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Abstract 

Classroom discussions are often flat and lifeless because students don’t read the materials to 

be discussed prior to the class. The professor spends the majority of the class period asking 

questions. Students respond with either blank stares or inconsequential answers. This paper 

introduces and describes a Sure-Fire way to improve student participation in classroom discus-

sions. Students are required to write a one-page, double-spaced summary of the mini-cases to 

be discussed. This technique ensures students have read the materials; they have a better 

understanding of the concepts and are more likely to be actively involved in classroom discus-

sions. Results of a student survey indicate that students are ambivalent toward the enjoyment 

of writing but consider themselves to be good writers. Although they felt writing the summa-

ries helped them understand the concepts more fully, this comprehension did not transfer to 

the same degree for doing well in the exams. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Students learn best when they actively par-

ticipate in the learning process.  This partici-

pation could be as simple as deciding the 

order in which material is presented or as 

elaborate as role-playing in a simulated en-

vironment such as an electronic futures ex-

change.  Educators in all disciplines have 

used a variety of active learning techniques 

to promote favorable learning outcomes 

(McKeachie, 1999). 

In the information systems (IS) area, class-

room discussions based on real-world busi-

ness cases are a commonly used active 

learning technique.  This strategy promotes 

long-term retention of information, develops 

students’ thinking skills, motivates them to-

ward further learning and allows them to 

apply information in new settings (McKea-

chie et al., 1986).  Classroom discussions, 

however, are ineffective when students don’t 

adequately prepare for the discussion by 

reading the assigned materials.  This lack of 

preparedness ranges from not reading the 

material at all to skimming quickly over the 

assigned readings immediately before or 

during class.  The classroom discussion that 

ensues is typically one-sided: the professor 

spends the majority of the class asking 

pointed questions to guide the discussion. 

Students respond with either blank stares or 

inconsequential answers.  The classroom 

discussions quickly turn into inactive learn-

ing: the students are not engaged, the pro-

fessor is frustrated and the learning oppor-

tunity is squandered.  
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A sure-fire way to get students involved in 

the classroom discussions is to require them 

to write a one-page double-spaced summary 

of the reading materials that will be dis-

cussed.  This requirement forces the stu-

dents to read the assigned materials. They 

are able to assimilate the information by 

writing a concise summary that includes only 

the major points.  

The intent of this article is to describe, in 

more detail, this pedagogical technique that 

gets students involved in classroom discus-

sions and helps them practice their thinking 

and writing skills.  The remainder of the ar-

ticle is organized as follows.  First, the state 

of the art of current pedagogical literature 

on active learning techniques related to writ-

ing-to-learn is examined.  Next, how these 

design points are met by the Sure-Fire tech-

nique is discussed.  Empirical results demon-

strating students’ reactions to this technique 

are presented and discussed.  The article 

concludes with some closing remarks and 

directions for future research. 

2. PEDAGOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

Active Learning 

Active learning theory suggests that stu-

dents become an integral part of the learn-

ing process by studying ideas, solving prob-

lems, and applying what they learn.  Active 

learning helps students to hear, see, ask 

questions about issues and problems and 

have the opportunity to discuss them with 

others (Bonwell and Eison, 1991; Bean, 

1996; Silberman, 1996).  There is consensus 

among pedagogical researchers that active 

learning techniques have a positive impact 

upon students' learning (Astin, 1984; Asso-

ciation of American Colleges, 1986; Miller, 

1988; Bonwell and Eison, 1991; McKeachie, 

1999; House, 2002; Kvam, 2002; McClana-

han and McClanahan, 2002; Udovic et al., 

2002).  Researchers have found active 

learning is related to higher levels of student 

confidence in their: (1) discipline- based 

knowledge (Anderman and Young, 1994; 

House, 2002); (2) learning involvement and 

motivation (House, 2002; Udovic et al., 

2002); (3) problem-solving abilities (Zoller, 

1987); (4) development of independent 

learning skills and the ability to apply know-

ledge (Sivan et al., 2000); and (5) increased 

retention (for students whose performance is 

average or below average) (Kvam, 2002).  

Udovic et al. (2002), found that students 

involved in the active learning approach de-

veloped a deeper conceptual understanding 

of the material, a higher level of logical rea-

soning, and a greater appreciation for the 

discipline than did students in a comparison 

section of a course taught with passive me-

thods. 

