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Abstract: Higher education institutions around the world have 
embarked on complex journeys of organizational change to facilitate 
the transition towards a more competent and educated society, 
especially one able to adapt to advanced and sustainable political, 
economic and sociotechnical paradigms. in this context, leading 
universities have adopted the Research-Based (rB) approach as a 
fundamental component of their strategies to bring closer together 
their main educational activities: teaching, learning and research. 
However, in spite of ample efforts, serious shortcomings at the 
implementation level are commonly reported. Especially revealing 
are the students’ limited self-reliance, confi dence, and academic 
research and writing skills documented in the literature. This article 
examines and updates the concept of Research-Based maps and 
explores the multilevel regulatory framework that has conditioned 
the implementation and alignment of educational initiatives, 
including the institutional arrangements that are common in public 
universities in the European union, and in Estonia, as an example. 
it enhances the understanding of complex institutional and 
regulatory interactions in general, emphasizing the importance of 
refl exive and well justifi ed normative determination. 

Keywords: digital age education, educational policy, EU 
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1.	I ntroduction

Universities leading the transition towards a more competent and educated 
society in Europe, are interested in the Research-Based (RB) approach. The 
approach is endorsed by the European University Association (EUA) along 
with other key topics of the mission-enhancement agenda of the European 
universities, making the integration of research in teaching and learning an 
actively discussed priority at the national and institutional levels (European 
Forum for Enhanced Collaboration in Teaching, EFFECT 2016). There 
are virtually no published institutional assessments focusing on the RB 
approach addressing the quality of both the formal and informal regulatory 
environments, in spite of the crucial role they play in catalyzing strategic 
change and determining its successful implementation. This paper supplies 
educational public policy makers with an example that contributes to their 
strategic planning and design, by unpacking the institutional interactions 
that a number of future initiatives will have to tackle to respond to the 
complex demands of the times (e.g., reordering of educational facilities as 
smart and plugged into large digital ecosystem platforms (Uskov et al., 
2017), absorption of a student population with virtually no homogeneous 
background, resetting of higher education goals for the digital and growingly 
automated economy, and in general, the creation of new models of education 
for the fourth industrial revolution (Selamat et al., 2017)). First, it examines 
the meaning of the RB concept to clarify the implications of a commitment 
involving this approach in higher education reforms, taking into account 
the regulatory framework and institutionalization processes in public 
universities in Europe and in Estonia, as an example. 

EU policymakers and Member States’ (MS) governments highlighted 
education, research, innovation and the modernization of higher education 
institutions among the most important pillars of the Lisbon Strategy  
more than a decade ago; these components are further integrated in the 
revamped Agenda 2020 of Europe (Gornitzka, 2007). The higher education 
units acquired crucial responsibilities in developing the continent’s 
competitiveness within the knowledge-based economy but face obstacles 
that make them struggle to meet the stakeholders’ expectations. There 
are institutionalization problems that have become apparent in this 
respect: regulatory fragmentation hindering the EU competitiveness on 
research, innovation and education, lack of organizational capabilities to 
compensate for the resulting misalignment, and weakness of the soft law 
alternatives to accelerate change. In addition, upon closer observation, the 
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adoption and implementation of educational strategies in the public sector 
reveal additional hindrances at their operational levels, where the student 
population is directly involved. The COVID-19 pandemic has evidenced 
emerging and pressing educational needs. However, it could be expected 
that the student segments proficient in the RB approach have transitioned 
more smoothly to the independent, technology-mediated and self-directed 
educational formats that have come to replace the traditional educational 
methods.

Institutions are components of the essence of the social order. They may 
be represented in rules, strategies, paradigms, and are said to be “the 
embodiment of values in regularized (and relatively long lasting) patterns of 
behaviour” (Laswell, 1971 in Priscoli, 1989, p. 33). In this light, institutions 
in this article are understood as consolidated entities of shared beliefs and 
conventions that bond communities, operating in formal as well as informal 
realms outside purposive decision-making processes. Institutional studies 
are as current as ever, given the speed of technical, societal and economic 
change, and their influence in legislative development (Rutherford, 2016; 
Chochia & Kerikmäe, 2020, p. 1). Institutions back up or regulate human-
environment interactions, and they evolve and/or mediate social and 
organizational responses to environmental change. 

The study examines the regulatory environment to identify and discuss the 
role that key formal and informal institutions play at the international, 
domestic and organizational levels, where recurring barriers, tensions, and 
hidden contradictions undermine policy strategies and implementation 
processes. It observes the sense-making (significance and meaning), 
collaborative (cohesive/aligned efforts to achieve certain social, political 
and economic objectives), and regulatory capacities of the framework on 
higher education, using a classical functional analysis approach (Downing 
et al., 1999). The assessment considers a selection of mainstream theories, 
orientations, practices, policies and laws, and looks for signs of the emergence 
of new ones.

