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ABSTRACT

Teaching with cases is an important aspect of emergency management and homeland security
(EMHS) education. This method illuminates the content and practices of leading during crises.
Using cases in teaching ethical decision-making supports complex discussions within the safety
of a learning space. This article introduces a standard framework for a pedagogical methodology,
a teaching case, to support the use of cases in EMHS ethics education. Teaching cases
emphasize instructional activities for student learning, while case studies analytically examine a
case to develop scholarly knowledge. A teaching case standard framework promotes the efficacy
and rigorous use of cases in learning spaces to advance high-quality EMHS education.

Keywords: emergency management, homeland security, education, problem-based learning,
case-based learning, teaching case, pedagogical article

A teaching case is a pedagogical approach that emphasizes instructional practices based on key
themes and professional standards, drawing on a rich case narrative for students to apply their
learning (Tikhomirov, 2025). Teaching cases may be based on a real, composite, or hypothetical
context and narrative, in conjunction with applied scholarly literature that connects to the case’s
themes (Malatesta & Siena, 2024). The purpose of a teaching case is to illuminate the
instructional moves and activities educators can take to engage students throughout the learning
experience (Reed, 2023). The impetus for publishing and disseminating teaching cases is to
support the teaching of ethics in emergency management and homeland security (EMHS)
education. Like ethics in practice, teaching ethics and ethical thinking are particularly
challenging aspects of professional education due to the abstract, nuanced, and gray nature of
ethics (Adams et al., 2025).

A teaching case may be based on a case study analysis, where the emphasis shifts to how
teachers can utilize that case within the context of a learning experience (see Appendix A).
However, teaching cases differ from case studies because a teaching case is not an empirical
study analyzing a particular case (Yin, 2017; Yazan, 2015). Case studies examine “a person, an
organization, an event, a decision, an action, a location like a neighborhood, or a nation-state”
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(Schwandt & Gates, 2017, p. 600) to develop scholarly knowledge either about that specific case
(Stake, 1995) or to generalize beyond (Gerring, 2004). While case studies advance knowledge,
teaching cases are intended for use by EMHS educators in learning spaces and with students
directly to engage in difficult conversations.

This article aims to enhance the pedagogical efficacy of cases in classrooms and other
educational settings within the EMHS field. This article and Adams (2025) were conceived to
promote teaching the code of ethics developed by the FEMA Ethics Special Interest Group (SIG)
(Smith & Feldmann-Jensen, 2024). This article proposes a pedagogical approach, known as a
teaching case, to facilitate high-quality ethical education through the use of cases in EMHS
teaching.

Teaching with cases is an essential aspect of EMHS education (Feldmann-Jensen et al., 2024;
Kushma & Slick, 2023; Slick, 2019). Cases and case studies are helpful in EMHS teaching as
they emphasize the field’s content and practices. Moreover, using cases in teaching can involve
important ethical issues (Lavi & Marti, 2023; Mathur & Corley, 2014; Marshall, 2014), and
teaching cases can facilitate ethical decision-making within the safety of a classroom space
(Adams et al., 2025). Teaching cases offer a safe educational opportunity for future EMHS
professionals to develop practices and skills, such as crisis communication.

Slick (2019) found that cases simultaneously address various learning outcomes, such as
teaching about a particular case, learning about a specific disaster and emergency management
concept, or exploring an EMHS practice. Cases apprentice EMHS students to the field’s cultural
knowledge concurrently with shared practices, serving as a reflective body of knowledge for
those students to draw on in their future work. Slick (2019) developed a framework for how
educators use cases in EMHS education. First, educators use cases to help students build
knowledge about a particular case. In other words, a crucial aspect of using a case is to be
specifically familiar with the event details. Second, educators use cases as tools: either as a
concrete example of an abstract concept or to demonstrate the actions and processes of EMHS
work. The framework is not mutually exclusive. EMHS educators may use a case in their
teaching in a way that allows all three uses to co-occur. This article extends Slick’s framework of
teaching with cases to propose a type of scholarly pedagogical approach that foregrounds the
instructional aspects of using a case in a classroom.

