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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the effectiveness of case-based learning (CBL) in enhancing students' critical thinking skills through a 

systematic literature review. CBL, a student-centered approach that engages learners with real-life scenarios, has been widely 

recognized for its ability to promote deeper cognitive processing, analytical skills, and decision-making abilities. The review 

of existing studies reveals that CBL significantly improves critical thinking, particularly in fields like medicine, law, and 

business, although its impact may vary across disciplines. However, challenges such as the need for skilled instructors, 

appropriate case materials, and varying student responses to this teaching method are noted. This research highlights the 

importance of tailoring CBL to specific academic contexts and suggests areas for future studies, including the long-term 

effects and its application in non-professional fields. Overall, CBL proves to be an effective pedagogical tool, fostering 

essential critical thinking skills for students. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, the demand for students to develop strong critical thinking skills has significantly increased, as these skills 

are crucial for their academic success and future careers. Critical thinking is defined as the ability to analyze, evaluate, and 

synthesize information in a structured and reasoned manner, which is essential for solving complex problems (Raza et al., 

2020). Educational systems worldwide have responded to this need by integrating various teaching methods aimed at 

fostering critical thinking, and one of the prominent approaches is case-based learning (CBL). Case-based learning is a 

student-centered approach that encourages learners to engage with real-life scenarios, promoting deep understanding and 

reflective thinking (Zhao et al., 2020). This approach has gained widespread acceptance in disciplines such as medicine, 

business, and law, where critical thinking is vital for decision-making. 

Several studies have demonstrated the positive effects of CBL on students’ critical thinking abilities. A study by Misnawati 

et al., (2023) found that students engaged in case-based learning showed improved problem-solving skills and a greater 

ability to make informed decisions. Similarly, a research by Liao et al., (2020) highlighted that CBL fosters deeper cognitive 

processing, allowing students to develop more sophisticated analytical and evaluative skills. These studies suggest that CBL 

is an effective tool for enhancing students' ability to think critically, particularly in complex and dynamic environments. 

However, despite the promising results, there is a gap in the research regarding the application of case-based learning in 

certain academic contexts. While CBL has been extensively studied in fields like business and healthcare, its effectiveness 

in non-professional disciplines, particularly in general education courses, remains underexplored. Moreover, the specific 

mechanisms through which CBL fosters critical thinking, such as its influence on motivation, engagement, and collaborative 

learning, are not well understood. This research aims to address these gaps by exploring the effectiveness of case-based 

learning in enhancing students' critical thinking skills in a broader educational context, offering insights into how this 

approach can be adapted and implemented to improve cognitive skills across diverse fields. 

METHOD 

This research employs a systematic literature review methodology to examine the effectiveness of case-based learning (CBL) 

in enhancing students’ critical thinking skills. The study follows a structured process to ensure comprehensive and unbiased 

analysis of existing studies, as outlined in the following stages (Sugiyono, 2018): 
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1. Research Question Formulation 

The first step in the literature review is to clearly define the research question: What is the effectiveness of case-based learning 

in enhancing students’ critical thinking skills? This question guides the entire review process and helps focus the selection 

of relevant studies. 

2. Literature Search and Selection 

A systematic search of peer-reviewed articles, books, and conference papers is conducted across multiple academic 

databases, such as JSTOR, Google Scholar, and Scopus. Key terms such as "case-based learning," "critical thinking," and 

"students’ cognitive skills" are used to identify pertinent studies. Only studies published within the last two decades are 

included to ensure the review captures recent advancements and trends in the field. Inclusion criteria involve studies that 

specifically address CBL and its impact on critical thinking, while exclusion criteria rule out non-empirical or unrelated 

articles. 

3. Data Extraction and Evaluation 

After identifying relevant articles, data is extracted regarding the study design, sample size, context, and key findings related 

to CBL’s impact on critical thinking. The studies are evaluated for their methodological rigor, including the validity of their 

measurement of critical thinking skills, the context of their application, and the educational level of participants. This ensures 

that only high-quality research is considered in the final analysis. 

4. Synthesis and Analysis 

The extracted data is then synthesized to identify patterns, trends, and discrepancies across the studies. The effectiveness of 

CBL in various academic settings is analyzed, and comparisons are made regarding the impact of CBL on different student 

populations and disciplines. This synthesis helps in drawing conclusions about the generalizability of CBL’s effectiveness 

in fostering critical thinking skills. 

5. Identification of Research Gaps 

Finally, the literature review concludes by identifying gaps in the current body of knowledge. These gaps include areas where 

further research is needed, such as the application of CBL in non-professional fields and a deeper understanding of the 

underlying mechanisms that contribute to the development of critical thinking. These insights inform the direction for future 

research in this area. 

The concept analysis of this research flow is presented in the following figure: 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of the Study 
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2. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Results 

The systematic literature review revealed several key findings regarding the effectiveness of case-based learning (CBL) in 

enhancing students' critical thinking skills. Based on the studies analyzed, CBL demonstrates consistent positive impacts on 

students' cognitive abilities, though the degree of effectiveness varies across different disciplines and educational contexts. 