This study makes the need for a more reflexive and responsive regulatory 
practice and purposeful development of institutional change initiatives in 
higher education understandable. It emphasizes that for public strategies 
to work in practice, clarity and alignment between theories, policy and 
regulation are indispensable. From the normative perspective, it exposes 
that the two conditions for an effective implementation of the RB approach to 
education are the consistent definition of the terms and scope of its activities, 
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and precision in the assignation of the stakeholders’ responsibilities at every 
level.

The next section summarizes the background on the meaning and use of 
the expression ‘research-based’ to characterize educational activities and 
the extent of its practice. Then follows an extended institutional review, 
focusing on policy and regulatory manifestations at the international, EU, 
state and university levels. This part describes the Estonian framework as 
an illustrative example. The third section looks into ways to catalyze the 
implementation of the RB approach at the managerial and operational levels 
and in the classroom. The last section concludes, restating the importance 
of clear and substantiated regulatory standards to support the development 
of functional educational models in the context explained, and others, even 
under different goals, such as the envisioned reskilling for the digital age.

2.	 The RB approach

The ideal of bringing teaching, learning and research closely together 
reflects an early nineteen-century school of thought led by Humboldt, a 
German philosopher who believed academics and students could pursue 
knowledge side by side, as co-researchers (Haverhals, 2007). In this view, 
the universities that encourage problem-solving techniques for learning and 
teaching may contribute in fundamental ways to building a better society and 
could be called research organizations. The European RB education models 
were shaped accordingly, and justified by a liberal understanding of the 
“useful mission” of knowledge that was closely related to the Enlightenment 
project, and grounded on broad social edification pursuits. Simons (2006) 
explains in detail the philosophical paradigm of Humboldt’s arguments 
and the values attached to his notion of research and education. Nowadays, 
however, the expression ‘research-based’ is linked to an evolved and more 
pragmatic understanding of a wide range of academic activities.

A general consensus on the foundational importance of research exists 
among curricula developers in the institutions of higher education (Miller 
et al., 2012), but not on defining the concepts involved or on formulating an 
approach to effectuate their value. Students are still expected to join or form 
communities of thinkers by becoming able to reason, compare, differentiate, 
evaluate and find the truth scientifically following Newman’s conception 
of a university (Dunne, 2006). At the same time, they are recipients that 
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are placed at the centre of all educational related processes (Krahenbuhl, 
2016). The inclusion of RB curricula in contemporary degree programmes 
indicates that students should learn as researchers, which according to 
Fung (2017, in Tong et al., 2018, p. 4), implies inquiring in active, critical 
and analytical ways. RB approaches in education are widely expected to 
stimulate, encourage and support students to acquire the knowledge, 
insights, attitudes and skills needed in advanced studies and professional 
careers (Giller, 2011). RB teaching and learning has been found to promote 
the students’ interest and motivation (Wallin et al., 2017).

The literature shows that RB loosely characterizes some teaching and 
learning styles and methodologies, and suggests that research itself could 
be considered an epistemic goal (Berland et al., 2015). However, a proper 
determination of what exactly qualifies as research, how it is practiced and 
to which extent reaching academic aims may rely on that, is necessary to 
ground the formulation of consistent policies and educational strategies 
in public universities (Healey, 2005; Verburgh et al., 2013; Schouteden et 
al., 2016). Unclear understanding of this notion deprives the RB approach 
of meaning, making unattainable the academic accomplishments it is 
supposed to promote (Aditomo et al., 2013). Other functional denominations 
of educational activities calling for more precision at the prescriptive level 
are: ‘research-engaged’, ‘inquiry-based’, ‘research oriented’, ‘students as 
researchers’, etc. These expressions and the scope of common overarching 
phrases linked to research should be clarified. 

Denotatively speaking, research is a systematic process of inquiry that 
relies on the collection, documentation, analysis and interpretation of data/
information. It is scientific when following rigorously selected methodologies 
(fit to purpose, according to the paradigm(s) of the discipline(s) concerned, 
etc.) (Patten & Newhart, 2017). RB is the common denominator of teaching 
and learning activities in curricula for which the basic skill required is 
proficient, active and independent academic communication (in reading, 
writing and speaking). A differentiating factor is the degree of involvement 
and participation of the students.

Zamorski’s work (2002) indicates that in educational interactions that are 
research-based and research tutored, the students are participative and 
are in control of their learning processes, whereas in the research-led and 
research-oriented interactions, they are more passive and dependent. While 
these latter types of activities presuppose that the study content reflects 
the state of the art and the research agenda of the discipline for which the 
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students are the audience, the focus of the research-based and tutored ones is 
on “developing the students’” ability to carry out research tasks themselves. 
The research tutored curricula also expects from the students and faculty the 
revision and discussion of topical matters, as well as being acquainted with 
the newest findings and the common practices in the given field (Healey & 
Jenkins, 2009). 

