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Have Case, Will Travel: Taking Political Science
On (and Off ) the Road

Marek Payerhin, Alma College

As my students admired the sparkling
icebergs towering around us, I

sensed a unique opportunity to connect
the emotive and the cerebral sides of
our research project.1 Looking at the
glistening surface of a pristine Alaskan
bay, I ventured, “Now imagine this
place under three feet of crude oil.” The
looks of disbelief gave way to a collec-
tive groan, then a moment of sulky 
silence followed by an explosion of dis-
cussion. The actual arguments were less
important than the sudden insight that
made this teacher very happy: my stu-
dents really cared about the subject of
the class, the long-term impact of the
1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill on the 
human habitat.

“Having fun” is certainly overrated
as an educational device. Yet, there is
little doubt that a student alienated,
bored, or anguished by a course is un-
likely to achieve the desired educa-
tional goals or to meet the teacher’s
expectations for class participation or
quality of research papers. The follow-
ing observations stem from a course
that eliminates such problems by pro-
viding a focused research activity in a
stimulating environment. I shall call it
“a traveling case study.” 

The advantages of the case method
in teaching and research are well
known (see, for example, Johnson,
Joslyn, and Reynolds 2001; Lynn 1999;
Taylor 1994; Van Evera 1997; Ve-
lenchik 1995; Wasserman 1994). I will
elaborate on its pedagogical benefits
later in this article but first let me
briefly introduce the course and its
founding philosophy. 

I sought to make this case study di-
rectly relevant to my students’ interests
and life experiences. However, I real-
ized the issues of environmental policy
making or grassroots community or-
ganizing in Alaska would be relatively
alien to my class, a fairly typical
group of liberal arts college students
in the Midwest. So I endeavored to

deliver the experience to them. Or,
more precisely, I tried to deliver the
students to the experience. For that, I
found a traveling course format very
useful. I am quite fortunate that my
college is very supportive of such
classes and even sets aside a month in
the spring for courses that “cross geo-
graphic, cultural, or disciplinary
boundaries.” As most schools allow or
even encourage traveling courses of
some sort, you may find the following
remarks useful.

Perhaps there is no need to con-
vince political scientists of the merits
of studying the murder of JFK at Da-
ley Plaza, analyzing the Chinese econ-
omy in Beijing, or discussing the deci-
sion to enlarge NATO with its officials
in Brussels. But it is important to
avoid the trap (and even trappings) of
a merely “experiential” traveling
course. This may appear obvious to
the readers of PS, but our students are
bombarded with colorful posters from
various institutions whose course ads
imply, perhaps unwittingly, that simply
by crossing a desert or living in a city
one will learn all about life. A travel-
ing case study cannot be just a sight-
seeing trip, and we must introduce the
research component early and empha-
size it daily. Let me elaborate on this
point by briefly discussing my 
experiences.

The Course
The course focused on the social

and political developments resulting
from the Exxon Valdez disaster, espe-
cially on:

• the local communities organizing for
survival and fighting back,

• citizen advisory and monitoring bodi-
es that sprang up in the wake of the
spill (and often are financed from the
settlement fines by Exxon),

• issues of corporate responsibility, and 

• the governmental response at the 
federal, state, and local levels. 

The schedule included a preliminary
period to research these issues fol-
lowed by a weeklong substantive and

travel preparation on campus, a two-
week trip to Alaska, and a final one-
week session back on campus. In
Alaska, the group spent about a week
in Anchorage meeting with local au-
thorities, grassroots activists, and rep-
resentatives of citizen organizations
monitoring the effects of the spill and
involved in disaster prevention pro-
grams. Then we traveled to Prince
William Sound to meet local activists,
fishermen, and other residents of
Valdez and Cordova to investigate the
economic and social impact of the
spill. We also went to a remote Alaska
Native village that still relies on sub-
sistence fishing, visited the southern
terminal of the Trans-Alaska Pipeline,
and collected additional data for term
papers. The travel to Prince William
Sound, including the exploration of the
area where the spill occurred, was de-
signed to increase the students’ appre-
ciation for the interconnectedness of
the environmental, economic, and po-
litical concerns. The icing on the cake
was a four-day wilderness kayaking
trip that highlighted the sheer beauty
of the endangered habitat.

