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Objectives: Case-based teaching is a relatively new
approach to teaching basic sciences. Although this tech-
nique has been used in medical teaching for many years,
few attempts have been made to examine its efficacy for
nursing students. The aim of this study was to compare
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the effectiveness of didactic and case-based teaching of
physiology among second-year nursing students at our
college.

Methods: A descriptive cross-over study was conducted,
in which the students served as their own controls, as they
were examined after each of two sessions. In the first
session, the students were taught digestive physiology by
traditional lectures. In the second session, the same stu-
dents were taught renal physiology by the same instructor
using a case-based technique. Multiple-choice questions
were used to assess each student’s comprehension after
each session and compared. At the end of the two ses-
sions, students evaluated the teaching method on a
questionnaire. Paired ¢ tests were used to analyse
differences.

Results: The performance in tests was statistically
significantly better after didactic lectures (mean, 17.53)
than after case-based teaching (mean, 16.47) (two-tailed
p = 0.003). However, 65—72% of students found that
case-based teaching improved their knowledge about the
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topic better than lectures.

Conclusions: Significantly better examination perfor-
mance was observed after didactic teaching, but the stu-
dents’ feedback indicated that case-based teaching could
be used as an alternative to lectures and may facilitate
skills acquisition, which is considered to be important in
professional problem-solving during nursing care.
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Introduction

Nurse educators struggle to find the best ways to prepare
nursing students to care for patients in the increasingly
complex health care environment. New nurses must be pre-
pared to solve problems and think critically in order to pro-
vide high-quality care to patients, and they must be able to
work collaboratively, analyse data, interpret results, think
critically, draw reasoned conclusions and make complex
decisions.! Early assessment and detection of declining health
status and quick intervention are essential to a patient’s
recovery. Nurse educators assist their students in applying
knowledge about nursing-related sciences and other disci-
plines to make independent decisions for comprehensive
nursing care.”? Preparing nursing students requires educators
to use creative teaching strategies that engage the students
in active learning, which increases their motivation,
sharpens their thinking, deepens learning and strengthens
collaboration in the classroom. In active learning, the
higher thinking processes of students are stimulated.*°

Conventionally, undergraduate students are taught in di-
dactic lectures, practical exercises and tutorials, which are
mainly passive teaching and learning methods and do not
develop the problem-solving or reasoning skills of the stu-
dents. Furthermore, there is hardly any involvement of stu-
dents in the teaching—learning process. Although no single
teaching method ensures a thorough understanding of a topic,
various methods are being used in many institutes to reinforce
lectures in teaching physiology, such as case-stimulated
learning,7 problem-based learning8 and patient-centred
learning.() In case-based learning, students are motivated to
use clinical knowledge from real-life scenarios to solve prob-
lems. With this method, both students and faculty members
contribute to discussions on identified learning issues.

Lectures are definitely a powerful method of delivering
information to a large number of students quickly, but there
has always been a need for an alternative to the traditional
format in basic sciences education.'’”'? Case-based teaching
is commonly used in medical and other health sciences
courses, and has been used recently in nursing educa-
tion.'%!131% Real cases that nurses might encounter in
hospital are used to practice and apply basic scientific
concepts in making clinical decisions and thinking critically
in a patient-care scenario. By discussing a clinical case
related to the topic taught, students understand the concept
at a high order of cognition. This process encourages active
learning and may have a more productive outcome.™!”

Another issue in teaching strategies is the monotony of
lectures. Usually, the concentration level of students starts
falling 10—20 min after the start of a lecture and improves
slightly towards the end.'®!” Some students like lectures,
because the information is precise, to the point and all they
have to do is listen. Didactic teaching remains the main
teaching mode in many institutions, whereas various active
learning methods, such as case-based, problem-based and

team-based teaching and small group discussions, could also
be used.

Despite numerous studies on case-based learning in
various disciplines, 1011314 there is still not enough evidence
of the efficiency of this method for undergraduate nursing
students, as the results of the studies are diverse.'-1218720
The purpose of present study was to determine any
difference in the effect of lectures and case-based teaching
on students’ performance in examinations and to test
whether nursing students found case-based teaching more
enjoyable and more educationally stimulating than tradi-
tional lectures. To our knowledge, this is the first study to
compare the effectiveness of case-based with didactic teach-
ing for nursing undergraduate students in Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia.

Materials and Methods

We conducted a descriptive cross-over study, in which the
same students were their own controls, in the physiology
department of our university in 2013. Nursing students
enrolled in second-year anatomy and physiology at the
nursing college were the study population. Of 96 students, 86
participated in the study.

The study protocol was approved by the ethics committee,
and each participant gave informed consent.

The students were taught physiology in two sessions. In
the first session, the instructor gave 5 h of lectures on
digestive physiology, followed by a 2-h tutorial. The
students’ understanding of the topic was assessed from a
multiple-choice questionnaire. For the second session, five
case-based lectures on renal physiology were prepared and
reviewed by a committee including a person from the
nursing department. In this session, the same instructor
used the case-based method over 5 h. Each session started
with a case, followed by a 25-min student discussion about
the physiology of the case. During the next 25 min, the
instructor explained the concept, followed by a wrap-up
session. This session was followed by a 2-h case-based
tutorial with some prepared exploratory questions related
to the case to be discussed in the group. The teachers were
asked to address all the relevant points that came up in
discussion prompts. At the end of the session, the students’
understanding of the topic was assessed from a multiple-
choice questionnaire, in which 30% of the questions
tested cognitive skills from the case-based scenarios. To
avoid any bias in the instructor’s evaluation of perfor-
mance, the instructor was unaware of which teaching
method had been used.

After completion of each of these two teaching sessions,
the students filled in a feedback form after the examination,
to determine whether they agreed with 12 statements about
the teaching method used on a five-point Likert scale. Ex-
amples of the statements are: “The case-based study is more
helpful for understanding the topic than lectures.” “This
course helped me to improve my ability to think and solve
problems rather than just memorize information.” “This
case-based course helped me to improve my understanding
of the questions on the examination and to answer the quiz
easily.” The feedback form was developed from the National
Commission for Academic Accreditation and Assessment
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