Teaching cases are grounded in problem- and case-based learning theories. Both problem and
case-based learning center students’ application of learning rather than strictly teaching for
knowledge acquisition (Allchin, 2013; Feletti, 1995; Kolodner, 1993; Pinto, 2023). These
experiences are specifically designed to apply learning, such as by critiquing a case or solving a
problem, thereby increasing the transferability of learning to future situations (National Research
Council, 2012). Both problem- and case-based learning draw on cognitive and socio-cultural
approaches to learning by situating students’ cognition or knowledge within their personal
experiences as they connect to and unpack the case at hand (Kolodner, 1993).
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Case- and problem-based learning have a strong foundation in medicine, disaster and emergency
medicine, engineering, and science (Feletti, 1995; Kolodner et al., 2003; Martin et al., 2021;
Schmidt et al., 2011). Teaching cases are a practical learning experience (Aluisio et al., 2016;
McLean, 2016; Raza et al., 2020). Beyond increasing field-specific conceptual knowledge
(Kulak et al., 2017; Strobel & van Barneveld, 2009), case- and problem-based learning also have
effects on students’ soft skills, including collaboration (Saldo & Walag, 2020), motivation (Raza
et al., 2020; Wijnia et al., 2024), critical thinking (Harman et al., 2015), reflection (Hemphill et
al., 2015), and moral decision-making (Huschle, 2012). Furthermore, online case-based learning
can be just as effective as in-person or face-to-face environments (Nicklen et al., 2016).

WHAT MAKES A GOOD TEACHING CASE? A TEACHING CASE ARTICLE
FRAMEWORK

Frameworks across various disciplines, including safety education (Bocwinski et al., 2021),
business management (Sims & Sims, 1991), medicine (Corey et al., 2024), engineering (Walling,
2015), and educational leadership (Classen & Modeste, 2025), provide guidance on teaching
cases and supporting EMHS students to develop ethical problem-solving capabilities (Kim et al.,
2006). Rigorous teaching cases encompass community context and demographics, narrative,
applied scholarly literature, and teaching notes, which include alignment to standards, discussion
questions, and learning activities. The importance of each section is discussed along with
recommended considerations for authors. Lastly, Appendix A presents a hypothetical case of a
dilemma associated with mitigation funding, serving as a concise example of the effective
development of ethics teaching cases.

Community Context and Demographics

Two initial questions give a teaching case some context: What do readers need to know about the
community? Who are the key players of the narrative? But why does context matter? O’Fallon
and Butterfield (2005) reviewed several studies on ethics in business and highlighted a consistent
trend: multiple cultural factors add context to and significantly influence the ethical decision-
making process. These studies consistently demonstrated that culture, demographics, and values
are crucial in shaping ethical choices in business environments.

An ethics teaching case can best model a real-world scenario by providing the context that would
affect a real decision. Understanding the community context is especially important in the public
service domain, particularly in diverse or historically marginalized communities. Understanding
the language, ethics, history, and enduring values of cultures can aid in improving access to
effective communications (Knox & Haupt, 2020). Cases give insight into how the normative
influence of everyday assumptions and declarations stand up in a contextualized situation
(O’Mathina & Iphofen, 2022). Adding details about the community enables students to consider
whether any assumptions are harmful or helpful in achieving performance goals, such as fairness
and equity. The context can include local, state, or federal laws; cultural and worldview
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perspectives; local customs and values; historical context; institutional trust; and existing social
dynamics.

Lastly, the inclusion of contextually rich details about the community and demographics is
supported by the literature on case-based learning (Kolodner et al., 2005; Tawfik & Kolodner,
2016; Rong & Choi, 2019). Because the goal of teaching cases is to provide a medium for
students to apply learning to new situations, thoroughly examining a community, its history, and
socio-political dynamics allows for a critical analysis of typical practices and their impact on
multi-dimensional people. Rather than applying EMHS conceptual knowledge indiscriminately,
a rich community context promotes empathetic decision-making.

Narratives

Narratives tell the story of a dilemma or problem at hand. For example, an ethics narrative can
juxtapose readers’ values and morals with legal or financial constraints. In developing the
narrative, clearly articulating the dilemma is essential for readers. A narrative helps to
communicate the role of the decision-maker or the types of decisions they must make, and often
describes the situation as ending in an unresolved manner. Narratives require structure to ensure
reflection and engagement are maintained as necessary outcomes (Becker & Renger,

2017). Reviewing the potential motivations of the leading actors, current decision-making
processes, and existing measures helps readers unpack the sequence of events leading to the
central problem and propose realistic responses or solutions.

A teaching case’s narrative and community context/demographics sections bolster each other. A
narrative presents a rich and complex episode that unpacks the successes, failures, and surprises
of the key players, in conversation with gray or unresolved issues. Without the community
context, the sequence of events of a situation exists within a vacuum and is susceptible to
normative assumptions and uncritical decision-making. Likewise, a community context without a
narrative omits the sequence of events necessary to determine why or how a problem arose.