Course Requirements and
Assessment of Results

I designed the assignments for this
full-load four-credit course to address
my foremost concern: that it be schol-
arly in character and educational in out-
come. I found that students were willing
to start their research projects quite
early, even a few weeks before the term
began. This gave them the necessary
preparation time for solid in-class oral
presentations as well as key 15-page
term papers. The former was particu-
larly important, since time constraints
would not have allowed us to begin
working on quality presentations until
after the first class session (without the
extra time students would have had
only one week for research on campus).
Most students made their presentations
during the five 2.5-hour classes before
we left campus, so the exercise served
as an introduction to various ecological,
social, economic, and political aspects
of the case.

The term papers, each on a topic
students chose from a list I compiled,
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were edited and grouped according to
their major themes and then desktop-
published as a bound collection. The
topics ranged from the legal and politi-
cal ramifications of the spill to the im-
pact on the Alaska Na-
tives and the economy
of the region, to grass-
roots environmental
activism and ecological
restoration efforts.
Thus, the papers com-
plemented one another
and established a logi-
cal flow of chapters to
achieve a coherent and
powerful study. Such
publications could con-
tribute to the overall
success of any class,
but a case-based
course simply cries for
a permanent presenta-
tion of the findings,
preferably in a book
format. By seeing their
names “in print,” stu-
dents gain a sense of
purpose and accom-
plishment, and their
work is no longer lim-
ited to their professor’s perusal. Its
publication is a source of pride; they
can show it to family, friends, and per-
haps prospective employers. Remark-
ably, some authors asked to be allowed
to do additional editing because they
did not want to disappoint their sources
and would-be readers: the officials and
activists whom we had interviewed in
Alaska. Our volume received positive
reviews from this audience, which only
increased the sense of efficacy and
achievement among the students. 

I selected readings that would allow
us to utilize the logical progression of
the case: master the details, appreciate
the context, and then reflect on more
abstract, general lessons you can learn
from the case. Thus, besides their spe-
cific paper-related sources, all students
read an excellent account of the events
and circumstances of the Exxon Valdez
oil spill and its aftermath (Keeble
1999), a solid introduction to Alaska
public policy issues (Thomas 1999), and
a third, rather less typical book. This
non-fiction story about the diverging life
paths of a rocket scientist and his sur-
vivalist son (Brower 1978) forces read-
ers to ponder our impact on the Earth
and civilization, thus provoking more
general theoretical reflections on ecol-
ogy and sustainability, well-suited topics
for the course. 

In addition to the presentations and
the research paper, my assessment of

outcomes included class participation
and research journals. I insisted that the
journals relate specifically to research
findings pertinent to the topics. Besides
reviews of scholarly articles, journal en-

tries included reflections on the numer-
ous meetings and group interviews we
conducted. This way, I managed to
avoid an obvious risk: the attractive trip
might tempt students to turn in trave-
logues instead of research reports.

Selection Process
Determining the right size and com-

position of the group can be a harrow-
ing but also rewarding exercise. Not
surprisingly, a traveling case study’s
success depends, among others, on
your ability to travel. You may have
no say as to the number or type of
students who can enroll in your class.
But if you do, it is useful to run a
simple mental simulation to try to pre-
dict likely obstacles. Those could range
from the rules of various hotels to
campground policies to emergencies to
building accessibility for the handi-
capped. In some cases, they may even
include the capacity and tonnage of a
fishing vessel, such as the one that de-
livered my class to a remote Alaska
Native village.