Where education in general is based on research (Research-Based Education, 
or RBE), the instructors and students are more willing to work independently 
and commit to do it systematically. The practice of research  stimulates 
knowledge and is expected to increase the researchers’ skills, confidence 
and interest (Healey et al.,  2010). Hodson (1992) explains that students 
can learn from, about, and through research, when processing knowledge 
already produced within their fields, gaining understanding about the very 
production of knowledge, and at the same time, contributing to it. Overall, 
all the RB definitions of educational activities could be said to be process-
oriented, because they aim at securing effective learning experiences by 
promoting continuous research and being always in an inquiry mode (Healey 
et al., 2014, p. 42).

Research-Based Learning (RBL) falls under the contemporary participatory 
model of most higher education institutions. They include problem and 
project-based learning, hands-on work, and case study methods (Lambert, 
2009). The students are inquirers and co-creators of knowledge in meaningful 
experiential settings. Healey and Jenkins (2009, p. 23) argue that RBL in 
undergraduate curricula must feature certain essential components such 
as discipline-specific methodologies, and respect for the convened directions 
about knowledge creation and dissemination in each study field, for example. 
To make RBL the standard has marked the mainstream trend in the field 
of educational reform worldwide, after the Boyer Report about reforming 
the undergraduate education in the United States was published (Katkin, 
2003). This document states that “[i]nquiry-based learning, collaborative 
experience, writing and speaking expectations need to characterize the whole 
of a research university education”, which was largely inspired by a claim 
made by John Dewey almost a century ago: “learning is based on discovery 
guided by mentoring rather than on the transmission of information” (Boyer 
Commission, 1998, p. 15).  

Inquiry-based activities are also chief in the design of Research-Based 
Teaching (RBT) study programs, where learning is to take place in an 
environment where the roles of teachers and students are blurred. The 
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research-led proposals within would still refer to the information transmission 
with a focus on the content matter (for instance, by understanding research 
outcomes) (Schapper & Mayson, 2010), whereas the research-oriented 
understand the research “ethos” and concentrate on procedural knowledge: 
techniques and skills (Griffiths, 2004). In RBT the students also partake in 
instructive research processes. 

The connection between attitudinal and cognitive effects of the RB approach 
should be acknowledged and studied in more detail to justify policy 
formulation and institutional change. For instance, the perspectives of 
motivation and learning theories, including the self-determination theory by 
Deci and Ryan (2012), and Martens and de Brabander’s (2014), fit the RBE 
approach well, and would enrich the discussion about modelling interactions 
for the future of education.

3.	 The institutional framework relevant  
to the RB approach 

The previous section reviewed the general understanding of research and RB 
activities and explained the nuanced meanings of the terms most commonly 
found in the literature. These refer to the sense-making dimension of the 
institutional assessment that explains the trends, justifies the emergence 
of principles, and informs policymaking, academic discourses and 
organizational development initiatives in the field. This is how research-based 
teaching, learning and/or education became commonplace in educational 
policy statements, university level development strategies, and curricula. 
Meaning is a decisive component of the emergence of informal institutions 
and institutionalization processes. The practice, in turn, legitimizes the 
functioning of the systems and its interactions, reinforcing their importance 
and leading sometimes to formalization via legislative procedures. In the 
following, some references to educational trends and aspirations replicated 
in policies introduce the legal framework that reflects the RB approach to 
education. The section is limited to some of the normative categories that 
are officially institutionalized as policies or laws at the international and 
supranational (EU) levels. In addition, the Estonian formal and informal 
regulatory environment is used to instantiate the review at the national 
level.
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3.1	The RB approach at the EU level

3.1.1 Informal institutions 

The terms and expressions defined by the theory may be linked to the 
wider institutional context at the international and supranational levels. 
The inseparability of teaching and research is firmly established, among 
other principles and values of the European universities represented by 
the EUA, in the Magna Charta Universitatum (Observatory Magna Charta 
Universitatum, n.d.). The EUA declarations emphasize the importance of 
strengthening the link between the two activities, describing their teaching 
as research-inspired, research-based, or research-led. In the first European 
Learning and Teaching Forum organized by the EUA it was concluded that 
the models for the implementation of RBL strategies should emphasize 
learning by practicing, or the active acquisition of skills and knowledge 
through research. The working group in charge restated that RBL takes 
place when the students engage in inquiry and research through activities 
and processes that are part of the curricula, practicing problem/project-
based learning methodologies by default in all courses, and/or taking the 
specialized ones on research methodology (Loukkola & Dakovic, 2017, p. 4). 
The group stressed the importance of fostering a more collaborative approach 
to education and an open-sharing knowledge culture. 

The enhancement of research skills and embeddedness of research in both 
teaching and learning is at the top of the European universities’ agenda. The 
EUA recommends permitting the participation of the students in projects 
related to the curricula content; implementing student-centred processes; 
“professionalising teaching”; and “training in RBE, problem solving, or 
experiential training” (Loukkola & Dakovic, 2017). Similarly, the League of 
European Research Universities (LERU) promotes the interaction between 
basic research and education, assuming that research capacities develop 
primarily in educational environments, and that a close intertwining of 
teaching and research is important to strengthen the universities’ identity, 
distinguishing them from other research and educational entities (LERU, 
2002, p. 1). 