Active Learning Techniques – Case 

Teaching 

Case teaching is an extremely effective ac-

tive learning strategy that helps students 

learn how to solve problems (Bonwell and 

Eison, 1991).  This systematic way of con-

structing a context for learning from the 

knowledge and experience of students relies 

heavily on student preparation and partici-

pation (Christensen, 1991).  Cases are spe-

cifically designed and tailored to elicit dis-

cussion and analysis of situations and to 

build upon students’ capacity to clearly de-

fine issues, problem-solve, make appropriate 

decisions, formulate strategies and recom-

mendations for action, implement and eva-

luate selected solutions, and lastly, confront 

obstacles to implementation. The cases illu-

strate issues and factors that affect political 

decision-making, reveal realistic complexi-

ties and tensions, underscore prevailing dis-

ciplinary assumptions and principles and 

capture the rationale behind theoretical 

frameworks.  As students discover case-

specific facts and principles, their investiga-

tive and analytical skills improve; they can 

distinguish between relevant and super-

fluous data; and they can present acceptable 

argumentation and provide sound analysis 

based on the information supplied in the 

case (Golich, 2000). 

The discussion process itself requires stu-

dents to become profoundly and actively 

involved in their own learning; to discover 

for themselves rather than accept verbal or 

written pronouncements (Christensen, 

1991).  This technique places the student at 

the center of the educational process and 

requires the student to engage in higher le-

vels of cognitive processing, make decisions 

about ethics and, most importantly, use 

analytical decision-making skills to solve real 

world problems.  Their critical thinking and 

listening skills are sharpened as they apply 

knowledge and evaluate options to solve the 
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problems at hand.  Their knowledge is re-

fined as they ask systematic sets of ques-

tions.  Case teaching effectiveness is sup-

ported by anecdotal evidence from students 

and faculty across the country (Golich, 

2000).  

Active Learning Techniques – Summary 

Writing 

The act of writing helps students make con-

nections between what they read, what they 

understand and what they think (Langer and 

Applebee, 1987; Hilgers et al., 1999; Carr, 

2002; Bangert-Drowns et al., 2004; Gam-

mill, 2006; Glenn, 2007).  Students become 

active learners by thinking and communicat-

ing about the subject matter presented in 

class (Fulwiler and Young, 1982; Golich, 

2000).  When they communicate ideas to 

others in a written form, they use higher 

order critical thinking skills by mentally 

processing concepts and then applying those 

ideas into a context related to the content 

being communicated (Tierney and Shana-

han, 1991).  They are encouraged to self-

question, activate prior knowledge, infer, 

synthesize material and use their imagina-

tions – all of which lead to original thoughts 

and insights (Brozo and Simpson, 2003; Paul 

and Elder, 2005).  

Students become more actively engaged in 

the material being studied as they personally 

interact and integrate ideas into their ways 

of thinking (Emig, 1977; Odell, 1980; Langer 

and Applebee, 1987; Carr, 2002; Bangert-

Drowns et al., 2004; Gammill, 2006; Knip-

per and Duggan, 2006).  This type of learn-

ing creates a personal transaction through 

which the student takes ownership of learn-

ing, builds meaning and reflects upon new 

knowledge (Fulwiler and Young, 1982; May-

er et al., 1983; Brent and Felder, 1992; 

Lockyer et al., 2004; Gammill, 2006). 

Writing short (one-page, double-spaced) 

summaries of assigned readings such as 

case studies, research papers, news articles 

and current events requires students to 

make decisions about the relative impor-

tance of elements in a text in order to sum-

marize it; they learn to distinguish pertinent 

from peripheral information.  This allows 

students to comprehend the text at a higher 

level than they would from simply reading it 

(Kintsch and Van Dijk, 1978; Winograd, 

1984).   

Students are more likely to be actively in-

volved in discussions if they have organized 

their thoughts in writing beforehand (Rad-

macher and Latosi-Sawin, 1995).  This tech-

nique helps students organize their time so 

they can read the mini-case and allow 

enough time to summarize it.  This promotes 

self-regulated learning – students are able 

to self-direct the process by which the men-

tal abilities are transformed into academic 

skills (Zimmerman, 2002).  

Students who use this writing strategy build 

stronger comprehension skills than their 

peers who do not actively engage in writing 

about their learning (Haneda and Wells, 

2000; Duke and Pearson, 2002), and they 

are better communicators and learners 

(Karcher, 1988; Mayo, 2001; Mayo, 2003; 

Hylton and Allen, 2004; Smith and Jack, 

2005). 

3. THE SURE-FIRE WAY 

This section describes how the Sure-Fire 

writing/discussion approach works in one of 

the courses taught by the author of this pa-

per.  