1. Overall Impact of CBL on Critical Thinking 

Most studies indicated that CBL significantly enhances critical thinking skills. For instance, Sapeni & Said, (2020) found 

that students engaged in case-based learning showed improvements in problem-solving and decision-making. Similarly, 

Yang et al., (2024) reported that CBL promotes deeper cognitive processing, which helps students develop higher-order 

thinking skills such as analysis, evaluation, and synthesis. These findings suggest that CBL fosters a deeper understanding 

of content by encouraging students to engage actively with complex, real-world scenarios. 

2. Disciplinary Variations in Effectiveness 

While the effectiveness of CBL is broadly supported, its impact varies by discipline. In medical education, studies by 

Agustina & Ro’isatin, (2024) and Roshangar et al., (2020) highlighted that CBL effectively nurtures critical thinking skills 

by simulating clinical decision-making processes. However, studies in the field of business education, such as those by Lavi 

& Marti, (2023), showed that while CBL enhances analytical skills, its effectiveness in fostering critical reflection on 

business practices is mixed. This indicates that while CBL is universally beneficial, its application and effectiveness may 

depend on the subject area and the nature of the real-life cases used. 

3. Student Engagement and Motivation 

A common finding in the literature is that CBL increases student engagement and motivation, which are crucial factors in 

developing critical thinking. Studies such as those by Mahdi et al., (2020) suggest that when students are given the autonomy 

to explore cases and make decisions, they become more motivated to apply their knowledge critically. Furthermore, CBL 

encourages collaboration and discussion, which has been shown to promote critical thinking through peer learning (Ma & 

Zhou, 2022). 

4. Challenges in Implementing CBL 

Despite its effectiveness, several studies pointed out challenges in implementing CBL across different educational settings. 

For instance, a study by Rihadatul & Hidayati, (2022) noted that while CBL fosters critical thinking, it is resource-intensive, 

requiring well-prepared instructors and adequate case materials. Moreover, not all students respond equally to this method. 

Some may struggle with the open-ended nature of case discussions and prefer more structured, traditional teaching methods. 

As a result, effective implementation of CBL requires thoughtful integration into the curriculum and adequate support for 

both instructors and students. 

5. Research Gaps Identified 

Despite the positive outcomes, significant gaps remain in the current literature. One of the key gaps identified is the limited 

research on the long-term impact of CBL on critical thinking. While several studies suggest immediate improvements, such 

as those by Fauzi et al., (2023), there is a lack of longitudinal studies examining whether these improvements are sustained 

over time. Furthermore, while much of the research has focused on professional fields like medicine and business, there is 

insufficient evidence regarding the impact of CBL in non-professional disciplines such as humanities or social sciences. This 

presents an opportunity for future studies to explore how CBL can be adapted to a wider range of academic fields. 

3. DISCUSSION 

The results of this systematic literature review highlight the significant role of case-based learning (CBL) in enhancing 

students' critical thinking skills. By engaging students with real-world scenarios, CBL provides an interactive and student-

centered approach that fosters deeper cognitive processing and facilitates the development of higher-order thinking skills. 

This section will discuss these findings in detail, addressing the effectiveness of CBL across different disciplines, the impact 

of student engagement and motivation, and the challenges in its implementation, alongside identifying gaps for future 

research. 

The studies reviewed indicate that case-based learning is generally effective in fostering critical thinking across a variety of 

disciplines. CBL encourages active engagement, requiring students to analyze complex situations, identify underlying issues, 

evaluate potential solutions, and make informed decisions. These processes align closely with the definition of critical 

thinking as the ability to evaluate information and arguments logically, a skill that is essential for both academic success and 

professional development. 

The findings by Masko et al., (2020) and Oliván-Blázquez et al., (2023) confirm that CBL enhances students' ability to 

critically evaluate real-life problems. This process, referred to as "deep learning," contrasts with surface learning, where 
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students focus on rote memorization. CBL promotes cognitive depth by challenging students to apply their knowledge to 

unpredictable situations, forcing them to question assumptions and engage in reflective thinking. For example, in medical 

education, as seen in the studies by Kim & Choi, (2021), students trained through case-based methods demonstrate improved 

diagnostic skills, critical thinking, and decision-making abilities. Similarly, the application of CBL in business education has 

been shown to encourage students to critically assess organizational problems, despite mixed results regarding the 

development of reflective thinking on business practices (Norawati & Puspitasari, 2022). 

While the overall effectiveness of CBL in promoting critical thinking is well-documented, its impact varies across disciplines. 

In professional fields such as medicine and law, CBL has been shown to provide realistic simulations that mirror real-world 

challenges. Studies in these fields emphasize that CBL is particularly beneficial for developing problem-solving and 

decision-making skills. For example, Tsekhmister, (2023) highlighted that in medical education, CBL helps students navigate 

complex patient scenarios, making critical decisions under pressure, which mirrors the demands of actual practice. 