The declarations seem up-to-date regarding educational trends; on the one 
hand, the opinions of experts and other informal institutions have influenced 
the EU policies on higher education, research and innovation. Education was 
recognized as an area of EU competency in the 1992 Treaty of Maastricht (Title 
XII, Art. 165(1) of the TFEU).  On the other hand, they assume the existence 
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of organizational capacities of the addressees to coordinate strategies that 
will result in social, political and economic benefits for the community. While 
according to the principle of subsidiarity, the governments, public higher 
education institutions and their managerial units in MS are entrusted to 
develop higher education policies and regulation in detail, the EU remit in 
the area is continuously expanding. It resorts to legal instruments such as 
decisions by the European Court of Justice, and to discursive instruments 
as the agenda setting communications issued by the European Commission. 
Technically, the EU formulates general guidelines on matters of education 
and social transformation issues (Communiction COM(2017) 247 final) for 
the MS to be aware of the priorities and supported orientations in these 
fields. Moreover, the European Commission expects the active support of 
the universities of the European education ecosystem in developing the 
continent’s competitiveness, for which the adequate regulatory framework 
and governance coordination with the direct involvement of national 
governments should be regarded as preconditions. 

Education, research, innovation and the modernization of higher education 
institutions were among the pillars of the Lisbon Strategy of the EU (Soriano 
& Mulatero, 2010), and even though the RB approach is not specifically 
mentioned, research, innovation, quality standards and competitiveness 
based on knowledge are fully integrated in the priorities of the Agenda 2020 
of Europe (Gornitzka, 2007). Research is mentioned in dispersed documents 
and communications, mostly in connection to innovation, without defining 
its meaning or scope, or linked to general guidelines that add no precision. 

Explaining the RB approach may not be a task that any supranational-
level organization should undertake. The Commission, however, has started 
to work more closely with state-level policymakers in the elaboration 
of higher education policies, and helps them adjust to its Education and 
Training 2020 strategy (European Commission, 2020). From the angle of 
classical functional institutional analysis, this supporting role demarcates 
the scope of the EU collaborative regulatory competences. The EU does not 
abandon it, but relies on other organisms and delegates responsibilities to 
achieve particular objectives. The renewed EU agenda for higher education 
identified four goals for European cooperation in this field, two of which 
could implicitly relate to research (Communication COM(2017) 247 final). 
One refers to “tackling future skills mismatches and promoting excellence in 
skills development.” It addresses findings on the students’ lack of research 
skills reported in various commissioned studies, taking into account that 
these are among the most basic competences that could help foster knowledge 
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generation and innovation, and employability, and that the Commission 
has been critical of systems where research “is not exploited enough as 
an input for teaching, undergraduates are often not involved in research, 
and their opportunities to explore contemporary issues and develop their 
research skills are limited” (Communication COM(2017) 247 final, p. 5). 
The other goal is about helping universities to “contribute to innovation” 
with initiatives to advance organizational capabilities, such as the adoption 
of streamlined quality assurance mechanisms, and relying on the ground 
work already advanced with the Bologna process (Rauhvargers et al., 2009; 
Rasmussen et al., 2017). 

The Commission fosters the concept of university networks and acknowledges 
their potential to encourage changes in educational practices through 
the coordinated planning of curricula and mobility. The Bologna process 
established the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), one of such 
international collaboration networks formed by 48 countries with different 
political, cultural and academic traditions on higher education (EHEA, n.d.). 
In the last twenty years, EHEA has been carrying out a common set of 
commitments and reforms, including the RBE challenges of linking education 
and research, and supporting research-based learning “in all cycles and 
disciplinary areas” (EHEA, 2015, p. 8). The universities within the EHEA 
are encouraged to systematize teaching, learning and research and make a 
better use of the synergies between these activities as the catalyzers they 
are in the development of critical thinking and creativity. The promotion of 
interdisciplinary programmes and the combination of academic and work-
based learning in higher education were additional commitments that 
followed from the Paris communique (EHEA, 2018, p. 3).

Among the tools that EHEA uses in the implementation of the renewed EU 
agenda for higher education are the Standards and Guidelines for Quality 
Assurance (ESG) (see also Recommendation CM/Rec(2007)6). They reiterate 
that higher education is an “essential component of the socio-economic and 
cultural development” and that one of the chief aims of higher education is 
to stimulate research and innovation in creative ways, to fit the demands 
of the times (Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance, 2015, p. 6). 
The standards broadly cover learning, teaching and the environment in 
higher education that would be conducive to these purposes. They stress 
the importance of having policies and processes in place on the continuous 
improvement and monitoring of the quality of the research activities and 
education governance (Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance, 
2015, p. 7).
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The same document recommends the policies to be made public and part of a 
wider and well-structured management strategy. In Section 1.1 it highlights 
the importance of the internal stakeholders’ involvement and responsibilities 
that contribute to the quality assurance system: “departments, schools, 
faculties and other organizational units as well as those of institutional 
leadership, individual staff members and students” (Standards and 
Guidelines for Quality Assurance, 2015, p. 11). The guidelines are presented 
as the basis of coherent institutional systems with an increased level of 
accountability. The document mentions that policies are most effective 
when the relationship between research and learning & teaching is evident 
and when the strategic approach matches the institutional context. The 
operationalization of the policy, its implementation and monitoring are 
decisions to be taken at the appropriate organizational levels. For instance, 
the universities are responsible in matters of competences and roles of the 
teaching staff, as well as in the creation of the proper environment that 
may support their effective performance (Standards and Guidelines for 
Quality Assurance, 2015, p. 13). The standards clearly indicate that in such 
an environment academic activities are to strengthen the links between 
education and research, and the guidelines suggest the establishment of the 
‘research-led’ or ‘research-oriented’ educational approach (Standards and 
Guidelines for Quality Assurance, 2015, p. 15).

