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Abstract:

The case methodology for the purposes of instruction was first initiated by Christopher Langdell
at the Harvard University Law School around 1870 (Osigweh, 1989). The Harvard Business
school adopted this approach in the early 1920s, thanks largely to the pioneering works of
Wallace B. Donham (Copeland, 1954; Donham, 1949). Since that time, it has become a very
popular vehicle in imparting knowledge in business schools across the country. With particular
reference to courses in operations management, Bandyopadhyay (1994) made a strong
recommendation for a greater emphasis on using the case approach as opposed to the
conventional lecture method. Osigweh (1989) has enumerated many major sets of appeals for the
case approach over the conventional methods of teaching. The case methodology focuses on
“doing” in a classroom setting as a way to improve skill (including verbal and written
communication) development. It possesses an illustrative quality; exposes learners to a wide
range of true-to-life management problems; enables the learners to explore the situation and
listen to one another’s views without directly confronting the actual, sensitive issues; and
inspires interest in otherwise theoretical and abstract training material.
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he case methodology for the pur-

poses of instruction was first ini-

tiated by Christopher Langdell at
the Harvard University Law School
around 1870 (Osigweh, 1989). The
Harvard Business school adopted this
approach in the early 1920s, thanks
largely to the pioneering works of
Wallace B. Donham (Copeland, 1954;
Donham, 1949). Since that time, it has
become a very popular vehicle in im-
parting knowledge in business schools
across the country. With particular ref-
erence to courses in operations manage-
ment, Bandyopadhyay (1994) made a
strong recommendation for a greater
emphasis on using the case approach
as opposed to the conventional lecture
method. Osigweh (1989) has enumer-
ated many major sets of appeals for the
case approach over the conventional
methods of teaching. The case method-
ology focuses on “doing” in a class-
room setting as a way to improve skill
(including verbal and written commu-
nication) development. It possesses an
illustrative quality; exposes learners to
a wide range of true-to-life management
problems; enables the learners to ex-
plore the situation and listen to one
another’s views without directly con-
fronting the actual, sensitive issues; and
inspires interest in otherwise theoreti-
cal and abstract training material.

The case methodology is replete
with merits. Osigweh (1989) has enu-
merated the following 10 major sets of
appeals for the case approach over the
conventional methods of teaching:

1. focuses on “doing” in a classroom
setting as a way to improve skill de-
velopment;

2. enhances learner development of
verbal and written communication
skills;

3. fosters mastery through the invita-
tion to solve a mystery;

4. possesses an illustrative quality;

5. exposes learners to a wide range of
true-to-life management problems;

6. enables the learners to explore the
situation and listen to one another’s
views without directly confronting
the actual, sensitive issues;

7. offers a vehicle for constructive
change;

8. inspires interest in otherwise theo-
retical and abstract training material;

9. provides concrete reference points
that foster learning by association
and help bridge the gap between
theory and practice; and

10. helps unlearn skilled incompetence.

Over the years, the approach has
been criticized for several shortcomings.
Osigweh (1989) listed actual or potential
weaknesses in the approach as follows:

1. the case and its discussion focus on
the past and static considerations;

2. inhibits “double-loop learning”;

3. reduces the learner’s ability to draw
effective generalizations;

4. diminishes individual accountabil-
ity for learning and promotes the
development of “parasitic” attitudes
among learners;
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5. reinforces norms of non-criticism
and thus inhibits the growth of
knowledge;

6. may foster “groupthink”; and

7. may compromise quality for quan-
tity of interaction.

The “ACID Test” was developed to
overcome some of the shortcomings of
the conventional case methodology. It
is a unique combination of a “live” case
study, an interactive “guest” speaker
presentation, and a comprehensive writ-
ten exam. The “ACID Test” is particu-
larly useful in the area of operations
management because it combines sev-
eral vital aspects of learning to help
make the case “come alive” to the stu-
dent. This article describes the method
and evaluates the effectiveness of ap-
plying this approach.

