 Pérez López uses the example of economics to 
illustrate this point. Economics is useful for non-economists if it helps them to make 
decisions. Therefore he maintains that insofar as – through economics – a person 
becomes capable of solving certain kinds of real and practical problems,12 then that 
person is learning how to make decisions.13 

Stated differently, the point is to turn what he calls “non-operative problems” into 
problems that can be solved by a series of steps and operations.14 It should be noted 
that the constant increment of knowledge turns non-operative problems into operative 
ones. Many non-operative (prudential) issues of the 1960s and 1970s were turned into 
operative ones several years later.  

Llano 15  calls this type of problems “prudential,” based on the distinction between 
technical and prudential knowledge. Technical knowledge refers to knowledge which 
cannot be otherwise because it is based on fixed rules; prudential knowledge, on the 
other hand, is eminently changeable since it refers to things that change and can be 
otherwise. According to Llano, the knowledge that makes a person capable of 
structuring unstructured problems through steps and operations is prudential 
knowledge. Therefore it makes sense that he should propose prudence as the governing 
principle of actions. Prudence is the highest cardinal virtue because it is the virtue of 
intelligence that illuminates the other three operative sisters (justice or solidarity, 
strength or firmness, and temperance or moderation), all equally as worthy as 
prudence. Prudence has contents and rules that can be taught and learned.16 If we want 
to improve the quality of our reasoning with respect to issues that are subject to 
significant degrees of uncertainty, we need to exercise (in real or simulated situations) 

                                              
9 Llano, Carlos, ibid., cf. page 3. 

10 Pérez López, J.A., ibid, pages 83-84. 

11 Ibid, page 87. 

12 Vázquez-Dodero, Juan Carlos and Nuria Chinchilla, “Fundamentos del proceso educativo del profesional de la acción,” excerpt of an 
essay by Professor Juan Antonio Pérez López, October 1993. 

13 Ibid., 85. 

14 Pérez López makes a distinction between operative and non-operative problems: the former can be solved by applying a set of known 
operations, whereas for the latter there are no existing guidelines. Therefore, in order to resolve a non-operative problem, we must first 
turn it into an operative one. Cf. Pérez López, J.A., ibidm 96. 

15 Llano, C., ibid, p. 3. 

16 Llano, C, ibid, p.3 and 5. 
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