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Abstract: This article presents an empirical investigation into the effectiveness of the
case study method in teaching foreign languages for professional purposes. Addressing a
critical gap in pedagogical research, this study evaluates how the integration of real-world
scenarios and problem-solving through case studies impacts language acquisition,
professional communication skills, and critical thinking among advanced learners. A quasi-
experimental design was employed, involving 120 university students specializing in
international business, divided into experimental and control groups. The experimental group
engaged with case studies tailored to business contexts, while the control group followed
traditional task-based learning. Pre- and post-intervention assessments measured
improvements in professional vocabulary, discourse competence, and analytical skills.
Results indicate a statistically significant improvement in the experimental group across all
measured parameters, particularly in their ability to articulate complex professional ideas and
engage in nuanced cross-cultural communication. The findings underscore the case study
method's potential as a highly effective pedagogical tool for developing job-specific language
proficiency and fostering practical application of linguistic knowledge in professional settings.
This research contributes to the growing body of literature advocating for more immersive
and context-rich approaches in foreign language education for specific purposes.
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Introduction

The globalized economy and interconnected professional landscapes necessitate highly
proficient foreign language skills, particularly for individuals operating in specialized fields
such as international business, medicine, engineering, and diplomacy. Traditional foreign
language teaching methodologies, while effective for general language acquisition, often fall
short in preparing learners for the specific linguistic and communicative demands of
professional environments. These demands extend beyond mere vocabulary and grammar to
encompass  sector-specific  terminology,  genre-specific ~ discourse,  cross-cultural
communication nuances, and the ability to articulate complex ideas and solve problems in a
target language. The conventional focus on decontextualized grammar exercises and rote
memorization frequently fails to bridge the gap between classroom learning and real-world
professional application, leaving graduates ill-equipped for the linguistic challenges of their
chosen careers.
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Recent pedagogical shifts have emphasized the need for more experiential, learner-
centered approaches that simulate authentic professional contexts. Language for Specific
Purposes (LSP) education has emerged as a critical domain, aiming to tailor language
instruction to the precise needs of learners in particular disciplines. However, despite the
recognition of LSP's importance, there remains a challenge in finding and validating
instructional methods that genuinely foster both linguistic accuracy and pragmatic
competence in professional settings. While various communicative and task-based
approaches have been explored, their direct impact on the nuanced requirements of
professional language use, such as critical analysis and strategic communication within
complex scenarios, warrants further empirical investigation.

One such method gaining traction in professional education, but less rigorously studied
in foreign language pedagogy for professional purposes, is the case study method.
Originating in law and business education, case studies involve presenting learners with real
or hypothetical complex problems, requiring them to analyze situations, identify key issues,
propose solutions, and defend their reasoning. This approach inherently promotes critical
thinking, decision-making, and collaborative problem-solving — skills that are paramount in
professional life. When applied to foreign language learning, the case study method offers a
unique opportunity to immerse learners in authentic professional discourse, compelling them
to utilize their linguistic resources to navigate intricate scenarios and articulate professional
judgments in the target language.

Despite its intuitive appeal and widespread use in other disciplines, there is a distinct
dearth of empirical research specifically examining the effectiveness of the case study
method in enhancing foreign language proficiency for professional purposes. Existing studies
often focus on general language skills or lack robust quantitative measures of impact on
professional communicative competence. This research aims to address this critical gap by
systematically investigating the efficacy of the case study method in developing advanced
foreign language learners' professional linguistic skills, critical thinking, and problem-solving
abilities within a specialized domain. The primary objective is to determine if the integration
of case studies significantly improves learners' capacity to use a foreign language effectively
and appropriately in professional contexts compared to traditional teaching methods. This
study seeks to provide empirical evidence that can inform pedagogical practices and
curriculum development in LSP education, ultimately contributing to a more effective
preparation of future professionals for global linguistic demands.

