
Engineering Entrepreneurship 
CASE METHOD OVERVIEW  

 
 
One of the primary learning techniques in the Engineering Entrepreneurship curriculum is the “case 
method.”  Each of our case studies this semester describes an actual situation facing a decision-maker in a 
high tech startup.  The case document provides background information on the conditions, attitudes and 
practices leading up to that time in the company’s history.  It then describes the problem or event facing the 
company at the time of the case.  Where appropriate, data is provided on alternative courses of action. 
 
A case attempts to simulate a real life situation.  Consequently, the arrangement of facts is often 
unstructured and purposely requires rearrangement, filtering and interpretation, including the evaluation of 
opinions and behavior.  Most information will be relevant to the situation facing the company, though some 
may be irrelevant.  Often, as in the real situation, not all information one would desire is available.  You are 
put in the shoes of the decision-maker and asked to make decisions based on your analysis of the available 
data. 
 
Cases for the course were selected for their effectiveness in illustrating specific, often critical, issues faced 
in high tech entrepreneurial ventures.  Many of the analytical techniques, decision frameworks, concepts 
and guidelines covered in class lectures and readings will be useful to assess alternatives and determine the 
best course of action.  As in real life, there may be several acceptable solutions to the case.  Definitive 
answers to case situations are rarely, if ever, available.  
 
 

PREPARING A CASE ANALYSIS 
 
Typically about two hours of study time are needed to read and analyze a case.  Although no single method 
of study works for everyone, the following guidelines may be helpful: 
 

• Read the introductory paragraphs, which provide an overview of the situation at hand, then skim 
the case quickly to get a feel for what the case is about and what information you are being given. 

• Read the study questions, which are provided by the instructor as part of the day’s assignment as 
an aid for case analysis and class preparation. 

• Next read the case carefully, underlining key facts as you go.  It is sometimes helpful to construct 
a timeline of these facts on a separate sheet of paper.  Sometimes a simple organization chart also 
helps to keep the players straight.  At this point, put yourself in the place of the decision-maker 
and develop a sense of involvement in the situation he or she is facing. 

• Then go through the case again and, on a page, sort out the relevant considerations (e.g., pros and 
cons) for the key problem(s). 

• Finally, develop your solution based upon your analysis of the problem(s) and relevant 
considerations. 

 
 

2-PAGE ESSAY ASSIGNMENT  
 

Each case may be the subject of either an in-class quiz or an essay assignment.  If an essay is assigned, it 
must be submitted on Canvas prior to the class.  The essay must not exceed 2 pages with 1½ line spacing, 
1-inch margins and size 12 font.  Essay assignments are to be YOUR OWN WORK – the University’s 
Code of Academic Integrity will be strictly enforced.  
 
  

https://catalog.upenn.edu/pennbook/code-of-academic-integrity/


 

Typically the essay assignment will ask that you briefly describe relevant facts about the situation at hand 
and then describe your proposed course of action and your reasons for choosing that course of action.  Do 
not rehash the case.  Do not simply repeat what happened in the case, but explain why it happened.  Most 
of your essay should be devoted to explaining and defending your course of action.  You should discuss the 
pros and cons of your decision, if appropriate to the context of the case, and then defend your decision.  
 
Write your essay using business-style writing as opposed to scientific writing.  In business writing, you 
lead with your conclusion and then present your underlying rationale and supporting facts for arriving at 
your position.  The writing style should be action-oriented, making decisive statements and taking 
definitive positions.  Write in the first person and use active voice, not passive voice.  Scientific writing 
leads the reader through your approach and analysis, reaching a suggested conclusion at the end.  In 
business we often both start and end with our conclusion, providing strong logic in between. 
 
Avoid the following pitfalls: 
 

• Too much attention to minor issues. 
• Lamenting over insufficient data and ignoring creative solutions. 
• Rehashing the case -- assume the reader knows the case. 
• Not appropriately evaluating the quality of provided data. 
• Not being clear and concise, especially with quantitative analyses. 
• Grade deductions are caused by essays that: 

o are submitted late (late submittals are usually not accepted), 
o exceed the 2 page limit, 
o lack clarity or are not concise, 
o use bullet-point lists instead of narrative essay format, 
o are not practical because of cost, timing or other implications, 
o reflect excessive personal bias and miss key issues, or 
o are poorly organized and/or not thoroughly proofread. 

 
 

CLOSED-BOOK QUIZZES 
 
In-class quizzes are announced in advance in the day’s assignment.  They are closed-book, closed-notes 
and take about 10 minutes of class time.  Quiz questions are typically derived from the study questions 
provided by the instructor as part of the case assignment.  While the quiz question may not exactly 
duplicate a study question, it usually will relate to the substance of one or more of the study questions.  To 
prepare for a closed-book quiz, be sure you are prepared to address each of the posted study questions. 
 
 

THE CLASSROOM DISCUSSION 
 
Depending on the nature of the case, the class is often conducted as a meeting of an advisory team to the 
decision-maker in the case, where you and your classmates are the advisors.  The team’s objective is to 
recommend the best course of action and how to implement it.  This recommendation is decided by healthy 
debate and discussion of pros and cons among the team members where the faculty member’s role is that of 
a facilitator.  Classroom learning with the case method depends on your active and thoughtful participation 
in the team discussion.  Although this is a group process, it does not imply conformity to group opinion.  
You should be willing to submit your views to rebuttal in a climate of constructive criticism, and overcome 
any fears of making and admitting a mistake.  Each person will not necessarily have an opportunity to 
speak every day.  Whether you speak or not on a given day, you will benefit by comparing your case 
analysis to that of others.  Participation will be graded not by your amount of “air time” but by the quality 
and thoughtfulness of your comments.  Near the end of the class session, the faculty member will 
summarize the discussion, highlight the useful lessons learned and, if applicable, provide a brief epilog to 
the case. 
 
Sources: 
Hammond, John S., Learning by the Case Method, Harvard Business School, 1990. 
Gibbons, Fred, The Case Method of Instruction, Stanford University, STVP Website, 1999. 
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