The Class 

This undergraduate information systems 

survey class consists primarily of junior and 

senior business students majoring in ac-

counting, finance, healthcare, marketing, 

management and labor, international busi-

ness or operations management.  The objec-

tive of the class is to demonstrate and dis-

cuss the changing role of information tech-

nology in organizations and how information 

technology can be used to secure a competi-

tive advantage.  The class meets twice a 

week for 1 ¼ hours each time.  A large por-

tion of each class is devoted to classroom 

discussions where mini-cases are analyzed.  

Between 10 and 15% of the grade consists 

of the summaries and student participation 

in the classroom discussions.  Exams include 

multiple choice and short-essay questions. 

The Reading/Writing Assignment 

Students are responsible for ten mini-cases 

each semester.  The mini-cases, retrieved 

from information systems web sites such as 

CIO.com or from practitioner’s publications 
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(i.e. Information Week), are posted on 

Blackboard, the online class management 

application.  Each mini-case discusses how 

an organization has used information tech-

nology to solve a business problem, address 

a weakness or streamline an existing 

process.  

A representative mini-case (see Appendix 1) 

assigned for the chapter dealing with data-

base systems describes how the Chicago 

Police Department used information technol-

ogy to help manage their crime investiga-

tions.  The author describes the problem, 

what the city did to solve the problem (im-

plemented the Citizen Law Enforcement 

Analysis and Reporting (CLEAR) system), the 

global and local key success factors, the 

challenges the city faced and how it over-

came them.  

Students find the mini-cases easy to read 

because they are relatively short (typically 

between five and eight pages), focus on 

real-world problems and deal with organiza-

tions they are familiar with. 

Students are required to write a one-page, 

double-spaced summary of the assigned 

mini-case.  The summary should include a 

short introduction, a few major points, and a 

brief conclusion.  Because of the space limi-

tation there is little room for superfluous 

details.  These summaries are due at the 

class session in which the mini-case is dis-

cussed.  

The professor reads each summary after the 

class session and provides minimal feedback 

about the points made in the summary and 

the organization of the material.  It is not 

the intent to provide extensive editing.  Each 

summary is graded with a check-minus 

(worth 3 out of 4 points), a check (for 4 out 

of 4) or a check-plus (worth an extra point; 

i.e., 5/4).  Summaries that miss the point or 

are very sloppy receive a grade of check-

minus; if all the points are included and are 

well organized the student receives a check; 

a summary that includes all the points and is 

creative or insightful will receive a grade of 

check-plus.  See Appendix 2 for a sample of 

a student summary that received a grade of 

check-plus.  

The Class Discussion Format 

The classroom discussions follow a case 

teaching format.  The discussions generally 

start with an opening question, “What is this 

mini-case about?”  Once this has been es-

tablished, case teaching methodology takes 

over. Students are prompted to distinguish 

pertinent from peripheral information, identi-

fy core problems, ascertain a set of realistic 

solutions, formulate strategies and recom-

mendations for action, discuss alternatives, 

make decisions and compare their solutions 

to what the real world organization did.  Eli-

citing responses from the students is much 

easier because the majority of students has 

read the mini-case and has given some 

thought to how the organization either used 

the technology or dealt with the problems 

that arose.  The discussion is much livelier 

because more students are actively involved 

in the process; the professor has greater 

ability to explore and expand upon topics 

that emerge.  

4. REACTIONS TO THE SURE-FIRE WAY 

 

The Professor’s Point of View 

The discussions that occur are much more 

spontaneous and interesting than those 

where the students are not informed about 

the topic and have not prepared adequately 

for class.  Because the majority of students 

have read the mini-cases, everyone is able 

to participate on some level.  Some students 

dwell on the details of the mini-case while 

others can view the mini-case in more ab-

stract terms and can transfer the behavior of 

the individuals in the case to other organiza-

tions and situations.  The discussions can 

easily digress to include other technologies 

and organizations.  

At times the class is divided into smaller dis-

cussion groups.  Within those groups stu-

dents are much more involved in the details 

of the mini-case.  When asked their opinion 

of the events in the mini-cases student rea-

dily offer their thoughts.  This was not the 

case before students were required to write 

the summaries. 

Although the students complained about 

writing the summaries in the beginning of 

the semester their attitudes changed 

throughout the semester.  Using feedback 

provided by the professor, students were 
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able to write summaries that included less 

detail and yet were more comprehensive.  

The resulting classroom discussions gradual-

ly involved more students.  By directing spe-

cific questions to students who don’t normal-

ly participate and by limiting the discussion 

from those students who always respond, 

the professor was able to get more students 

actively involved in the learning process.  

