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Abstract  
The papers explore the components of the research-based curriculum with the view to foster students’ 
internationalization within the university environment. The research stood on the concepts of 
internationalization, research-led curriculum, content and language integrated learning, integration of 
formal and non-formal learning within academic curriculum. The research methodology combined field 
and desk studies. Literature review laid grounds for experiment methodology that included pilot 
training, specific materials design, combination of inquiry- based, problem- solving, project-based 
teaching strategies. Observation of students learning progress and students’ surveys were central part 
of research. Cluster analysis was used to identify those components that proved to be critical for 
building research-based curriculum for first-year students. Factor analysis contributed to 
understanding of those factors that university freshmen consider most important for their academic 
studies internationalization. 

Keywords: Research-led curriculum, internationalization, higher education.  

1 INTRODUCTION  
The current importance of the topic set forward in the paper can be justified by the paramount 
significance of research activities that international education stakeholders and the overall 
international education community underline when mapping and outlining university success stories of 
higher education development worldwide. 

Both policymakers and scholars underline that higher education institutions can facilitate research-led 
teaching by designing dedicated forms and decentralized review procedures for student research. 

Moreover, currently research activities go beyond national borders, engage scholars from various 
countries, data from diverse research findings provided by different nations, etc. Thus, research-led 
academic activities can contribute to universities’ internationalization. 

The research started with the assumption that the university internationalization should start from the 
university freshmen cohort first days at the institution and can be advanced through research-led 
curriculum. 

The research goal was to explore possible components of the research-led curriculum for the 
university freshmen internationalization. The goal was expected to be reached through the following 
tasks: 1) to identify the research-led curriculum components; 2) to identify the ways the research led 
curriculum can contribute to the university freshmen internationalization. 

2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
The research framework stood on the following pillars. 

First, it is the phenomenon of internationalization that is viewed as any activity and engaging 
representatives of international communities [1], [8]. Moreover, in the third millennium  that faces 
economic crisis, increasing terrorism threat and lack of social safety the concept of internationalization 
at home plays even more important role, providing access for university students towards international 
teaching materials and engaging international faculty and student community into the university 
curriculum  through ICT, including mobile tools [3]. 

Second, the present research rested on the concept of research-informed teaching and research-led 
curriculum [2], that integrates enquiry-based problem solving learning that develops critical thinking 
and provides cross-disciplinary opportunities and  mirrors research processes and activities through 
the formal learning curriculum [11],[12],[16]. The above approach to organizing university academic 
framework supposes that the academic studies are: 
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• research- led, and  course materials include research findings in students’ field of study; 

• research -oriented, and course materials designed to help students learn research processes 
and methodologies; 

• research- tutored, and students learn through collaboration and discussion with academic 
faculty; 

• research- based , and students learn through research –focused activities [13],[14]. 

The above format required the integration of inquiry- based, problem-based, project-based teaching 
strategies [6], [15]. These strategies are traditionally used with regard to teaching senior students but 
are not widely accepted when it comes to teaching domestic or international first-year students in a 
foreign language [7],[10].  

That is why the third pillar for  the present research was the concept of content and language 
integrated learning  that assumes students learn subject disciplines through mother tongue and 
foreign language bilingual environment [5]. The above approach seems to be of particular importance 
for international academic community and university freshmen’s integration into the university learning 
environment related to their future professional field. 

Moreover, the above approach can be viewed as a tool for interdisciplinary research that also takes an 
important part in curriculum design and development [4]. 

Finally, the research methodology was built around the policy of integrating formal and non-formal 
learning of university students to enhance their first-hand experience of future carrier requirements, 
professional skills development [9].  

3 METHODOLOGY 
The research followed the qualitative analysis methodology and principles. 

The research stages comprised relevant literature review and empirical analysis of university 
freshmen engagement in research-led content and language integrated formal and non-formal 
learning.  

Literature review based on the data and research papers indexed in Scopus database. 

The empirical research was carried out at the Peoples’ Friendship University of Russia (RUDN 
University) and involved full-time first year domestic and international students of the RUDN university 
graduate school of law and RUDN international students of pre-university course on the Russian 
Language with their further application to MSc or PhD courses in Medicine or Agrarian studies. 

The experiment training integrated the formal research-led curriculum and students’ non-formal 
extracurricular activities that included participation in international research events, volunteering 
activities in the area of students’ future academic studies and professional activities, engagement in 
conferences on professional topics, participation in cross-cultural activities related to the University-
based professional development. 

The empirical studies included the observation of students’ engagement in the above activities, the 
analysis of resources they used to perform relevant assignments, students’ aptitude to form project 
groups for the purposeful activity, etc.  

Participants to the experiment 

Totally 118 first year students (including international and Russians students) were engaged in the 
experiment that lasted for the academic year. 

The above students were organized in eight groups that engage in pilot research-led training. In 
parallel there were 4 groups that were trained under the traditional curriculum with no use of specific 
materials and research focused teaching strategies. 

Students within each group had similar level of foreign language command (English or Russian as a 
Foreign Language- for international students of RUDN University), similar gender distribution, and the 
age characteristics. 

Materials selection and design for the experiment 
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The experiment required the development of a particular set of teaching materials that   had particular 
didactic features related to the research goal. 