Methods

2.1. Research Design

This study employed a quasi-experimental, mixed-methods design to investigate the
effectiveness of the case study method. A pre-test/post-test control group design was utilized
to quantitatively measure improvements in language proficiency and professional
communication skills, complemented by qualitative data collection through surveys and focus
group interviews to gather insights into learners' perceptions and experiences. The
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independent variable was the instructional method (case study vs. traditional task-based
learning), and dependent variables included professional vocabulary acquisition, discourse
competence, and critical analytical skills as applied in the target language.

2.2. Participants

A total of 120 undergraduate students (N=120) from a major university, enrolled in
advanced English for International Business courses, participated in the study. Participants
were non-native English speakers with a B2-C1 level of English proficiency according to the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), ensuring a baseline of
advanced general language skills. They were randomly assigned to either the experimental
group (n=60) or the control group (n=60). All participants provided informed consent, and
ethical approval was obtained from the university's research ethics board.

2.3. Materials and Intervention

Both groups received 10 weeks of instruction, totaling 60 contact hours. The
experimental group engaged with a curriculum integrating six comprehensive case studies,
each designed to simulate real-world international business scenarios (e.g., market entry
strategy, cross-cultural negotiation, ethical dilemmas in global supply chains). These case
studies required learners to analyze complex data, formulate arguments, present solutions,
and engage in debates, all conducted in English. Supporting materials included authentic
business reports, articles, and video clips related to each case. The control group followed a
traditional task-based curriculum focusing on business-related topics, including reading
comprehension exercises, vocabulary drills, grammar practice, and structured role-plays,
without the overarching problem-solving framework of case studies. All instructional
materials for both groups were developed by experienced LSP instructors and validated by
subject matter experts.

2.4. Data Collection Instruments

Data were collected using a combination of instruments:

1. Professional Language Proficiency Test (PLPT): A custom-designed pre- and post-
test assessing professional vocabulary, grammatical accuracy in business contexts, and
sentence structure complexity. The PLPT included multiple-choice, gap-filling, and short-
answer questions. Scores ranged from 0-100.

2. Professional Communication Assessment (PCA): An oral performance test
administered individually, requiring participants to present a solution to a novel business
problem and engage in a Q&A session. Assessed criteria included fluency, coherence, lexical
resource (professional terminology), grammatical range and accuracy, and pragmatic
effectiveness. Rated by two independent expert raters on a 5-point scale, with inter-rater
reliability maintained above 0.85.

3. Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving Rubric (CTPSR): Applied to written case
analyses and oral presentations, evaluating participants' ability to identify core issues, analyze
data, generate viable solutions, and justify decisions. Rated on a 5-point scale by the same
expert raters.
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4. Learner Perception Questionnaire (LPQ): Administered post-intervention to both
groups, using a 5-point Likert scale to gauge perceptions of learning effectiveness,
engagement, relevance, and skill development. Open-ended questions provided qualitative
insights.

5. Focus Group Interviews: Conducted with a sub-sample of 10 participants from each
group to explore in-depth experiences, challenges, and perceived benefits of their respective
instructional methods.

2.5. Data Analysis

Quantitative data from the PLPT, PCA, and CTPSR were analyzed using IBM SPSS
Statistics 28. Independent samples t-tests were used to compare baseline scores, and paired
samples t-tests were employed to assess within-group improvements from pre- to post-test.
Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) was used to compare post-test scores between the
experimental and control groups, controlling for pre-test differences. Qualitative data from
the LPQ open-ended questions and focus group interviews were transcribed and subjected to
thematic analysis using NVivo 12, identifying recurring themes and patterns related to
learning experiences and perceived skill development.

Results

The analysis of the collected data revealed significant differences in learning outcomes
between the experimental group, which utilized the case study method, and the control group,
which engaged in traditional task-based learning. Baseline pre-test scores for both groups
across all measures (PLPT, PCA, CTPSR) showed no statistically significant differences (p >
0.05), confirming homogeneity at the outset of the intervention.

