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VIGNETTE | For self-study and for individual examination

For institutional solutions!
Reaccreditation interviews of your study programme are pending. Together with two 
colleagues, you have decided to fight for change. You want to ensure that research-
based learning becomes an integral part at your university. Unfortunately, you and your 
 colleagues are not yet in agreement on where and how it should be implemented in the 
mostsensibleway.Inamomentyouwillmeetagaintoprepareforthefinalreaccreditation
talks.

#17: For institutional solutions!
The following text sequence or vignette describes a situation in the context of a teaching 
that aims at research-based learning. The situation described challenges you as a  teacher 
and may require you to act directly. The aim of the vignette is to allow you to think about 
what you are doing in such a situation or how you could prevent it. But you may also 
 consider the situation to be problem-free and more conducive to learning. Either way you 

can preventively familiarize yourself with possible challenges and reflect upon your own evaluations 
and impulses for action.

The situations described are taken from interview data with coordinators of research-based learning 
projects and have been sharpened for the purpose mentioned above. The most common challenges 
in teaching courses to promote research-based learning have been selected and converted into 
vignettes.

Keywords: Integration in the study programme, resistance towards changes

Reflectivequestions

The situation described above is a typical challenge that you could face if you implement 
research-basedlearninginyourteaching.Thefollowingquestionsofreflectionserveasimpulses
to look at such or similar situations from different perspectives and then to come to different 
 decisions:

Should the course be curricular or extracurricular?

Should the course extend over one or more terms?

Are you considering an interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary or international approach?

Should / can student assistants be integrated?

Should the course end with a (graded) examination?

Which additional courses would you like to try to initiate in connection with this one?
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Fundamentals

Which questions should be fundamentally clarified before second or third steps are taken to
 embed research-based learning structurally in the institution?

Examples

In the following – in contrast to other case vignettes from this series – examples of implementation 
forms at other universities are presented.

Sharpentheconceptofresearch-basedlearning

Involve several teachers

When discussing the curricular integration of research-based learning, confusion
often arises as to what research-based learning actually is. Before the embedding of
research-basedlearningcanbediscussed,thereshouldfirstbeadiscussionabouthowthe
termisused.Thiscanbesupportedbydistinguishingbetweenresearch-basedlearning,
research-orientedlearning.Onlywhenacommondefinitionforthetermresearch-based
learning is available, at best with a clear catalogue of criteria, can the discussion be 
 fruitfully conducted.

For a sustainable embedding it may be useful to establish a framework project under which 
thecoursesonresearch-basedlearningareconductedandinwhichthecoordinationof
these courses is organised. Within this context, students from different faculties can 
thencarryoutresearch-based learning. Inordernot tocreatea„one-daywonderland“,
itmakessensethatmanyteachersareinvolvedintheprojectsothatfluctuationcanbe
 absorbed. In addition, the offer remains present with the students, as they are made  aware 
ofitbydifferentteachers.Inaddition,infollow-upseminarstheteacherscanrefertothe
experiences of the participants again and again if there are points of contact in terms 
ofcontent.Thisrequirestransparentcommunicationwithasmanyteachersaspossible. 

Award credit points

Coursesofresearch-basedlearningrequireahighlevelofcommitmentandeffort from
students. Appropriate remuneration with credit points can help students to get through 
even deep phases and to carry the project through to completion. (At the same time, there 
arealsomanyextracurricularoffersofresearch-basedlearningthatdonotawardcredit
points – this would therefore also be conceivable).
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Organisational details

This section describes aspects of organising the integration of research-based learning.

Standardised credit point distribution

Establish a central contact point for FL projects

Establish calls for proposals for lecturers

Ifresearch-basedlearningiscarriedoutinaninterdisciplinaryway,itshouldbeensured
that all participants receive the same amount of credit points for their participation. 
 Differences in recognition lead to destructive group dynamics.