3.1.2 Formal institutions

Formal policies and legislation exist beyond the collaborative 
institutionalization initiatives noted above. The EU has formally recognized 
the role of the universities in its actions, documents, legislation and 
initiatives since the 1970s. Some legal texts with references to research 
and education and training were available even before these activities were 
covered by the European Community politics, but they lacked normative 
determination. The EU is still more likely to propose soft laws. While these 
allow more flexibility and fine tuning adjustments to societal and cultural 
needs, soft laws are too weak to persuade states to commit to legislative 
initiatives on institutional change. The same could be said to happen at 
other levels; policies and regulations are issued as guidelines for higher 
education institutions and organizations, without enforceable normative 
content. State interventions are not disallowed, but they take place when 
strictly necessary, and to the extent required, according to the principles of 
subsidiarity and proximity (Sin et al., 2016; Öberg, 2017). 
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A number of functions that were once considered exclusive attributions of 
states are now the responsibility of public higher education institutions. 
They are encouraged to be more resolute, self-reliant and in some respects 
they are even supposed to ensure the effective application of the policies and 
general laws issued by the EU institutions and MS. With this autonomy 
and capacities, the universities have become regulators in their own right, 
able contribute to the development of the legal system in matters of their 
competence, independently and/or subscribing agreements with other 
entities (research institutions, think tanks, public bodies, agencies and 
organizations, companies, etc.). 

3.2	An MS example of the RB approach at the MS level 

A good example of a MS strongly committed to strengthen its human 
capital by creating, first and foremost, a strong standard on education and 
knowledge is Estonia. Like in other MS, the governance approach of the 
country operates issuing guiding policies and structuring regulations, under 
a traditional hierarchical structure that articulates the whole. While the 
guiding international principles are acknowledged, and educational theories 
are well known, the regulatory landscape of the country is highly formalistic. 
The practice is generally influenced by rules. Therefore, rather than a sharp 
differentiated review of informal and formal local institutions, here it is 
proper to present them as facets of a regulatory spectrum. In the less formal 
end are the Strategies on Higher Education 2006–2015 and Lifelong Learning 
2020. The former stated that one of the directions of action is connecting 
teaching to research and development (Estonian Higher Education Strategy, 
2006). The latter indicates that science is a key competence (Ministry of 
Education of Estonia, 2020a, p. 23). The draft of the most recent Education 
Development Plan 2021–2035 (Ministry of Education of Estonia, 2020b) 
observes that the RBL approach is not strong, which may be the reason why 
the new Estonian R&D and Innovation Strategy 2021–2035 specifies that 
“science and high education should be better intertwined” and emphasizes 
that “research made in specific fields of high education ensures the quality 
of teaching” (Ministry of Education of Estonia, 2020b, p. 8). 

Towards the more formal end, there are no explanations or detailed content 
about the RBE approach. The Estonian Constitution (1992), in its Articles 
37 and 38, delineates the general principles of education without referring 
to any style of learning and teaching. Similarly, the Estonian Education Act 
(1992) refrains from detailing educational concepts, and the Regulation on 
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the Standard of Higher Education (2019) uses the term “research” but does 
not orient the RBE approach or explain the RB concept.

The Higher Education Law Act (2019) speaks of research but separates it 
from learning. If we look at the Estonian legislation on higher education 
all together, one could conclude it does not relate research directly to any 
educational practice, or provide a complete normative base for the RBE. In 
contrast, the Quality Assessment of Study Programme Groups in the First 
and Second Cycles of Higher Education of the Estonian Quality Agency for 
High and Vocational Education (EKKA) elaborated (apparently assuming 
there is a general consensus) on the meaning of research as a creative 
activity that supports both, teaching and learning and demonstrates the 
students’ involvement and participation (Estonian Higher Education 
Quality Assessment Council, 2012, p. 4). Study programmes are evaluated 
periodically, depending on the length of the authorization and on the basis 
of specific rules and criteria established for the institutions to conduct self-
assessment reviews and evaluation reports.