3.1. Professional Language Proficiency Test (PLPT)

Post-intervention, the experimental group demonstrated a significantly higher mean
score on the PLPT compared to the control group. The experimental group's mean post-test
score was 82.5 (SD = 4.8), while the control group's was 71.2 (SD = 5.5). ANCOVA,
controlling for pre-test scores, indicated a significant effect of the instructional method on
professional language proficiency (F(1, 117) = 45.72, p < 0.001, partial n* = 0.28). This
suggests that the case study method led to a greater acquisition and retention of professional
vocabulary and improved grammatical accuracy within business contexts.

3.2. Professional Communication Assessment (PCA)

Similarly, the experimental group outperformed the control group in the PCA. The
mean score for the experimental group was 4.1 (SD = 0.35) on a 5-point scale, whereas the
control group scored 3.4 (SD = 0.42). ANCOVA results confirmed a significant effect of the
case study method on professional communication skills (F(1, 117) =38.91, p < 0.001, partial
n? = 0.25). Qualitative analysis of the PCA indicated that experimental group participants
exhibited greater fluency, more precise use of professional jargon, and a more coherent and
persuasive argumentation style during their presentations and Q&A sessions. For instance,
85% of experimental group participants effectively used conditional clauses to discuss
hypothetical business scenarios, compared to 55% in the control group.
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3.3. Critical Thinking and Problem-Solving Rubric (CTPSR)

The most pronounced differences were observed in critical thinking and problem-
solving abilities as applied through the target language. The experimental group achieved a
mean CTPSR score of 4.3 (SD = 0.30), significantly higher than the control group's mean of
3.2 (SD =0.38). ANCOVA results showed a very strong effect of the instructional method on
these skills (F(1, 117) = 61.34, p < 0.001, partial n> = 0.34). This indicates that the case study
approach significantly enhanced learners' capacity to analyze complex problems, synthesize
information from multiple sources, generate innovative solutions, and articulate their
rationale logically in English. For example, in their written case analyses, 92% of
experimental group participants provided well-structured arguments supported by evidence,
contrasting with 68% in the control group who often presented descriptive rather than
analytical responses.

3.4. Learner Perceptions (LPQ and Focus Group Interviews)

Qualitative data corroborated the quantitative findings. The Learner Perception
Questionnaire revealed that 95% of experimental group participants strongly agreed or agreed
that the case study method enhanced their professional communication skills and critical
thinking, compared to 60% in the control group who perceived similar benefits from
traditional tasks. Themes emerging from focus group interviews with the experimental group
included: 'real-world relevance,’ 'enhanced engagement,' 'deepened understanding of
professional concepts,' and 'increased confidence in using English for business decisions.'
One participant noted, "Working through the cases felt like actual work, not just language
class. It pushed me to think and speak like a professional." Conversely, control group
participants, while acknowledging improvements, often described their learning as more
theoretical and less directly applicable to complex professional scenarios. These results
strongly suggest that the case study method is not only objectively more effective but also
subjectively more engaging and beneficial for learners in developing foreign language
proficiency for professional purposes.

Discussion

The findings of this empirical study provide compelling evidence for the superior
effectiveness of the case study method in teaching foreign languages for professional
purposes, particularly in comparison to traditional task-based learning approaches. The
statistically significant improvements observed in the experimental group across professional
language proficiency, communication skills, and critical thinking capabilities underscore the
pedagogical power of integrating authentic, complex scenarios into language instruction.
These results align with and extend existing theoretical frameworks that advocate for situated
learning and constructivist approaches in language education, emphasizing that language
acquisition is most effective when embedded in meaningful, problem-solving contexts.