Acentralcontactpoint foroffersof research-based learningcanbeestablished,e.g.
in centers for teaching and learning. This ensures that teachers who wish to initiate a 
projectofresearch-basedlearningtakeintoaccountinwhichsubjectareaandmodule
it will be carried out and with how many credit points it will be rewarded. This can also 
pave the way for a structural implementation.

Youcanalsoestablishresearch-based learningasacentraloffer that isequippedwith
additional funding. You can advertise these funds for lecturers who want to carry out their 
teachinginthelearningformatofresearch-basedlearning.

#17: For structural insitutional solutions!

Use student assistants

The implementation of a research-based learning programme requires quite a lot of
 manpower. One possibility could be that student assistants, who are further advanced in 
their studies, could be used as tutors to accompany the students in the research  process. 
These tutoring sessions can either accompany or deepen the research process, for 
 example in the form of method tutorials.

Time management

This section discusses aspects relating to the timing of research-based learning offerings.



5

Extend the offer over several terms

Focusanentiretermsolelyonresearch-basedlearning

Enableaflexiblelearningterm

Insteadofconductingresearch-basedlearninginoneterm,youcanalsoextenditover
several terms. This gives the students more time, makes it easier to set intermediate goals 
andallowsthemtobenefitfromtheirfurtherstudyactivitiesandseminarsthatrunparallel
totheresearch-basedlearningproject.

At a university, the entire first term (30 credit points) is dedicated to research-based
 learning across all disciplines. In addition to their own research, students also attend 
 interdisciplinary modules, for example on the responsibility of science. At the end of the 
term there is a conference week, after which papers and examinations are written.

Insteadofintegratingresearch-basedlearningintoexistingmodules,theuniversitycanalso
enableflexiblelearningterms.Studentscanregisterfortheseandthusreceiveadditional
time to study freely. During this time, they can, for example, carry out  extracurricular  offers 
ofresearch-basedlearning,whichcan,however,beremuneratedwithcreditpointsinorder
toenableparticipationbyBAföGstudents,forexample.

#17: For structural insitutional solutions!

Startafour-yearBachelor

InsteadofcompletingtheBachelor‘sdegreeinthreeyears,itcanalsobeplannedasafour-
yearBachelor‘sdegree.Thisgivesstudentsmoretimeforsocializationintheuniversity
institution, for professional and personal development.

Conductresearch-basedlearninginthethirdterm

Itmaybeadvisabletoplaceoffersofresearch-basedlearningnotquiteatthebeginning
of the course, but also not too late in the studies. Some universities recommend the third 
term, as students have already learned the basics of research by this time and therefore do 
not start from scratch. However, they still have enough time to use what they have learned 
inresearch-basedlearningintheirsubsequentstudies.
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Carryoutopportunitiesforresearch-basedlearningineachterm

Encourage internationality

Itcanbeadvantageoustohaveresearch-basedlearningprogrammesstartedtwiceayear.
For example, the cohort will be divided and there will be fewer participants at once.

Through cooperation with other (international) universities, students can experience how 
research on similar or the same topics is carried out in other countries. It may even be 
possible to conduct comparative studies together.
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Framework

This section discusses possible aspects of the framework conditions for research-based 
 learning offerings.

Conductresearch-basedlearninginthefifthorsixthterm

Otheruniversitieshaveanchoredresearch-basedlearninginthefifthorsixthterm.The
proximitytothefinalthesiscanhaveastimulatingeffecthere.

Encourage interdisciplinarity

Youcandesignyourofferofresearch-basedlearningasaninterdisciplinarycourse,for
example as an elective module that can be taken by students from different faculties.

Match modules to each other

Youcanalsocoordinatetheofferofresearch-basedlearningwithothermodules–so
that, for example, a method module is conducted beforehand as preparation.
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Offerresearch-basedlearningasanadditionaland/or 
substitute offer

Offerresearch-basedlearningasanextracurricularoffer

Integrateresearch-basedlearningasacompulsory 
optional module

Have group work carried out over one term only

Insteadofmakingresearch-basedlearningcompulsoryforallstudents,itcanbeusedas
an additional or substitute offer for particularly strong or particularly interested students 
who are underchallenged in everyday seminar life.