ACID Test

The ACID Test was introduced into the
Global Operations Strategy (MBA 627)
course, a required module in the three-
tiered MBA program at The University
of North Carolina at Greensboro
(UNCG). Generally, the students in this
program take the course after having
completed at least about 30 credit-hours
of course work in the basic (functional)
areas (such as Presentation and Inter-
pretation of Financial Statements; Eco-
nomic Analysis; Organizational
Behavior; Financial Management; Mar-
keting Management; and the Opera-
tions Function), foundation level
knowledge (such as Advanced Busi-
ness Statistics; Ethics, Public Policy, and
Business; Cost Management Systems;
Economic Policy and the Global Envi-
ronment; Management Science; Interna-
tional Business; and Business
Processes and Information Technol-
ogy), and a core strategic course in the
Analysis of the Business Environment.
The Global Operations Strategy course
is one of the strategic management core
courses (Strategies for Managing Hu-
man Resources; Creating Value
through Financial Policy; Advanced
Marketing Management; Global Opera-
tions Strategy; and Strategy Implemen-

tation). Each of the required courses
accounts for 1.5 semester credit hours.
Each course runs for eight weeks (one-
half of a semester) and class meetings
are held once a week. In addition to the
33 credit hours of required courses, 15
more credit hours of elective courses are
needed by the students to complete the
MBA program at UNCG.

The word “ACID” in the ACID Test
is an acronym for Analysis and appli-
cation, Content and conceptualization,
Integration and implementation, and
Decision and discrimination. It is im-
perative that MBA students, once hav-
ing gone through the program, are in a
position to place the content learned in
the right perspective and conceptual-
ize the issues at hand, integrate the
material, analyze a given situation and
apply the principles appropriately, dis-
criminate between when to make a de-
cision and when not to as well as
between the relevant and irrelevant is-
sues, make the right decision, and then
implement the decision.

The ACID Test was developed to
comprehensively address the above
mentioned objectives and is adminis-
tered during the last meeting of the
course module. One week prior to the
end of the module, the students are
given an eight page write-up on a spe-
cific real organization. The write-up is
prepared by a senior executive of that
organization in consultation with the
professor. On the day of the exam, sev-
eral questions relating to the organiza-
tion are handed out to the students at
the beginning of the class period. After
the students have digested the questions
for about five minutes, the senior execu-
tive of that organization walks in and
makes a 20-minute presentation. After
the presentation and before the stu-
dents write their answers, the students
are given time to elicit additional and
relevant information, interactively, from
the executive so as to answer the is-
sues/questions on the written exam.
The executive leaves the class room when
the students start writing their answers to
the questions in an hour period.

The presentation and interactive
discussion (which lasts for about 60

minutes) as a part of the exam is the
main thrust of the innovative effort. A
good understanding of the content and
concepts prior to taking the exam, inte-
grating the issues during the presenta-
tion, discriminating between the
relevant and irrelevant information
(and seeking it) during the discussion
session, analyzing the qualitative and
quantitative factors as new material is
presented, moving towards the appro-
priate decision, and understanding the
consequences of implementing it on the
part of the students is a prerequisite for
a good score on the ACID Test. The stu-
dents are only graded on the written
comprehensive exam and not separately
on the extent of interaction with the ex-
ecutive during the discussion session.
Just like chemical acids are used to
check whether the metal is a “noble”
one (such as gold, etc.) or not, the ACID
Test is a good reflection of the quality of
our students for managerial responsi-
bilities.

Effectiveness and Benefits of
the ACID Test

The effectiveness of the ACID Test ap-
proach from a student’s perspective
was measured using a questionnaire.
The questionnaire consisted of specific
questions as well as an open-ended one.
The questionnaires were administered
to sections of the Global Operations
Strategy (MBA 627) course in 25 semes-
ters from summer 1994 to fall 2004.
There were about 25 students on the
average in each of the classes. The or-
ganizations used for the ACID Test in-
clude Deere-Hitachi Manufacturing
Company, American Express Cards, VF
Corporation, FedEx, Konica Manufac-
turing USA, United Healthcare Interna-
tional, R. F. Micro Devices, and United
Guaranty Corporation. Students were
asked to rate on a five-point scale
whether they strongly disagreed (1),
disagreed (2), neither agreed nor dis-
agreed (3), agreed (4), and strongly
agreed (5) whether the ACID Test added
value to their learning experience. An
overwhelming majority of the students
agreed (or strongly agreed) that the con-
tent of the presentation (87%), the
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speaker and the process of the presen-
tation (86%), and the overall Global
Operations Strategy course (91%) added
value to their learning experience. A siz-
able majority agreed (or strongly agreed)
that the class discussion after the
executive’s presentation (81%) and the
overall method of presentation/exami-
nation in the form of the ACID test (75%)
added value to their learning experi-
ence. When asked whether the ACID
Test should be continued in the future,
more than 78% of the students either
agreed (or strongly agreed) that it
should be.

