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14. What are the barriers to Masters level students’ 

engagement in the pre-reading of case study material for a 

seminar session? 

Jean Egbegi, University of Bedfordshire (jean.egbegi@studybeds.ac.uk) 

 

Learning and teaching issue 

Hwang and Hsu (2011) defined pre-reading as studying or reading before the 

commencement of a class. It encourages leaners’ readiness for the session. Brassel and 

Rasinski (2008) previously explained that pre-reading gives students the opportunity to 

think about what they already know and predict what they need to know. This could 

serve as a strategy to improve a learner’s interest in the topic that is being taught and 

implies that pre-reading can be applied across disciplines, as it is not discipline specific. 

Thomas and Reinhart (2014) states that the concept of pre-reading encompasses 

everything a reader does to maximise the ability to understand what is being taught. 

Hence in order for pre-reading to be meaningful, it has to be done before the 

commencement of the learning process as this will allow the student to integrate their 

existing knowledge with the new knowledge that is learned (Zhang 2001). 

Bradbury-Huang (2010) defines action research (AR) as: 

an orientation to knowledge creation that arises in a context of practice and 

requires researchers to work with practitioners. Unlike conventional social 

science, its purpose is not primarily or solely to understand social arrangements, 

but also to effect desired change as a path to generating knowledge and 

empowering stakeholders. (Bradbury-Huang 2010, p. 93) 
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I was drawn to carry out this action research because of my experiences in the role of 

supporting MSc students’ learning at the University of Bedfordshire. One of the support 

mechanisms I offer to students is to discuss a case study related to the topic that is 

being taught to them during a teaching session. They are expected to pre-read the case 

study before the session. This is to enable them to think and draw their responses to the 

questions from relevant literature. But in most cases, the students do not pre-read the 

case study, and I know this because most of them are unable to summarise the case 

study when asked to do so in class. As an alternative solution, students are given a 

printed version in class to read before commencement of the seminar discussion. This 

does not only take up teaching time but the students have less time to actively draw 

from relevant literature in developing their responses to the questions. Again, the 

anticipated effective learning environment that was intended is not fully achieved.  

 

Method  

The study adopted a data collection method that would enable me to collect 

participants’ (MSc students) perceptions of pre-reading of case study material and their 

challenges engaging with it. A semi-structured interview was adopted which supports 

the inclusion of individual experiences during data analysis (Robson 2011; Silverman 

2013). Each interview lasted for ten to fifteen minutes and three participants were 

interviewed over two days. Data collection was done in compliance with the University of 

Bedfordshire’s code of ethics. 
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The interviews were recorded and transcribed. Thematic analysis was adopted as this 

would allow a rich development of the knowledge which is useful to achieve the research 

objectives (Norton 2009). Braun and Clarke (2006) defined thematic analysis as:  

a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data. It 

minimally organises and describes your data set in (rich) details. However, it also 

often goes further than this, and interprets various aspects of the research topic. 

(Braun and Clarke 2006, p. 79) 

I adopted Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guidelines on analysing data thematically using six 

phases: familiarisation of data; generating initial codes; searching for themes; reviewing 

themes; defining and naming themes; and producing a report. The figure below is a 

thematic map to illustrate the themes and sub-themes that emerged from the data set.  
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Findings 

The findings from the data reveal pre-reading to be a helpful way to stimulate the 

curiosity of students. Some phrases that participants used to describe their perception 

of pre-reading are: “make students active during teaching session” and “increase 

knowledge and prepares student for learning”.  

In spite of the positive perception to pre-reading, participants highlighted some of their 

challenges. Some of these were student-related while others were tutor-related. 

Student-related challenges are self-identified laziness, not remembering to do pre-

reading, and not having enough time to engage due to both personal and academic 

reasons. They also highlighted the complexity and length of the case study, which is a 

tutor-related challenge.  

Furthermore, participants highlighted some ways to improve engagement with pre-

reading. They suggested the re-wording of the case study and a summary to guide 

students’ understanding.  

 

Impact  

This action research has made me consider other ways to ensure that the student 

engage with pre-reading before the class. At the completion of my action research, I took 

on another role to support MBA students to develop their critical thinking skills. During 

one of my sessions I allowed students to pre-read one of their previously read journal 

paper instead of giving them one to pre-read for the class activity. This mitigated the 

challenge of the complexity or length of the pre-reading given. The students participated 

actively, engaged with the class activity and the learning outcome was achieved. 
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Reflection  

This section draws from the findings of the action research and my reflection of the 

entire action research process. There is a need to keep the case study short with simple 

words. However, in cases where the case study is extremely lengthy or/and complex, a 

summary should be given to guide students. This is because their understanding is 

essential to ensure effective development of new knowledge. My continuous 

explanation on the benefit of pre-reading the case study and how it affects and/or 

contributes to their learning and assessment is needed in addition to considering other 

ways students can engage with pre-read material. 

 

Finally, this AR could be extended because it is worth exploring whether or not doing this 

will eventually improve student engagement with the pre-reading of case studies 

effectively or not. It creates a continuous action research cycle which improves my 

professional practice. 
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