The Self-evaluation Report of the Study Programme Groups in the First and 
Second Cycle of High Education inquires about RB teaching and learning 
activities in several instances: High Institution must give an overview of their 
research, development and/or other creative activity supporting teaching and 
learning, i.e., projects, applied research, publications, student involvement, 
etc. associated with the study programme group; and also on “how the 
supervision of student research papers is organized,” “how involved are the 
students in the activities’ set up,” “how is teaching (courses, supervision, 
etc.) connected with the instructor’s own research, or creative activities,” 
and “how does research, development and/or the creative activities of the 
teaching staff enhance the quality of providing education according to the 
given study programme” (Estonian Higher Education Quality Assessment 
Council, 2012). 

The EKKA’s assessment criteria of the programmes may correspond to 
the expectations set by higher level policies, without contradicting the 
Estonian legal acts, but the official documents use terms related to RBE 
unsystematically, and they are not formulated as strict legal categories. 
This results in ambiguity, inconsistencies, and “responsibility bouncing”, 
a situation that is likely to be occurring in other MS. When the State, 
educational institutions, faculties, staff and students are not clear about 
their roles, strategy planning, alignment and implementation are difficult to 
accomplish. It is reasonable to think that formal regulatory determination, 
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nonetheless its implications, continue to be the most effective way to correct 
this disharmony. 

A good start would be to endorse the more encompassing and dynamic 
expression of RBE, because it is precise enough in regard to its characteristics 
but transferable, as it does not limit the style, focus or extent of its 
applications to any environment or academic activities in particular. RBE 
is to be specified at the discretion of policymakers, legislators and other 
regulators according to their needs, interests, and capabilities and adapt in 
time, but should be determined at the operational levels, for example, in the 
universities, for the proper  training of the faculty, staff and students and 
application in the classrooms. The concepts that are common denominators 
of the RBE approach would be teaching and learning, and the basic skill 
required for both is proficient academic communication through reading, 
writing and speaking. 

This section demonstrated that the degree of formality, consistency, and 
determination are variables that are useful not only for categorizing and 
characterizing institutions but also for anticipating their impact and 
applicability at the operational levels, that is, the university and/or the 
classrooms. 

4.	 Applications of the RB approach in the classrooms

Institutions may be identified in the strategic normative/prescriptive sense 
at the managerial and the operational levels within organizations. As with 
every strategy, the planning and implementation of the RB approach and its 
replication would ideally allow the participation of the widest possible range 
of stakeholders, the engagement of members of the academic community, 
and representatives of the higher education institutions. The reason is the 
need for the whole community to convene in order to stimulate cooperation 
and adoption. 

The behaviour of the faculty members, staff and students is governed by a 
myriad of institutionalized influences, but individuals innovate, create, and 
“deviate”. Also, when the determination of strategies has been inadequate, it 
is likely that in the classroom even those instructors and students acquainted 
with research will be uncommitted to a single approach. This does not 
connote underperformance or failure to comply, but suggests structural 
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(principles, standards, rules, guidelines, etc.) and procedural (techniques, 
training, monitoring, etc.) relaxation. 

The stakeholders and institutions are interdependent and maintain a 
mutually constitutive relationship. Matthews et al. (2018, p. 27) observed 
that the strategies affect the roles and responsibilities of everyone directly 
involved in educational processes, be them managers, faculty, students or staff 
members. It could thus be stated that for a harmonious operationalization of 
the general supranational framework at the local and organizational layers 
and to disseminate the basic principles of the RB vision, engaging academics 
and researchers from within the EHEA, should be a priority. 

Engaging in undergraduate research has been documented to improve and 
refine the students’ research, writing, and collaboration skills (Spronken-
Smith & Walker, 2010; Kinkead, 2011; Walkington, 2015). Fung (2017, in 
Tong et al., 2018, p. 4) also explained the importance of implementing the 
RBE approach at all study levels. Given that research promotes creativity 
and sharpens people’s ability to analyze, interpret, and synthesize 
information, and, that it helps to understand ethics in context (Kinkead, 
2011, pp. 21–22), exposure to RB activities should start early. In spite of a 
strong consensus on the benefits of the RBE, there is no clarity on how these 
goals could align and where the exact standards and procedures to achieve 
them must be established. Could the implementation of supranational and 
national strategies be left to every university independently, or emerge 
from self-organizing processes? Should all academic instructors of every 
conceivable field be responsible for the students’ development of basic 
academic literacies? 

Academic professionals who teach and assess academic work (instructors of 
all levels, lecturers, curriculum developers, policymakers and researchers), 
are often exposed to the notorious lack of skills of students to produce 
appropriate academic content, especially in writing (Tardy, 2005; Maher 
et al., 2014). Not only is writing a precondition to be part of scientific 
projects, join teams and interact effectively in academic environments, but 
it is essential for authors to be part of discourse communities. In general, 
the ability to communicate by the use of discipline-specific and combined 
rhetoric and conventions is an important component of being part of high-
level interactions; research literacy and writing lay the foundations for the 
development of discipline-specific skills. Unfortunately, it is also known that 
many academic professionals have difficulties explaining the links between 
research objectives and learning, or do not have the incentives to do so, when 
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it is not part of an institutional policy. They may lack the technical knowledge 
about educational processes or awareness regarding the expectations of the 
university. 