In each of the modules when the
course was run, the professor observed
closely the process of the ACID Test
while it was taking place. It should be
pointed out that the quality of the dis-
cussions with each of the executives
was extremely good. In addition, stu-
dents were fairly accommodating to let
others ask questions rather than usurp-
ing the time. The primary reason for this
was that the students probably felt that
rather than asking questions which
may not add much value to their un-
derstanding for taking the written
portion of the ACID Test, someone else
might have something to query about
which might add a greater value to the
overall process. It was also observed
that when a few (though substantially
few in number) students sought infor-
mation regarding irrelevant issues, the
rest of the students did not take much
notice of those acts. It was heartening
to note that the students analyzed the
information and applied the concepts,
understood the content, integrated the
material, understood the implications
of implementation, made the right de-
cisions, and discriminated the relevant
issues from the irrelevant ones. This
made the ACID Test a reality!

The student comments (from their
responses to the questionnaire) also
underscored the fact that a great deal of
value was added to their learning ex-
periences. A few of the comments are
stated as follows:

The course has tied together a lot of

what I have learned in previous
courses. I enjoyed the exam format,

and in particular, the access to the
speaker. The direct feedback (excuse
the pun) from the president [of the
organization] brought the case ‘to life.”

I think the format [of the ACID Test]
is a good way to deal with a real com-
pany. The opportunity to listen to and
interact with speaker added a lot to
the information from the case.

The presentation and exam method is
the bestI've had in the MBA program.
Keep it up! It is real world and great
experience. It was even fun! Imagine
that in an exam.

Iliked the novel and effective method
of giving a final examination. I really
enjoyed it and was able to tie a lot of
the course together.

Overall, I think this type of exam is a
great simulation and a good measure
of critical thinking.

It was helpful to be presented with a
real company to be able to address
current issues. In addition, it is im-
portant to maintain the question and
answer format for the discussion.

The faculty member greatly ben-
efited by developing and running the
ACID Test. The primary benefit has been
the fact that the faculty member has
gained insights into structuring the
course based on real-world issues. The
university and the business community
have benefited with the initiation of a
strong industry/university collabora-
tive learning environment. This is very
much in line with the thinking ex-
pressed by Robinson, Poling, Akers,
Galvin, Artzt, and Allaire (1992), and
Singhal and Hayes (1992). It is expected
that in the near future, many more
courses in our business school would
be run using this methodology. The re-
spective executives (and their organi-
zations) who have taken part in
different ACID Tests in the 10 years
have expressed that these kinds of ex-
ercises have made them rethink some
of the ways in which they conduct their
business. Some of the executives re-
quested to be invited back for repeat
performances in other ACID Tests due
to the tremendous benefits they experi-
enced—and the faculty member com-
plied with their requests. It is also

expected that many more organizations
in the area would take advantage of
such approaches. In summary, it has
been found students, business execu-
tives, and the business school have all
benefited from the ACID Test.

The case approach may compro-
mise quality for quantity of interaction.
In the ACID Test, each student is not
evaluated on the number of times he/
she asks a question of the “guest”
speaker, but rather on his/her perfor-
mance on the comprehensive in-class
written exam. Since the discussion time
is limited to about 30 minutes, the stu-
dents have to make use of the available
time wisely and ask the relevant ques-
tions. This forces the students to move
towards quality of interaction rather
quantity. It has been observed by each
of the professors that many of the stu-
dents ignore an irrelevant question by
a student and move on to other issues,
thereby confirming that quality is also
important to them as well.

In a conventional comprehensive
written (in-class or out-of-class) exam
based on a previously written case
study, the students are unable to extract
information beyond what is presented
in written form. In such an instance, stu-
dents require clarifications on the facts
of the case presented. Usually, the in-
structor clarifies through his/her own
interpretations. The students’” under-
standing and perceptions of the facts of
the case are blurred by the instructor’s
interpretation of the situations. Whereas
in the ACID Test, the students get an
opportunity to seek the clarifications
directly from the individual (i.e., the se-
nior executive from the organization)
who has all the relevant facts.

The ACID Test is a versatile method
and can be adopted for most courses in
any MBA program and a few advanced
courses at the undergraduate level. The
approach is appropriately suited for
interdisciplinary courses as well. Most
business schools are located close to
organizations and this should make it
possible for active cooperation between
business schools and organizations
and for professors to generate more
ACID Tests in the courses they teach.

See POM, page 35
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