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Case-Based Discussion vs. Case-Based Learning
in Undergraduate Medical Education

Clarifying two terminologies

@ Myo Kyi Tha




Introduction

Both are organised around a clinical "case"

':::::::' Share a family resemblance to problem-based learning
(PBL)

0;0 They differ substantially

In purpose, structure, theoretical grounding, and
evidence base



Why this topic matters?

@ They serve different educational functions.

@ Confusing them can blur whether an activity is
developmental or evaluative.
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> Structured, dyadic Real patient case, Retrospective review <

workplace-based drawn from the of reasoning and
B assessment learner's own practice decisions




CBL
Case-based Learning |
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Active, small-group Faculty-designed case, Builds and integrates <
teaching/learning used prospectively knowledge

method




Case-Based Learning vs. Case-Based Discussion

PRIMARY PURPOSE

Teaching/Learning method to build clinical reasoning Structured assessment of a trainee's reasoning and
and integrate basic/clinical science, applied decision-making, applied retrospectively to a real
prospectively to a constructed case patient the trainee has already managed

CASE ORIGIN

Written or simulated case, designed in advance by Authentic case selected by the trainee from their own
faculty to meet defined learning objectives recent clinical practice

SETTING

Small-group classroom or online tutorial, typically 6-10 One-to-one or small-group dialogue between a single
students with a facilitator trainee and a supervisor/assessor




Case-Based Learning vs. Case-Based Discussion

GROUP COMPOSITION

Peer group of students; learning arises substantially Dyadic (trainee-assessor); peer interaction is not a
from peer interaction and discussion defining feature.

FACILITATOR ROLE

Content-expert facilitator guides inquiry, corrects Assessor questions the trainee to probe reasoning and
misconceptions, and redirects discussion toward judgement, then scores performance against defined
learning objectives competencies

UNDERLYING THEORY

Grounded in constructivist and social/collaborative Grounded in workplace-based and competency-based
learning theory; cases scaffold application of assessment frameworks, notably van der Vleuten and
foundational knowledge Schuwirth's utility model




Case-Based Learning vs. Case-Based Discussion

TIMING IN TRAINING

Used across preclinical and clinical years of
undergraduate curricula, often replacing or
supplementing didactic lectures

Traditionally postgraduate/workplace training;
undergraduate use is emerging and under-studied

STAKES / GRADING

Explicitly structured as an assessment instrument,
generating a graded or competency-referenced
judgement, even when used formatively

Usually low-stakes or ungraded; feedback is formative

and peer-mediated.



Case-Based Learning vs. Case-Based Discussion

- DOCUMENTATION

Case write-ups, worksheets, or group reports may be Produces a structured record/proforma retained in the
produced but are not typically portfolio evidence trainee's professional portfolio

EVIDENCE BASE

Supported by a BEME systematic review and multiple More limited and largely observational; a 2025 scoping
RCTs/meta-analyses showing gains vs. lecture-based review found only moderate evidence of impact and a
learning scarcity of undergraduate studies




Same anchor
Different educational purposes

A Learning Tool

. Builds reasoning through faculty-designed
RSN cases, peer discussion, and formative feedback

Constructivist, social/collaborative
learning

An Assessment Tool

Evaluates reasoning on a real patient case, in a
structured trainee-supervisor dialogue

Competency-based, workplace
assessment




CbD is a Workplace-based Assessment
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Evaluates the trainee's progress in areas of professional practice
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The case should be one that has been
managed independently by a GP registrar.




CBL
on Authentic Case

Real patient

Structured
small-group teaching

This is a variant of CBL, not CbD.



Curriculum Implications

Use CBL to build foundational clinical reasoning across a cohort.
It is well suited to preclinical and early clinical years.

@ Introduce CbD-style discussion later, once students hold genuine clinical
responsibility and can present cases from their own patient contact.

Where CbD is introduced at undergraduate level,
Invest in assessor training and calibration.

Be explicit with students and staff about which method is being
used and why, given that the terms are frequently conflated.

Treat undergraduate CbD as an emerging
rather than fully evidenced practice.




Key Takeaways

CBL and CbD are technical terms set by
professional bodies, not interchangeable
labels.

Precision in terminology is what allows
educators across institutions to understand,
compare, and build on each other's work.
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