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Case Studies: Placing Literacy Phenomena within Their Actual Context

In order to determine commonalities or patterns in a particular context, researchers perform qualitative research, one method being case studies, in order to better understand the learning and effects certain literacy tools have on a person or a group of people. This form of research has a long history, dating back to the first physician, Hippocrates, and his study disease progression. Case studies have reached literacy research much more recently, and the efforts have been primarily geared toward children, particularly in the area of how children develop and use language. There are a few specific areas of in the literacy study arena that are of particular interest and focus to the writers such as reading, writing, reading literature, and the effects of bilingualism.

The first component discussed is how children begin to learn, formulate, and use language. One form of case study, concerning spelling, has been researched to determine how children process new letters and sounds and begin to spell, whether correctly or by inventing what they think is right. Once the spelling is more firmly in place, writing case studies have been performed to determine the composing process, and outcomes of writing. These were often performed over a period of time to see how particular writers progressed, and some researchers took painstaking steps such as videotaping performing EEGs on subjects as they composed. Finally, observing just how students learn to read has been an interest, although not a popular one, for it is seen as too difficult and time-consuming. But the desire to understand the patterns that many children follow to read can be quite informative, the authors point out, in order to undertake the task of aiding adults non-readers. Still, there has been some progress as researchers have observed non-readers with normal intelligence and monitored things such as intelligence and standardized testing, parent and teacher involvement and aid, physical, mental, and emotional states, and even such things as filming eye movement and oral reading samples.
Another, more advanced, area of study is that of students’ response to literature. The main focal point here has been the interest in determining the readers’ psychological and emotional responses to reading. With this particular form of case study, there has been more of an emphasis to include various age groups, from 1st grade through secondary education. The primary focus has been on the readers’ cognitive and affective state or on the context as influences on their response, and these have been determined by either stopping a student continuously as they read a text or determining their levels after their reading and monitoring and changes-or lack of change-throughout a longer period of time, such as a year. 

A final focal point has been that of bilingual children has how their unique language associations affect their reading and writing patterns. This has been observed through general academic history, parent-child communication, students’ reading and writing development, and exit interviews. 
The use and application of case studies has become more complex, layered, and taken on more of an ethnographic approach as its history progresses, and this is only likely to increase. 