However, in fields like business education, the impact of CBL appears to be less consistent. While CBL promotes analytical 

skills, as noted by Rohmah & Jauhariyah, (2020), there is less evidence of its ability to develop reflective thinking about 

real-world business strategies. This discrepancy may be due to the nature of business cases, which often focus on strategic 

decision-making without fully encouraging students to critically assess the broader social, ethical, and political implications 

of those decisions. In contrast, medical and law cases often incorporate these broader considerations due to the nature of their 

practice. 

These findings suggest that CBL’s effectiveness may be enhanced by tailoring the cases to the specific needs of the discipline. 

In non-professional disciplines, such as the humanities and social sciences, there is insufficient research to determine how 

well CBL translates into enhanced critical thinking. This gap indicates an opportunity for future research to adapt CBL 

methods to these fields, exploring how real-world case applications can encourage students to critically engage with complex 

social, cultural, or ethical issues. 

A major strength of CBL, as evidenced in the studies reviewed, is its ability to boost student engagement and motivation. 

Research consistently shows that CBL leads to higher levels of student interest, as students actively participate in discussions, 

solve real-life problems, and collaborate with peers. According to Yusuf & Barlian, (2022), this active involvement in the 

learning process not only enhances cognitive skills but also increases intrinsic motivation. Students who are motivated to 

solve real-world problems are more likely to invest time and effort into their learning, which in turn improves their critical 

thinking abilities. 

Moreover, collaborative learning, a hallmark of CBL, plays a crucial role in motivating students to think critically. The 

exchange of ideas in group discussions allows students to challenge each other's perspectives, leading to deeper insights and 

a more thorough understanding of the subject matter. As Karisma et al., (2024) suggests, peer interactions stimulate cognitive 

growth and encourage the development of critical thinking by pushing students to defend their ideas and consider alternative 

viewpoints. 

Despite its benefits, the implementation of CBL presents several challenges that need to be addressed for its successful 

integration into the curriculum. One of the primary challenges identified in the literature is the need for well-prepared 

instructors and appropriate case materials. CBL requires teachers to be skilled facilitators who can guide students through 

the process of analyzing cases and discussing solutions effectively. Instructors must not only be knowledgeable in the subject 

matter but also adept at fostering open discussions and critical reflection among students. 

Additionally, as noted by Agustina & Ro’isatin, (2024), the effectiveness of CBL depends heavily on the quality of the cases 

used. Well-designed cases that are relevant, thought-provoking, and appropriately complex can significantly enhance 

learning outcomes. On the other hand, poorly designed cases may fail to engage students or provide the necessary challenges 

to stimulate critical thinking. Moreover, the time and resources required to develop and implement case-based curricula can 

be a significant barrier, particularly in institutions with limited budgets or faculty resources. 

Another challenge is the varying response of students to this teaching method. While many students thrive in the 

collaborative, interactive environment of CBL, others may struggle with the open-ended nature of case discussions. Some 

students may feel overwhelmed by the lack of clear-cut answers or may lack the necessary background knowledge to engage 

fully with the cases. Therefore, the success of CBL relies on providing students with adequate support, such as preparatory 

materials and guidance on how to approach case analysis. 

The literature review revealed several gaps in the current body of research on CBL. One notable gap is the lack of longitudinal 

studies examining the long-term effects of CBL on students' critical thinking skills. While many studies report short-term 

improvements in critical thinking, there is insufficient evidence on whether these improvements are sustained over time. 

Longitudinal research is necessary to determine whether the skills developed through CBL translate into long-term benefits 

in both academic and professional contexts. 

Additionally, the application of CBL in non-professional disciplines remains underexplored. Most research has focused on 

fields such as medicine, law, and business, with limited attention given to other areas such as humanities, social sciences, 
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and education. Future research should investigate how CBL can be adapted to different academic contexts and how it can be 

used to promote critical thinking in subjects that are not traditionally associated with case-based methods. 

In conclusion, while CBL has proven to be an effective tool for enhancing critical thinking in various disciplines, challenges 

remain in its implementation, particularly regarding instructor preparation and case design. Furthermore, significant gaps in 

research-particularly in non-professional fields and long-term impacts-present opportunities for future studies to expand our 

understanding of how case-based learning can be utilized to develop critical thinking skills across diverse academic settings. 

4. CONCLUSION 

This systematic literature review demonstrates that case-based learning (CBL) is an effective method for enhancing students' 

critical thinking skills. While its impact is evident across various disciplines, the effectiveness of CBL varies depending on 

the subject area, case design, and student engagement. Despite its advantages, challenges in implementation, such as the need 

for well-prepared instructors and appropriate resources, remain. Further research is needed to explore the long-term effects 

of CBL and its application in non-professional fields. 
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