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Paul Vincent Smith: The role of the case study within an ethnographic methodology
Case studies are a staple of educational research but the notion of the case study is slippery and somewhat inchoate. For instance: for some, if we are conducting any kind of study of the social world, we are dealing with context and therefore cases (Cronbach 1982). Moreover, a case is necessarily a ‘case of’ something (Becker & Ragin 1992), and that something may not be fully realised until the latter stages of the research. Last, what the case is will change depending on the researcher’s ‘horizons’: in the context of a programme, students may be the cases; with the student as the focus, each item of writing could be the case. All this means that cases may be provisionally established a priori but that the researcher should be open to changing, adding, and re-conceptualising them throughout the research process. In my own research, having initially followed a small number of students longitudinally, I subsequently added four local settings qua cases where there was a particularly rich intersection of data. The use of case studies does have implications for ethnographic research, though, if we consider the problematic of what something is a ‘case of’ as a resource rather than a given. 
The questions that appear on page 4 are indicative and exploratory – I don’t have all the answers to them! They appear in the text (like this: ‘[Q5]’) to show where and how came about in the course of the research. 
How I have used case studies in my doctoral research
The initial idea, as a result of three years abroad teaching writing to a wide variety of nationalities, was to design a Contrastive Rhetoric (CR) study that examine the very large and diverse social sciences programme that I work with. These plans soon changed on the realisation that: (i) my CR study would have to be so changed to fit my background and aptitudes as to be unrecognisable – it became a study inured in traditions cited under the rubric of the “practice turn” (academic literacies, situated cognition, ethnomethodology, social philosophy of practice…); (ii) despite the number of students available, those who could be enticed to participate did not fall easily into the national-linguistic categories that CR researchers seem to employ unquestioningly. 
As a nod to the original conception of the project, I recruited four ‘home’ students and four ‘overseas’ students, the plan being to track their writing as a body. Any differences that arose between their experiences could use this dividing line as an initial topic for investigation. (1. Use of students as the ‘units’ for study – we get to texts/events through them.) However, it soon became clear that even such gross distinctions were hard to maintain: one student had UK and US passports, resided in Switzerland, and had taken the International Baccalaureate (IB) – after much agonising she was eventually put in the ‘overseas’ category on the basis that she had never had any formal education in the UK. Another student, categorised as ‘home’, had a Polish father and Ukrainian mother but had lived since her early years in the UK. [Q5]
In contrast to much of the advice on research methodology, which suggests studying an initial case, analysing it and producing an initial theory which can then be used to select subsequent cases (e.g. Yin 2002), I chose to follow the eight students concurrently as they progressed through two years of undergraduate study. This was partly because I have no need or desire to generalise beyond the particularity of the cases (see e.g. Sharrock & Anderson 1982), even though they would be amenable to a ‘naturalistic generalisation’ (Walters 2007), or to an analytic (Lea & Street 1998) or abductory induction (Buchler 1940), as opposed to an enumerative induction. [Q2] But the main reason that I did not consider any methodological checks for representativeness was that of my general familiarity with the students and their context of study. This was amplified by the fact that carrying out a longitudinal study – two academic years, i.e. two whole cycles of assessment – provided plenty of opportunity to find typicality and commonality of experience. (Although, for my purposes, the unique experiences are just as interesting and valid as the shared ones.) 
As the fieldwork progressed, it became evident that there were events and situations where the data was particularly rich. These occurred, for example, where students on the study took the same courses/wrote on the same topics; where a participant communicated a writing-related anecdote (which could then be compared with the instructor’s account); where prior theoretical interests found an obvious application in the data; or where there was a particularly interesting instance of writing provided by a participant (perhaps something that we never even spoke of in interviews). I do not like to think of these in exactly the same way as cross-case and within-case analyses (Walters 2007), as they are not comparisons e.g. of analogous experiences between participants (for cross-case), nor are they developing themes within a single case (for within-case). Rather, I have come to think of them as cases in themselves that have come about either through intersections of experience of more than one participant, or through focusing in (increasing the magnification!) on the student qua case study. [Q4] If we consider the individual writing assignment in terms of it being something like a ‘minimum epistemological unit’ then all the case studies arrived at (eight students, four perhaps best described as literacy events) provide ways of getting at these. (Does this collapse the distinction between empirical case [realism] and theoretical case [nominalism]?) 