I could only take 12 students, to be
selected from over 40 candidates who
attended an informational session. I was
realistic enough to acknowledge that
Alaska would be a magnet to all sorts
of people for all kinds of reasons. Fac-
ing the need to select the “right” ones
from that enthusiastic crowd, I put aca-

demics before travel savvy. Each candi-
date’s grade point average had to be at
least equivalent to a “B.” This by itself
could not guarantee a high intellectual
standing, yet it increased my chances

of choosing good stu-
dents who focused on
academics.

Why choose 12 partic-
ipants? While there is
some time-honored mys-
tique associated with this
number, my decision was
purely utilitarian. A
group of 12 could most
easily be divided and ac-
commodated in either
double or triple hotel
rooms, in two-, three-, or
four-person tents, and in
double-seat sea kayaks.
Since our trip included a
wilderness camping com-
ponent, a larger group
would have found it
more difficult to locate
an appropriate tent site,
not to mention maintain-
ing our “leave-no-trace”
camping policy. At the
same time, the group

was big enough to qualify for many
discounted rates throughout the trip.

All candidates filled out a detailed
questionnaire that turned out to be a
valuable selection tool. It gave me the
first glance at my students’ personalities,
academic background, and outdoor ex-
periences. In addition to answering
some specific questions, students had a
chance to explain in a short essay why
they would be “valuable additions to
the group.” Somewhat to my surprise,
this simple exercise revealed a lot about
individual motivations and suitability for
good teamwork. Additional meetings
with students further clarified our mu-
tual expectations and helped me make
the final selection.

Such decisions are of consequence.
A group of young people on the road
can be a dynamic team or a ticking
time bomb. Empowering students to
become real contributors and decision-
makers greatly helps in encouraging
the former and avoiding the latter. I
like to give my students a chance to
impress me. In a traveling case study
course there are enough arrangements,
projects, and details to divide among
all participants. For example, my stu-
dents organized sub-teams to arrange
for supplies, camping gear, first-aid
kits, some transportation, etc. They
commented afterward that their sense
of accomplishment and engagement in
the course matter had increased as a
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On the Road. A traveling case study allows the instructor to deliver the students to the
experience. Photo: istockphoto.com/Tracy Tucker.
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tions for several hotels, a youth hostel,
a campus dormitory, a ferry, or hire a
guide and rent some camping equipment
or a 15-passenger van. While a very
friendly travel agent may take on such
an assignment, chances are that you will
be left to your own devices. So, plan
ahead and do your best. For example, I

never fail to inquire about group rates.
Various places—theaters, airlines, 
hotels—offer significant discounts to
groups, and college students may be eli-
gible for additional deductions. Major
airlines have special desks specializing
in group travel. Smaller hotels may ne-
gotiate prices. Eligibility provisions will
vary, of course: while my 12-person
class received discounts just about any-
where, the Alaska Railroad required at
least 20 people for a group rate. Once
you have agreed on the rate being of-
fered, always write down the name of
the person taking reservations and re-
quest a written confirmation of the
arrangement.

4. Be patient
Despite my best intentions, I found

that starting early does not mean being
ready early. So be patient—some
arrangements will have to wait until the
last minute. For example, booking a 
15-passenger van in Alaska more than
six months in advance is virtually im-
possible since the rental companies do
not know when in the season those spe-
cial vehicles will arrive from “the lower
48” states. Similarly, it was clear that
Native villagers would not accept unin-
vited visitors. However, getting through
to their leaders took me several months
of unsuccessful calling, faxing, and try-
ing to locate anyone who could help me
to get an invitation. I was elated to get
an indirect confirmation that we could
come—barely a week before our depar-
ture for Alaska.2

5. Handle the money with care
You are using someone else’s money,

and this dictates utmost care and re-

result of their direct involvement in
such class-related decisions and
arrangements.

Mental Notes
Every instructor’s situation differs

somewhat, and I am hesitant to try to
push too many unsolicited pieces
of advice. However, let me share
a few simple organizational rules
that have served me well so far.