Applied Scholarly Literature and Theory

The applied scholarly literature section orients EMHS educators and students to the available
scholarship and theory on the narrative’s key themes. Scholarly literature examines existing
theories, solutions, and tools for the case’s dilemma by drawing from journal articles, white
papers, gray literature, and even local statutes. Teaching case developers should consider
resources that provide frameworks, domain-specific knowledge, or examples of strong decision-
making.

For writers of teaching cases, the applied scholarly literature section should reflect a broad range
of perspectives and provide a voice for historically marginalized communities. The example in
Appendix A presents research that highlights both the benefits and drawbacks of a buyout
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program, enabling readers to form their judgments and consider how their values and ethics align
with the realities of the situation. As Slick’s (2019) framework suggests, EMHS educators
frequently utilize cases to teach concepts and practices. The applied scholarly literature section
of a teaching case positions the case’s key themes within the current body of knowledge and
standard practices recommended for EMHS professionals. Furthermore, for EMHS educators
with their own experiences and backgrounds, the applied scholarly literature section provides a
starting point for further investigation into specific topics. Lastly, for more self-directed learners,
the applied scholarly literature section empowers students to engage in a thorough dialogue
across the community context, narrative, and current body of knowledge.

Teaching Notes

The teaching notes section of a teaching case article is similar to a teacher’s edition of textbooks,
more commonly found in K—12 education than in higher education. Both the teacher’s edition
and the teaching notes section provide suggestions and guidance for how to incorporate the
narrative and applied scholarly literature into a classroom or training space. This section is
important because it is not uncommon for EMHS educators to have little to no pedagogical
training before starting teaching. As such, the teaching notes section is a vital aspect of a
teaching case article for supporting and advancing the use of cases.

This section guides educators on how the case and applied scholarly literature relate to
professional standards. The standards provide guidance on where a case can be used in a
program of study and evidence of how a teaching case ensures a rigorous learning experience.
The teaching notes offer potential discussion questions that can be used to explore and examine
the narrative’s themes from various angles. Discussion questions can be easily integrated into
online courses and courses with limited time, where a case may only be used within a single
class meeting. Longer, more intense activities offer further opportunities to not only examine the
case but also provide students with the chance to analyze, evaluate, and create professional
materials that can be applied in their current and future fields.

Alignment to Standards

Teaching case developers should consider how the case and key themes align with curriculum
and professional standards such as The Code of Ethics for Emergency Management Professionals
(Smith & Feldmann-Jensen, 2024) and Next Generation Core Competencies (Feldmann-Jensen
et al., 2019). As these standards have identified the desired outcome of an educational program
(i.e., competent and ethical emergency management professionals), using them as guidance for
learning objectives bolsters the importance of a lesson and teaching case. Indeed, identifying
connections with these standards provides teachers with direction in determining where a case
should be applied in a course. Connections to standards, furthermore, promote consistency and
cohesion across an entire EMHS program or between programs altogether. Educational standards
are the instructional end goal of students’ academic courses. Learning objectives are smaller
units of alignment that steer student development toward reaching the final standards. Objectives
offer another way to identify what students are expected to know or be able to do after engaging
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with a particular teaching case. For example, learning objectives may lean on various educational
taxonomies (e.g., Bloom’s taxonomy) to clearly define expectations for student learning.

Writers of teaching cases should also consider developing essential questions (Wiggins &
McTighe, 2005) to help support the learning objectives. Essential questions are open-ended
questions that stimulate thought and provoke inquiry throughout the curriculum, in contrast to
those that have easy answers. Open-endedness allows the instructor to revisit the questions as
more topics are covered, gauging the students’ attitudes and views as they learn. Together,
situating a case within specific standards and the expectations of student learning provides
EMHS educators with directions for instructional coherence and fidelity. Indeed, without
adequate guidance on the instructional purpose of a teaching case, educators are more likely to
misinterpret its design, thereby undermining the effectiveness of the learning experience (Odell
etal., 2019).

Discussion Questions

Because educational standards and learning objectives are often broad and wide-reaching,
discussion questions provide an initial starting point for educators and students. Discussion
questions structure students’ conversations and help them to unpack the case, literature, and
standards. These questions can prompt critical reflection and ethical considerations that are not
initially apparent. Educators can use these questions to facilitate small group discussions in
classrooms (Bonney, 2015) or to help focus students’ attention on the key features of the case
and the primary dilemma (Williams, 1992). Additionally, discussion questions can prompt
students to consider unexpected viewpoints or “what if”” alternatives to the original narrative that
might not have initially been considered.

Questions such as What are some underlying assumptions? What are alternative responses? and
How could the scenario or response have been better/worse? provide starting points for
exploring the key aspects of the case. Moreover, discussion questions can spark deeper student-
centered discussions in ways that allow students to collaboratively build knowledge around the
teaching case (Saldo & Walag, 2020; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 2021). For example, if a teaching
case’s dilemma involves negotiating competing claims or decisions, discussion questions can
prompt students to identify common goals that can resolve the dispute.