It is hard to map institutions at this operational level relying on official data, 
because universities do not disclose in detail the result of their organizational 
assessments. It is not known what type of research is conducted and who 
participates, or whether the RBE approach has been tried and worked in 
practice. 

Information is lacking about the stakeholders’ perceptions of their 
own preparedness or expectations, […] and much less of it is available 
regarding the effect of effective implementation of the RB approach in 
terms of knowledge creation, employability, institutional development, 
etc. The students, in average, indicate that their participation in 
research is limited, have not come to know much about the research of 
their teachers and did not feel included in the research community. (Van 
der Rijst et al., 2009, p. 223) 

Van der Rijst, et al. (2009) published the results of their study a decade ago, 
but things have changed little. Still, empirical data to learn about the RB 
approach in practice, the adoption and processes of integration of research 
into curricula, and the effectiveness of implementation techniques, are 
hardly being collected.

The literature offers various examples of designs for RB teaching in 
study programs and individual courses showing how an RBE strategy is 
implemented in teaching. For example, in one of the first related studies 
on student writing tasks,  Horowitz (1986, in Zhu, 2004) identified seven 
categories of those connected with research: summary of / reaction to a reading; 
annotated bibliography; participatory experiences report; connection of theory 
and data; case study; synthesis of multiple sources; and research projects. 
Visser-Wijnveen et al. (2010) reported that an ideal teaching–research nexus 
within individual courses should involve five teaching activities: (1) teaching 
research results, (2) making research known, (3) showing what it means to 
be a researcher, (4) helping to conduct research, and (5) providing research 
experience. The activities (4) and (5) would correspond to the denomination of 
‘research-based’ teaching and curricula. 

Healey and Jenkins (2009), Healey et al. (2014), and Walkington (2015; 2016) 
speak of other concrete techniques for research-based teaching and the best 
practices that support and sustain highly effective research environments. 
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Some examples of research-based activities for students are: interviewing 
and reporting findings of other people’s research; reading, studying and 
discussing scientific research articles, not only textbooks; writing reviews 
and briefing scientific studies, literature reviews; formulating hypotheses 
and research questions; developing research proposals; collecting and 
analysing data; participating in student research conferences; etc. Healey 
et al. (2014, p. 7) stated that “[e]ngaging students and staff effectively as 
partners in learning and teaching is arguably one of the most important 
issues facing higher education in the 21st century.”

Parallel legal, political and economic concerns affect the operationalization 
of broad and undetermined strategies at the operational levels. Van der 
Rijst (2017) lists a few obstacles that undermine the RBE approach: first, 
in part because research productivity is at the core of many universities’ 
developmental plans, teaching quality is not the top factor affecting tenure 
and promotion (also in Elen et al., 2007). A second obstacle is that the RB 
approach is very demanding on instructors, requiring them both to know 
how to motivate students and assist them in research (Gresty et al., 2013). 
However, good researchers are not necessarily good teachers or the other 
way around (Hajdarpasic et al., 2015, p. 644). Other significant challenges, 
mentioned by Simons (2006) and Simons and Elen (2007), are linked to the 
limited opportunities for continuing professional training that universities 
offer. The staff and faculty need support to update their competences, 
specifically in the field of RB teaching and curriculum development, if the 
university councils, faculty managers and educational directors promote 
such educational models (Elsen et al., 2009). 

The setting of a general environment for effective teaching–research balance 
and some principles for people leading RBE developmental processes is 
uncommon but expected from higher education institutions. Barroga and 
Mitoma (2019) suggest the creation of a support system of instructors with 
strong area background and extensive experience in teaching, editing, 
writing and publishing to introduce the approach to others. Similarly, they 
recommend writing programmes, editing internships, academic courses 
on writing or research study designs and reporting standards, special 
interactive lectures, seminars, and academic visits, for the students to build 
their writing and publishing skills (Barroga & Mitoma, 2019).

Research universities must equip the students with greater analytical 
abilities to add additional value to their careers, promote critical thinking, 
a systematic approach to learning and knowledge acquisition, and higher 
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tolerance for uncertainty (Telfer, 2018). Telfer emphasizes the importance 
of allowing students to learn from their mistakes, and claims that some of 
the personal characteristics that research helps strengthen and could help 
the students’ future professional performance are confidence, resilience, 
self-belief, and entrepreneurial attitude. The COVID-19 pandemic has put 
these traits to the test, but it will only be seen in its aftermath whether 
the faculty and students of higher education institutions used to RBE were 
better prepared and in control of the changing circumstances when teaching 
and learning had to migrate almost entirely to online environments. An RB 
approach to the design of curriculums, coupled with supporting technologies 
could soon become the standard for the proper administration of course 
content and delivery. This idea is not new—two decades ago, Edelson et al. 
(1999) had already pointed it out.