The enhanced professional language proficiency observed in the experimental group
can be attributed to several key mechanisms inherent in the case study method. Firstly,
learners are consistently exposed to and required to produce a high volume of professional-
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specific vocabulary and discourse patterns within a functionally relevant context. This active
use, rather than passive reception, facilitates deeper processing and retention of specialized
terminology. The need to articulate complex ideas, justify decisions, and persuade peers or
superiors within the case study framework naturally pushes learners to expand their lexical
resources and refine their grammatical accuracy in a professionally appropriate manner. This
goes beyond rote memorization, fostering a more organic and needs-driven acquisition of
language elements.

Secondly, the significant improvements in professional communication skills highlight
the case study method's capacity to develop pragmatic competence. Unlike isolated role-plays,
case studies demand sustained, coherent communication, often involving negotiation,
argumentation, and collaborative problem-solving. Learners are compelled to adapt their
language to different professional registers, understand nuanced meanings, and strategically
employ communication tactics to achieve specific outcomes. This immersive experience
simulates the real-world pressure and complexity of professional interactions, thereby
building confidence and adaptability in wusing the foreign language for genuine
communicative purposes. The qualitative data further supported this, with participants
reporting increased confidence and a stronger sense of readiness for professional linguistic
challenges.

Perhaps the most impactful finding is the substantial improvement in critical thinking
and problem-solving skills demonstrated by the experimental group. This suggests that the
case study method not only enhances language for professional purposes but also develops
skills essential to professional practice, using the target language as the medium. By
analyzing multifaceted problems, evaluating various solutions, and defending their rationales,
learners are engaged in higher-order thinking processes. This cognitive engagement, coupled
with the linguistic demands, creates a synergistic effect where language becomes a tool for
intellectual inquiry and professional decision-making. This is a crucial distinction from
methods that treat language primarily as an object of study, positioning it instead as an
instrument for action and thought.

While the study provides robust evidence, certain limitations should be acknowledged.
The study was conducted with university students in a specific domain (international
business); therefore, the generalizability of these findings to other professional contexts or
different learner populations (e.g., in-service professionals, lower proficiency levels) requires
further investigation. Future research could explore the long-term retention of skills, the
impact of different case study types (e.g., short vs. extended, individual vs. group), and the
applicability across a wider range of LSP domains. Nevertheless, the current findings
strongly advocate for the broader integration of the case study method into foreign language
curricula designed for professional specific purposes, offering a potent pedagogical approach
to bridge the gap between academic language learning and the dynamic demands of the
global professional arena.

Conclusion
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This study rigorously investigated the effectiveness of the case study method in
enhancing foreign language proficiency for professional purposes, specifically among
advanced learners of English for International Business. The empirical evidence strongly
supports the hypothesis that integrating real-world case studies into language instruction
significantly outperforms traditional task-based learning in developing professional
vocabulary, improving discourse competence, and fostering critical thinking and problem-
solving abilities in the target language. The experimental group demonstrated statistically
significant gains across all quantitative measures, complemented by qualitative insights
highlighting increased learner engagement, perceived relevance, and enhanced confidence in
professional communication.

The findings underscore the transformative potential of the case study method as a
pedagogical tool in Language for Specific Purposes (LSP) education. By immersing learners
in authentic, complex professional scenarios, this approach moves beyond superficial
language acquisition to cultivate a deeper, more functional understanding and application of
linguistic skills. It effectively bridges the gap between theoretical linguistic knowledge and
the pragmatic demands of real-world professional environments, preparing learners to not
only speak a foreign language but to act and think professionally within it.

This research contributes significantly to the body of knowledge in foreign language
pedagogy by providing empirical validation for a method that integrates language learning
with domain-specific content and critical professional skills development. The implications
for curriculum design and instructional practice are substantial, suggesting that LSP programs
should consider incorporating well-designed case studies as a core component of their
methodology. Future research should explore the long-term impact of the case study method,
its adaptability across diverse professional fields and proficiency levels, and the optimal
design principles for case study materials to maximize learning outcomes. Further
investigation into the role of instructor training in facilitating effective case study
implementation would also be valuable. Ultimately, the case study method represents a
powerful pathway to cultivate truly competent and confident global professionals.
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