Activities

Activities enhance the case’s experiential learning. Teaching cases can layer several learning
experiences through the development of learning communities, peer-to-peer learning, and post-
activity reflection. Moreover, collaborative learning activities that develop shared resources and
artifacts further enhance the efficacy of the teaching case (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 2021). The
following are a few activities that can be used to unpack a case, literature, and standards.

e Write up emergency operating procedures: Have students make considerations or annexes
for specific populations such as the LGBTQ+ community, unhoused minors, Native or
Indigenous populations, or the hard of hearing.
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e Role-playing at a stakeholder meeting: Have students take on personas and roles that
align with or diverge from their personal beliefs for critical reflection.

e Map of local response organizations: Have students create a network or map of the
different response agencies and private organizations involved in response efforts for a
disaster.

Activities also allow students to practice or create resources for their current or future jobs.
Additionally, providing adaptations and accommodations ensures activities are inclusive for
international students, multilingual or English-learning students, vulnerable populations, students
at risk, or students with disabilities. With more EMHS education programs offering online or
hybrid modalities, teaching cases should guide online-directed activities or suggest modifications
for online settings. This may involve creating digital resources, adjusting to asynchronous
classes, or organizing small groups within an online conference tool like Zoom.

CONCLUSION

EMHS classrooms and other learning spaces utilize cases as an important teaching tool. EMHS
educators use cases to help students learn about the details of specific cases. Moreover, cases are
also used to provide concrete demonstrations of abstract concepts and practices in the EMHS
field. Advancing the scholarship of teaching and learning in EMHS education requires attention
to promoting and disseminating high-quality teaching cases that support both novice and
experienced educators. This advancement is crucial for teaching the complex topics of ethics and
ethical reasoning.

This article presents a framework for teaching case articles that are contextually centered and
explicitly outline the standards and learning outcomes for EMHS educators. Teaching cases are
pedagogical articles for exploring ethically complex, gray, and problematic areas of practice.
Teaching cases are not case studies because, rather than an empirical analysis, the core of a
teaching case is the pedagogical support for teaching with a real, composite, or hypothetical case
in EMHS education. In this way, teaching cases provide recommendations for ensuring that
standards and learning outcomes are being met. Clearly articulating instructional goals and
activities supports all EMHS educators who use teaching cases in their classrooms.

The growing professionalization of the EMHS field necessitates the creation of a database for
such case articles, similar to those in other professional fields (e.g., engineering [National
Society of Professional Engineers, n.d.; University of Waterloo, n.d.]). Thus, the Ethics SIG aims
to establish a teaching case database featuring cases of ethical significance (Adams et al., 2025).
This database of ethics teaching cases will not only support teaching ethics in the field but also
provide a necessary foundation for high-quality instruction in EMHS education. The FEMA
Ethics SIG plans to continue its mission to promote the teaching of ethics in EMHS education by
developing an aggregated database of teaching cases for use in EMHS education spaces
worldwide.
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APPENDIX A: EXAMPLE TEACHING CASE

This section presents a brief hypothetical teaching case using the teaching cases framework
proposed in this article.

Community Context and Demographics

Duffsen Hollow is a small municipality with recurrent fluvial flood events that have damaged
several local businesses and residential homes. Most of the flood events are minor, but the most
recent one exceeded the base flood level (i.e., the level that a flood with a 1% chance of
occurring each year would reach) and severely damaged several businesses and homes. The town
has a diverse population; most notable is a hard-of-hearing community (25% percent of the
community) that resides near the floodplain and has deep historic ties. Many in the community
are minorities and have attended a local school that has served the community’s needs for over a
century. The school was built out of necessity to provide an education for those who were hard
of hearing (HH) and from historically marginalized groups.

Narrative

A new program was developed at the state level to help distribute funding based on localities’
actions to mitigate flooding. The city previously did not apply for federal funding (through the
state) due to a lack of technical expertise. Additionally, with the limited amount of funds the city
has in the bank, community members favor using funds to rebuild rather than making mitigation
upgrades. Any federal mitigation funding they receive is subject to guidelines in the Disaster
Mitigation Act (2000). Other incentives for upgrading mitigation include reduced insurance costs
and prioritization for state disaster funding.