1. Plan early
This advice never ages, but it

is absolutely crucial for a travel-
ing case course. Start working on
the course design about a year in
advance. For one, this gives you
a chance to appreciate the com-
plexity of the case and to inves-
tigate it by yourself. You may not use
all the data for the course, but the re-
search will give you plenty of refer-
ences, suggestions for your students,
and especially connections to the 
people your group will be interviewing.
When possible, visit the sites before
going on the trip with your students. 
I found that going to Alaska a year 
before the course greatly helped me or-
ganize the logistics and research pro-
gram for the class. Starting early will
also help you utilize institutional sup-
port mechanisms and accomplish the
following steps.

2. Line up the b.est contacts you can
This may be one of the most attrac-

tive aspects of the course since the stu-
dents travel to the sources and hope to
meet and interview the participants, ob-
servers, scholars, or practitioners con-
cerned with the case. Such encounters
yield a variety of perspectives and help
the students gain a broad understanding
of relevant issues. Locating the best in-
dividuals through the Internet, telephone
directories, corporate listings, or per-
sonal references may require a lot of
patience and ingenuity. You may be
pleasantly surprised, though, to find that
even those reclusive activists or officials
who shun the media spotlight may
make an exception for a group of stu-
dents involved in a serious project.

3. Become your own travel agent or
use a good one

Some of the arrangements for the
course may be rather unusual and may
test the patience or resources of a travel
agent. Depending on your specific pro-
gram, you may need to make reserva-

sponsibility. Keep meticulous financial
records. This will allow you to keep
tabs on your (sometimes sizeable)
budget. It will also endear you to your
school’s financial authorities that value
accountability. Students must pay their
course fees, if any, through the bursar’s
office, not directly to the instructor. You

need to make appropriate
arrangements either for receiving
an advance before your departure
or for reimbursement of expenses
after your return. Some schools
offer corporate credit cards,
which could be a convenient
method of payment and record-
keeping. In other cases, you may
have to combine the use of your
personal credit card (check the
limits!), travelers checks, and
cash. The right combination of
those methods will depend on

your destination. You will be surprised
to discover how many establishments
off the beaten track accept various
credit cards but also how many still do
not.

6. Follow up
Now that you have invested so much

time and effort into building a good
case, extend its usefulness. Maintain
contact with the individuals your class
met. When feasible, invite some of
them to campus to allow the whole
community to share in the findings and
excitement your course generated among
your students. Regular contacts through-
out the year can lead to joint research
projects, summer internships for your
students, and strengthened connections
to the “real world,” always an attractive
prospect for the academia.

Why Use the Case Method?
It is that connection to the real world

that has made the case method popular.
Pioneered by Harvard Law School in
the late nineteenth century, by the 1920s
the case method spread to Harvard
Business School and then other business
schools (Lynn 1999, 3) where now it
often accounts for some 80% of all
teaching. As the popularity of case-
based learning broadened, the method
has also been implemented in studying
accounting, medicine, architecture,
ethics, and other disciplines. In political
science, Harvard’s Kennedy School of
Government became the leading pro-
moter of case studies in public policy
and management, offering over 1,800
cases and notes for classroom use 
(JFK SG 2002). Other institutions, no-
tably the Pew Charitable Trusts, also
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[The case method] provides
the opportunity to investi-
gate an issue in its natural
complexity of interrelated
factors and problems rather
than in abstract form.
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help advance the method among college
and university faculty.

In short, the case method provides
an in-depth analysis of an event or a
phenomenon using a variety of tools
and approaches. Moreover, it provides
the opportunity to investigate an issue
in its natural complexity of interrelated
factors and problems rather than in ab-
stract form. Students investigate a real-
life problem, often taking on roles of
specific decision-makers. Then they
present their perspectives in a discus-
sion or papers and explore a variety of
solutions. Individual ideas clash; cre-
ativity and analytical skills are put to a
test. The educational process empha-
sizes intensive class interaction and
mutual learning rather than teacher-
centered lecturing. 