Contributions from students as well as the 

quality of responses increased as the seme-

ster progressed.  

It was surprising how the summaries im-

proved over the semester.  Initially, all 

summaries were graded with a check to en-

courage participation and to reassure stu-

dents they were on the right track.  Typical 

professor feedback included comments such 

as “too much detail”, “too long”, “not com-

prehensive enough”, “missed important 

points”.  Students responded to the feed-

back and began to produce better summa-

ries. The number of check-plus grades that 

were assigned increased throughout the 

semester. 

The Student’s Point of View 

The Survey: To determine how stu-

dents responded to the Sure-Fire technique, 

an optional, anonymous six-question survey 

was administered during the last two weeks 

of classes to all students (n=101) enrolled in 

this class between Spring 2007 and Summer 

2008.  More than 80% of the students re-

sponded in all semesters but Summer 2008 

(see Figure 1). The average response rate of 

79.5% is considered very good for in-class 

surveys (Babbie, 1979).  

Semester
Number of 

Responses

Total 

Enrollment

Percent 

Responded

Spring 07 16 20 80%

Fall 07 37 43 86%

Spring 08 30 36 83%

Summer 08 18 28 64%

TOTAL 101 127 79.50%  

Figure 1: Response rates in each semester 

Students indicated their level of agreement 

with each statement by filling in a value 

from a 5-point Likert scale.  A value of 1 cor-

responded to Strongly Agree, a value of 2 

represented Agree, a value of 3 was Neu-

tral, a value of 4 was Disagree and a value 

of 5 was Strongly Disagree.  

Student responses to the survey questions 

are analyzed and discussed next.  

Question 1: I consider myself a good 
writer. 

 

Approximately 50% of the students felt they 

were good writers while close to 25% felt 

they were very good writers.  The mean val-

ue of 2.25 and a median value of 2 confirm 

that most students have a positive percep-

tion of their writing skills. 

It was interesting to note that the majority 

of students considered themselves to be 

good writers.  Although the professor may 

tend to disagree, this perception among stu-

dents is a positive; students feel they have 

adequate skills to accomplish the assign-

ments. 

Question 2: Writing the mini-case sum-
maries helps me do well in the exams 
for this class. 

 

Approximately 68% of the students either 

agreed with or were neutral about this 

statement.  The mean value of 2.72 (median 

of 3) infers that students were more inclined 

to believe writing the mini-case summaries 

helped them do better in exams for this 

class, especially since the exam contains 

questions that require short essays. 

Close to 65% of the students felt writing the 

mini-case summaries was not a total waste 
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of time.  The mean value of 3.63 and a me-

dian of 4 confirm that more students felt 

there was some value in writing the mini-

case summaries.  The relative strength of 

this response indicates that most students 

simply disagreed with this statement. Ap-

proximately 14% of the respondents agreed 

or strongly agreed with this statement indi-

cating few students felt writing the mini-case 

summaries were a total waste of time. 

Question 3: Writing the mini-case sum-
maries was a total waste of time. 

 

Question 4: Writing the mini-case sum-
maries helped me understand the con-
cepts more fully.  

 

Close to 64% of the students agreed with 

this statement while 18% strongly agreed.  

The mean value of 2.35 and median of 2 

indicates the majority of students felt the 

mini-case summaries helped them under-

stand the concepts more fully. 

This statement supports the writing-to-learn 

literature.  By summarizing the mini-cases, 

students have a greater comprehension of 

the material and are better prepared to con-

tribute during classroom discussions. 

Students did not feel that writing the mini-

case summaries improved their writing in 

other classes.  While about a third of the 

students agreed or strongly agreed with the 

statement, an almost identical number disa-

greed or strongly disagreed, and 35% indi-

cated that they were neutral on the issue.  

The mean and median value of 3.00 con-

firms this position. 

Question 5: Writing the mini-case sum-
maries improved my writing in my other 
classes.  

 

Student responses to this question may be 

an indication of the tunnel vision possessed 

by a majority of students: techniques and 

strategies learned in one class apply only to 

that class and do not transfer to others.  

 
Question 6: I do not enjoy writing.  

 

Approximately 34% of the students disa-

greed with this statement and another 7% 

strongly disagreed.  The slightly skewed res-

ponses indicate students enjoy writing to 

some extent. However, the mean value of 

3.06 (median of 3) indicates most students 

are neutral about writing, in general: they 

neither enjoy nor dislike writing. 