They were aimed at content and language integrated learning, were designed with focus on project- 
and inquiry-based assignments, integrated international resources that focused on the topics related 
to students’ further fields of professional activities and were produced by scholars from various 
different countries in the language that students learnt as a foreign one through their studies at RUDN 
University. Due to the university freshmen limited capacities regarding the academic communication in 
a foreign language the text materials for the schooling year passed through the adaptation procedure 
in terms of syntax structure, grammar forms. The texts were also subject to rigorous selection 
procedure with regard to terminology units structure. 

Teaching strategies within the experimental training framework incorporated (on the compulsory basis) 
the use of inquiry-based/ problem-solving project-based assignments for students and the 
presentation of the respective activities results within the context of non-formal learning (student 
conference, forum, university school or university-wide or outside the university events). 

The research also used students’ survey to evaluate the efficiency of the designed materials and 
proposed forms of studies. 

The surveys included open-ended questionnaires regarding the forms of studies, the types of 
materials for studies, topics for studies, faculty engaged in teaching. 

The statistical data processing included cluster and factor analysis 

4 RESULTS 
The experiment revealed that students who engaged in the experimental training ended their 
schooling year with better marks and higher scores on the subject disciplines within their program of 
studies. 

The diagram shows the percentage of students in the traditional and experimental groups regarding 
the number of students who got excellent, good, satisfactory and bad marks on the subject disciplines. 

 
Diagram 1. Percentage of students in the traditional and experimental groups who got excellent,  

good and satisfactory marks on the subject disciplines. 

The cluster and factor analyses based on the data collected through students’ surveys.  

The cluster analysis helped to identify the key components that contribute to build research-led 
curriculum to enhance university freshmen internationalization. These components were identified 
through students’ surveys to get their opinions regarding the efficiency of tools that were used to 
enhance research-led activities within academic studies.  

Table 1 shows those components that students mentioned as important for their engagement in 
research and the degree of importance students attributed to various instruments. 
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 Students’ opinions on instruments to enhance research-led academic studies 

Cluster           

Percentage of 
students who 
mentioned the 

point  in 
experimental 

groups 

Research (inquiry-based) tasks for each lesson on subject discipline 97 

Research (inquiry-based) tasks for each foreign language lesson in line with  subject disciplines 86 

Research (inquiry-based) tasks in line with future professional area 83 

Materials in foreign languages  

Foreign Language  course (FLC) focus on future professional research 100 

Materials for FLC on the topics related to the future professional research 94 

Subject teacher’s mastery of foreign language 88 

Foreign language teacher’s general awareness of  subjects related to students’ future profession 
and research field 

91 

Webinars  conducted by international scholars in foreign languages  84 

Skype sessions with peers on topics related to future profession 88 

Participation in extracurricular research events ( preparation within classroom activities is 
required) 

83 

The factor analysis aimed to identify those ways through which ones the research-led curriculum can 
contribute to the university freshmen internationalization. 

The factor analysis data based on students’ survey and revealed the following.  

First, students got aware that the proposed model contributed to their inclusion into the international 
research-focused environment. This factor (0.921) was mentioned by 92% of the respondents. 

Second, students pointed out as a special benefit for their academic development the opportunity to 
start inquiry-based learning in a foreign language and through international data (0.812), the item was 
mentioned by 81% of the respondents. 

Third, students specified the efficiency of correlation of teaching materials for subject disciplines and 
foreign language classes (0,805), the item was mentioned by 80% of the respondents. 

Fourth, students mentioned the importance of international scholars’ webinars (0.764), the   item was 
mentioned by 76% of the respondents. 

Fifth, students underlined the importance of communication with international peers on the research 
issues covering topics of mutual interest (0.734), the item was mentioned by 73% of the respondents. 

Sixth, students specified the efficiency of extra curricula research activities in foreign languages, 
(0,722), the   item was mentioned by 72% of the respondents. 

The above results lay grounds for further pathways towards research-led curriculum development. The 
experiment proved the possibility of introducing the research–led curriculum even for first-year 
students. Moreover, pilot training confirmed that this kind of curriculum can be designed for 
international students. Nonetheless, such an approach requires their inquiry-based activities in a 
foreign language. This in turn, means that close and consistent interaction of foreign language and 
subject teachers is a must for preliminary activities to design research-led curriculum for first –year 
students with the view to the university y studies internationalization. Special emphasis should be laid 
on contacts with international scholars and international students form other universities, ICT tool 
should be actively used to promote theses contacts on the regular basis. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 
The research findings proved that university freshmen research-led curriculum can be run efficiently in 
various academic domains. The experiment findings made it possible to identify internationalization 
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weightings in terms of students’ research-led formal and non-formal content and language integrated 
learning activities. The research proved that the goal of fostering the university freshmen 
internationalization through research-led curriculum could be reached if based on the integrated 
comprehensive approach. The relevant activities should be carefully planned, well structured, regularly 
monitored and systemically promoted. The research-led curriculum can contribute to university 
freshmen’s internationalization through the following ways: enhancing their access to learning 
materials based on the international data, raising students’ awareness of professional activities 
conducted by experienced and recognized international faculty, sharing and exchanging information 
with  international student community with the same professional values, etc. 

The idea, meaning and values of research-led curriculum for academic studies internationalization 
should be articulated to all stakeholders involved, the internationalization practice should be 
consistently integrated in the overall education process.  
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