At the same time, by writing individ-
ual papers my students gained an addi-
tional pedagogical benefit since the re-
search process (a “research case” with
which many of us are familiar) helped
solidify the “case study learning”
process. Together with the assigned
readings about the case, students had to
spend enough time and effort on their
own research work to ensure that they
were knowledgeable to the extent
needed for the method to succeed. They
also created their own collective case
material, useful for research and teach-
ing purposes. 

The resulting account offers un-
matched detail that is a true foundation
for comparative work, either in its rig-
orous “hard” version or in the “thick
description” method perfected by Clif-
ford Geertz (1957). At the same time, a
well-applied case allows students to ex-
amine details of a problem and then to
progress toward some generalizations to
address the question: of what is this an
example? Participants are forced to shed
some easy platitudes or overly abstract
notions, like being “pro-environment” or
“pro-business.” They gradually climb

the rungs of the ladder of abstraction
from primary data obtained directly at
the source to a better understanding of
interdependent factors involved in the
case, all the way to developing their 
intellectual positions or theoretical 
explanations. 

Consider, for instance, the case of
The Starship and the Canoe mentioned
above, the third required reading for
the course. At first, most students con-
fessed, the book appeared to have little
to do with the theme of the course.
Gradually they realized that the clash
of opinions and lifestyles that character-
ized both the scientist and his son was
emblematic of the students’ own eco-
logical and lifestyle choices. For exam-
ple, they could not help noticing the
irony that their often-critical assess-
ments of oil companies and oil depend-
ence occurred as we rode in fossil fuel-
propelled vans and ships. All admitted
that while they admired the “back to
nature” philosophy as a way to solve
ecological problems, none would be
willing to give up their motor vehicles
in favor of kayaks. And so, as the case
study exposed them to the potential im-
pact of private citizens on policy mak-
ing and to the ramifications of their
own consumption patterns, my students
climbed the ladder of abstraction to
question their and their society’s biases,
resource utilization, and the feasibility
of grassroots collective action to effect
any change. 

While on the road, the visits of in-
vited guests also allow you to maxi-
mize the advantages of the case
method. Students benefit from meeting
specialists from various disciplines. In
my case, we talked with several marine
biologists, a marine toxicologist, a Na-
tive environmentalist, a former mayor
of Valdez, several former state and fed-
eral officials, Coast Guard officers, two
premier naturalists, and a group of ex-
perts monitoring the environmental im-

pact of oil shipping, in addition to a
plethora of local residents from every
walk of life. This remarkable collection
of knowledgeable individuals gave my
students the many benefits of a team-
taught class, especially the quality
cross-disciplinary exposure and a range
of perspectives. Moreover, the guests
were all directly involved in the events
and problems the class had been study-
ing. This kind of first-hand experience
really appealed to the students and
would have been difficult to tap into
without traveling to the sources. 

Conclusions
A traveling case study is not for every-

body. For one, you need to be able to
make many arrangements usually re-
served for a travel agent. You also must
like traveling yourself. After all, a frus-
trated instructor will be as weak a link in
the educational process as a frustrated
student. In some cases, you may have to
be able to plan camping trips with all re-
lated contingencies. And, sometimes, even
be ready to sleep on the ground.

But the rewards are plentiful. There
are many classrooms in the world, and
some of the most intriguing educa-
tional opportunities may await beyond
the confines of our campuses. Students
get highly involved in the study
through the numerous personal connec-
tions, both intellectual and emotional,
they develop with the topic. It would
be difficult for them not to feel pas-
sionate about an investigation they live
through every day in the company of
their peers. Besides, they apply and
test theoretical perspectives they
learned in the classroom to real prob-
lems and people they encounter. These
confrontations give students a powerful
appreciation for the importance of sci-
entific research and the relevance of
their own studies. 

Need I say more? Happy trails!

Notes
1. I would like to thank Burnet Davis, Ute

Stargardt, and two anonymous reviewers for
their helpful comments on an earlier version
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