This survey question aligns with Q1 (I con-

sider myself a good writer).  There doesn’t 

appear to be a positive correlation between 

student’s ability to write and their enjoyment 

of the process. 

5. DISCUSSION  

Results of the survey described above indi-

cate that students, in general, are ambiva-

lent toward the enjoyment of writing (Q6) 

but consider themselves to be good writers 

(Q1).  Evidently, the students do not perce-

ive that writing the summaries is an unplea-
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sant exercise.  Although students felt writing 

the summaries helped them understand the 

concepts more fully (Q4), this comprehen-

sion did not transfer to the same degree for 

doing well in the exams (Q2).  This percep-

tion may arise from the nature of the exam 

questions.  Only a portion of the exam con-

tained short essay questions that may not 

relate to the mini-cases; the remainder of 

the exam is comprised of multiple choice 

questions.  More than half the students felt 

writing the summaries was not a total waste 

of time (Q3).  It is likely the students ob-

tained some value from reading and writing 

the summaries.  In particular, they were 

better able to participate in classroom dis-

cussions.  The author noted the resulting 

class discussions are much more fruitful be-

cause more students have a deeper under-

standing of the concepts and are able to dis-

cuss the ideas from a variety of perspec-

tives.  Students were neutral about the ef-

fects of the summary writing on their writing 

in other classes (Q5).  This may be attri-

buted to the minimal feedback provided by 

the professor.  The feedback focused on con-

tent rather than fundamental problems with 

grammar, paragraph structure and punctua-

tion.  

Requiring students to summarize the mini-

cases provides an additional side benefit: 

students have additional opportunities to 

practice their thinking, writing and commu-

nication skills. To compose a succinct sum-

mary, the students must be able to think 

clearly and express their thoughts logically.  

Among some students there is a perception 

that their best writing should be reserved for 

their language arts and/or writing intensive 

classes.  Writing in other classes is an obli-

gation and nothing more.  However, being 

able to communicate well, either through 

writing or speaking, is an essential skill in all 

academic areas.  It is well known that po-

tential employers of college graduates con-

sider interpersonal and communication skills 

and critical reasoning and problem solving 

abilities to be major criteria for employability 

(AES, 2008).  Students with these skills will 

be sought after by future employers.  

6. CONCLUSION AND DIRECTION FOR 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

Writing the mini-case summaries is a valua-

ble use of time; by adequately preparing the 

material before class, students actually learn 

more because of the in-depth discussions.  

Their critical thinking and listening skills are 

sharpened as they evaluate options to solve 

the problems at hand.  To minimize the im-

pact of the summary writing, the length of 

the summaries is limited to one-page, 

double-spaced.  This limitation reduces the 

amount of time spent on the assignment and 

forces the students to be concise. 

There could be the tendency for poor writers 

or students with little confidence or interest 

in writing to be less motivated to complete 

the assignment (Bangert-Drowns et al., 

2004).  However, the non-threatening envi-

ronment with the check-plus and check-

minus grading creates an atmosphere of 

nurturing and not evaluation.  Consequently, 

students can practice without fear of doing 

poorly. 

Despite the challenges and the extra work, 

this pedagogical technique offers great re-

wards for both the students and the profes-

sor. The students are more likely to actively 

participate in classroom discussions. Their 

involvement makes the classes more enjoy-

able, improves the students’ ability to argue 

a position, allows the students to take own-

ership of learning, builds meaning and gives 

students an opportunity to reflect upon new 

knowledge.  The professor has the satisfac-

tion of knowing that the learning opportunity 

has been realized. 

This paper introduces the idea of writing 

summaries as a technique to help students 

prepare for class discussions.  The paper 

also provides empirical student feedback and 

the professor’s observations about the tech-

nique.  Further validation of this technique 

would require gathering empirical evidence 

about the efficacy of the summaries and 

their ability to improve the quality of class 

discussion.  A crucial component for evaluat-

ing the efficacy of the mini-case summaries 

would be to determine a suitable measure-

ment for the quality of classroom discus-

sions.  The next step would involve opera-

tionalizing the quality of classroom discus-

sions.  Likely measurements may include 

tracking the number of students that re-

spond during a typical classroom discussion 

and analyzing the quality of responses pro-

vided by the students.  Once a suitable 

proxy has been determined, evaluating this 
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technique and other similar techniques 

would be straightforward and would add to 

the wealth of knowledge surrounding class-

room discussions. 
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Appendix 1: First page of the original mini-case to be read and summarized (Pastore, 2004) 
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Appendix 2: Student summary of the original mini-case 
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