Local emergency manager, Mo Harrison, is tasked with developing a hazard mitigation plan and
making recommendations to local leadership on spending. The new state program employs a
point system to incentivize accreditation; however, in its current pilot stage, there is limited
oversight to ensure project follow-through after accreditation is attained. Possible options to gain
points are elevations, upgraded stormwater infrastructure, and buyouts, which would be the
easiest option. Most of the land identified for buyouts would be areas where the HH community
resides. This proposal has sparked intense debate and controversy within the community,
particularly among HH residents, who fear losing their cultural heritage and the tight-knit social
network. Some have even threatened to submit applications for the school to be considered a
historic landmark in an effort to delay any buyouts. Leaders and advocates for the HH
community also worry that without a clear plan for relocation, the buyouts would lead to
disruptions to their community. Despite this, the majority of the town leadership supports the
relocation of this group and has asked Mo to communicate the town’s intent to relocate HH
residents out of the floodplain where they are currently situated to safer areas.
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Applied Scholarly Literature

Studies suggest that there are gaps in emergency managers’ communication capabilities for
Deaf/HH individuals that can lead to inadequate risk and crisis communication strategies
(Engelman et al., 2013; Neuhauser et al., 2013). Nelson and Camp (2020) demonstrated that
investments in buyouts yield economic benefits (Nelson & Camp, 2020). However,
recommended practices for ensuring a successful buyout program include purchasing clusters of
property and considering the costs of long-term management (Salvesen et al., 2018).

However, buyout programs have been found to have varying effects on those experiencing the
buyouts. Jerolleman et al. (2024) supported the findings of the National Institute of Building
Sciences' (2019) report. They discussed ways in which buyout participants had their agency
restrained, calling for more attentiveness to the community-level impacts (e.g., allowing
members to identify what a successful buyout looks like). According to Hotard and Ross (2023),
higher risk perceptions contributed to a higher likelihood of buyouts, and the willingness to
receive a buyout versus relocate was mediated by social factors (e.g., close community ties).
Lastly, Binder et al. (2020) concluded that buyout programs often overlook the effects of
community disruption. As such, the scholarly literature suggests that emergency managers
should proactively involve historically underserved and marginalized populations, such as
Deaf/HH individuals, in any buyout conversations.

Alignment with Standards

This case aligns with Standard 2 of the Professional Code of Ethics (Smith & Feldmann-Jensen,
2024): “Emergency management professionals use their expertise to communicate clearly,
effectively, and appropriately regarding risks” (p. 15). The emergency manager has a
deontological mandate to consider the best rhetorical and communication strategies to inform
affected populations. Students will refine their communication strategies by using this case to
explore how they can effectively communicate difficult decisions to diverse communities while
managing mitigation efforts. The goal of this teaching case is to have students synthesize
standard EMHS communication strategies and develop practices for ethical decision-making in
dilemmas. An essential question for this teaching case is how can emergency managers
communicate, balancing the well-being and protection of stakeholders in risk-prone areas with
sustaining the culture of marginalized populations?

Discussion Questions
These discussion questions are designed as stepping stones toward the above standards, learning
objectives, and essential questions.

e How should the emergency manager communicate the town’s intent to the Deaf/HH
community or involve them in the process? Should Mo push back on the town’s
decision?
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e How would walking through the decision-making process for ethical dilemmas (see
Smith & Feldmann-Jensen, 2024, Appendix C) support or change your answer?

e Would you suggest other options or be open to hearing options presented by the
community or general public? If so, what are some other options that could be
considered?

e What role should historical ties to an area play in determining the best solution? Are there
options that could address/alleviate the concerns of the Deaf/HH community?

e (Can the residents use the historic landmark application as a way to stall any plans to buy
out the area? What laws would regulate/prohibit/allow such an action?

e What if the Deaf/HH community was a different kind of protected class, such as an
Indigenous community?

e In what ways, if any, could the natural geography of the land be used to give back to the
relocated community or future communities?

Activities

Design a concept map: Have students read selected articles discussed in the applied scholarly
literature, summarize those articles, and develop a diagram or concept map comparing the
articles with the teaching case narrative. Consider the unique needs and affordances of the
Deaf/HH community at the center of this case. This activity can be done both in person and
online using online concept mapping tools. A limited asynchronous version will require pairs or
small groups of students to coordinate their schedules to collaboratively design a concept map.

Develop a public-facing communication from the perspective of one or more stakeholders: Have
students develop different kinds of communications that address a particular group of
stakeholders regarding the mitigation plans (akin to the role of a public information officer
[PIO]) before, during, and after the plan is designed or implemented. This activity can be done
both in person or online, for example, using small groups to draft communications
collaboratively. An asynchronous version may have students post initial communication drafts to
different stakeholder groups, provide feedback to one another, and then submit a final version of
their communication.
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