In order to avoid discussions about what should be transformed into research-based
learning in themodule plan – and thus possibly „missed out“ - research-based learn-
ing can also be carried out as extracurricular activities. In order to be able to guaran-
tee the  organisation and implementation, however, personnel resources are needed – 
consequentlythesupportoftheimplementinginstitution.

In some universities, a module of research-based learning is offered as an optional
 compulsory module. This allows students to have their credit points credited, while at 
the same time the number of participants is more manageable and students are more 
motivated.

Even if theprojectof research-based learningextendsover two terms, thisdoesnot
 necessarily mean that the students have to work together in a group over two terms. One 
university reports that they only carry out the group work in the second term in order to 
minimisetheeffectsofinterpersonalconflictsandexternalinfluencesontheresearch
process.
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Bonusoffers

This section describes offers that can be stimulated in connection with research-based  learning, 
but which are usually already an enrichment in themselves.
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Integrate a lecture series

Setupacollegedayasareflectiveevent

Organise a conference week at the end of the term

Organise service learning

Paralleltotheofferofresearch-basedlearning,youcanorganizealectureseriesoriented
to the research topics. This gives students the opportunity to receive theoretical input in 
the process and to make cross connections. They experience that theory and research 
practicecomplementeachotherandrecognisethebenefitsoflecturesfortheirstudies.
This lecture series could also be interdisciplinary. In this way, students gain an insight into 
different forms of research practice – and initial suggestions as to how they can proceed 
as researchers themselves.

Inoneuniversity,onceayearawholeday isdedicated to reflectionon thestudy.The
studentsareinstructedtoreflectontheirexperiencesintheirstudiesaswellasthemeaning
andpurposeoftheirownstudies.Inaddition,thereisacontent-relateddiscussionabout
what education at a university means, also in contrast to education.

Afterthecompletionoftheofferofresearch-basedlearning,youwillorganiseaconference
week towhich guests from the scientifically relevant environmentwill also be invited.
 There the students present their research results.

Offersofresearch-basedlearningcanalsobedesignedasservicelearning.Thismeans
that students do research for partners in practice, i.e. student research is dedicated to 
currentquestionsandchallengesinpractice.Forthispurpose,cooperationagreements
with partners in practice must be concluded. One advantage of this format is that students 
areandremainhighlymotivated.Firstly,theyexperiencethattheirresearchisnot„forthe
drawer“,andsecondly,theyexperiencetherelevanceofresearchforpractice.
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Encourage students to prepare written papers during the term

As an examination for research-based learning a termpaper canbe done. Particularly
at the beginning of their studies, students are still overwhelmed with assignments or 
 postpone them until the term break, so that the assignment is written separately from the 
termevents.Instead,youcan–forexample,byrequestinganexposé–encouragestu-
dents to deal with their future exam performance during the term and thus to successively 
reflectontheongoingprocess.



9

Encourage a portfolio review during the term

Set a hypothetical research proposal as a goal

Instead of an examination at the end of the term, you can have the students accumulate 
contributions for their examination performance during the term. Contributions can be, for 
example,minutes,sessionchairsororalperformance.Becausetherearesomanydiffer-
ent types of contributions in the end, the individual contributions become less and less im-
portant and the students act more freely and naturally – without losing focus on research.

Insteadof a complete research cycle, students can also „only“prepare a hypothetical
researchproposal.Todothis,studentsmustfirstexaminethepotentialresearchtopic,
explorethestateofresearch,developaresearchquestionandselectasuitablemethod.
In this way, they already gain a deep insight into essential steps of a research process 
 without having to bear the time expenditure of the entire research. In addition, students are 
familiarised with the modalities for applying for funding and can develop an understanding 
ofhowresearchworkisorganisedandfinancedinthird-partyfundedprojects.
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