This (ontological) equivalence will need to be borne in mind during the ‘writing up’ phase. Given that a case is invariably a case of something (Ragin & Becker 1992), some justification will need to be found for textually presenting participants and the ‘hot-spots’ in the data as of a piece. (The form of the case needs to accord with any analysis/explanation of it.) The case will need forms of writing that show that it is such. [Q3]
Thinking back on how I conducted the research and how I have worked with the data since the fieldwork phase ended, it seems to me there is a case (!) for suggesting that case study research, perhaps in most instances, is going to be reflexive. Lloyd-Jones writes: “As analysis proceeds, the hypotheses are revised to accommodate the evidence but, in addition, the case itself undergoes redefinition to accord with the developing theory” (2005:75). Let’s ignore the use of the hypothetico-deductive method. What I want to get at is where the case is said to ‘undergo redefinition’, I presume this means redescription in the light of the adapted theory rather than redefinition of the phenomenon of ‘case’ itself. A similar thing goes for method (or better, methodology). What does it say about the case study ‘method’ when new cases are found in the data after the empirical stage of research has finished? In this sense, the methodology influences the data found, but consideration of the data also changes the nature of the methodology. Cases are not ‘out there’ waiting for analysis – the researcher is what makes the case (Ragin & Becker ibid.). 
This all sits badly with what has been described as the modernist view of the case study as a bounded unit. Walters (2007:96) writes of her own experience in trying to append a suitable terminology to the methodology she employed:
Case study, as defined by Stake, would seem to have an unspoken affinity with modernist conceptions of subjectivity which do not sit easily with my approach to understanding identity and subjectivity as multiple and fluid. In the light of this I chose to think of my research strategy as case study because the phenomena that the research was investigating was the child or the children rather than the classroom or the school and as ethnographic because I did not consider the child or children to be bracketed off from the culture, the interactions and the context around them. 

In other words, cases are traditionally seen as bounded (Ragin & Becker 1992, Cresswell 1991??) and perhaps we need to energetically propound the notion that we can’t assume this anymore in the wake of postmodern movements, global influences, and so on. At the very least the fluidity and contingency of boundaries may add further possibilities for researchers. 
Last, my experience of being in a school of education is that research students are encouraged to think in terms of choosing among a ‘holy trinity’ of methods: the case study, the experiment, and the survey. Ethnography is not really mentioned. Perhaps this is the result of the influence of writers such as Hammersley (1992) who write exhaustively on research methods. Hammersley uses ethnography to mean the broader qualitative method, while the case study becomes a ‘selection strategy’ alongside the experiment and survey. In contradiction to the notion of ‘choosing’ methods, in my experience, the methods tend to suggest themselves as being most suitable for given research aims. The method as a ‘theory of data’ places (quite welcome) limits on what can be achieved and how. In my case, it was difficult to see how the aims could be brought about without using case study techniques. [Q1]
Key questions:

1. In linguistic ethnography, is the use of case studies unavoidable? To put it another way, is there/should there be an imperative towards particulars? (The Manchester School of ethnography used the ‘extended case study’ to investigate empirical practices rather than normative principles in their ethnographic work; if our empirical work is determinedly the study of practice, can this meaningfully be accessed in ways other than the ethnographic case study? Swales’ (1998) textography is presented as more than a discourse analysis, less than a full ethnographic account; but it still relies on cases.) 
2. Do we need to give attention to the ability of the case study to provide generalisations? Do we need to attend to methods for bringing this about beyond analytical induction/abductory induction (bearing in mind that e.g. prior presence in the field/longitudinal work is going to add to the plausibility of the generalisations made when bearing in mind the ethos of the researcher)? 
3. What does the use of case studies imply about the presentation of text in a linguistic ethnography? (Particularly when the case can be an event, a person, a district, a family, a literacy event…) This goes for both the presentation of the ethnographer’s own text (the ethnography as written product) and how samples of written work as the object of study are presented. 
4. What is made of the notion of the ‘reflexive case’? This would seem to have implications for what the case is a ‘case of’, which seems to be an issue sharpened by the ‘global context’. 
5. Similarly, Walters’ misgivings about the ‘modernist conceptions’ of the case study suggest either that it needs to be conceived of in a flexible way, and/or allied to a broader methodology that can provide this flexibility. (The multiple identities of some of my participants supports this.) How can we accommodate, for want of a better term, post-modern identities, heritage, and so on? 
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