RB activities in the classrooms cultivate soft transferable skills such as 
problem solving and team work, and positive attitudes such as intellectual 
curiosity, persistence and a sense of attachment to a given discipline, faculty, 
and/or university (which are intrinsic motivation factors). More practically, 
they have become increasingly instrumental to the instructors when the 
research that they conduct is disseminated, project designs are brainstormed, 
and the students assist in data production, collection and processing. These 
purposeful interactions stimulate dialog and open discussions that may lead 
to interdisciplinary integration that helps disciplines flourish. Reciprocity 
is characteristic of RB activities in the classroom: academics learn from 
students (Wallin et al., 2017).

Table 1 shows some principles and activities that are common or of easy 
uptake at universities, particularly in Estonia, because of their compatibility 
with the overall institutional environment explained earlier. They are 
related to concrete techniques, and based on what scholars and experts such 
as Schapper and Mayson (2010) have proposed to address the obstacles and 
challenges identified.

Further empirical research could determine to which extent are these 
principles as well as other institutional manifestations brought to life, and 
whether they affect the teaching and learning experience of the instructors 
and students and the enhancement of their careers in the long run, across 
disciplines. The forecasted scenarios for the future of education are all digital 
and mediated by technology, requiring complex problem-solving abilities, 
creativity and new sets of socio-technical skills and responsibilities, for which 
the capabilities that the RBE approach promotes would still be foundational.
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Table 1.

Principles to align research and teaching activities and the implementa-
tion of RBE from the managerial to the classroom levels

1. Deciding and 
communicat-
ing that teaching 
and research are 
equally important

•	 Regulations 

•	 Declarations, support and  
guidance

•	 Evidence-based curriculum 
content, research-based and 
oriented lectures, assignments 
and outreach activities  
(promote students participation 
in academic events,  
dissemination of results, etc.)

•	 University  
management

•	 Academic  
management

•	 Faculty members

2. Teaching and 
learning hubs or 
centres

•	 Study groups 
Training and focused research 
groups to study the faculty 
practices and performance.

•	 Real-life cases and application 
of the study content to solve 
problems in the industry or  
sector in question also in the 
social sciences

•	 Get students involved in  
research about their own per-
formance and academic needs. 
Writing and editing services

•	 Faculty management
•	 Faculty members 

and students

•	 Faculty members, 
staff and instructors

 

•	 Faculty members, 
staff and instructors, 
students

3. Appointment 
of academics that 
are excellent at 
both teaching and 
research

•	 Training and holistic career  
development support at  
universities

•	 Transparent hiring and  
attestation practices

•	 Faculty and  
academic  
management

•	 University and  
faculty management

4. Wider allocation 
of resources for 
people interested 
in research 

•	 Offering assistantship positions 
to students and incentives for 
performance in the field of  
research (i.e., credits in ex-
change of data collection, and 
processing, participation in con-
ferences and drafting of articles)

•	 Encouraging the use of leaning 
exchange opportunities avail-
able from the bachelor level

•	 University and  
faculty manage-
ment, staff and 
instructors

5. Recognition •	 Offering support and guidance, 
or positions inside the faculty as 
tutors or assistants, reciprocity

•	 Dissemination of good results of 
instructors and students,  
mentorship programs

•	 Faculty management

•	 Instructors

Source: Compiled by the authors
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5.	 Conclusion

The close intertwining of research and other academic activities has been part 
of a greater initiative to strengthen Europe’s identity and competitiveness. 
For that reason, the integration of research in teaching and learning is a 
priority at all institutional levels. This paper clarified the meaning of the 
RB concept to show what it implies for higher education reforms. It used 
a classical functional institutional analysis to map and explore the sense-
making, collaborative and regulatory capacities of the existing framework 
on higher education, and its influence in the strategic development of RBE in 
public universities inside the EU. At the MS and operational levels, Estonia 
was presented as an example where the RB strategy and implementation 
have not been well planned and coordinated. 

From the normative perspective, the effective implementation of the RBE 
approach is shown to rest on two indispensable conditions: coherence and 
determination. While the former involves cohesive policies and regulation 
and consistent use of terms/concepts, the later demands precision in 
the assignation of the stakeholders’ responsibilities (scope and range of 
activities that RBE should cover), at all levels. The success of public policies 
and educational strategies relies upon a smarter implementation effort 
of unified understandings and state regulatory processes in tandem with 
organizational and stakeholder coordinated action. 

In the EU, institutionalization problems did not fully allow the realization 
of the higher education targets of the former Agenda 2020 of Europe. In this 
field, the EU plays a supporting role, because the more concrete policies 
are decided by the MS. This has resulted in regulatory fragmentation and 
indetermination. While countries issue contradictory or incomplete rules 
and no standards, the universities lack the capabilities and incentives to 
intervene and fix policy mismatches. The soft law alternatives to regulate 
strategic development have proven ineffective. The enhancement of 
educational activities and practices is left to the managerial bodies of higher 
education institutions to decide, which is not to be seen as a disadvantage. 
It allows them to pursue additional and differing organizational goals, if the 
resources or interest to invest on that are available. 

To make the responsible implementation of policies and formal rules 
possible, along with other accountability demands, a basic legal framework 
and precision directed towards the public university development in 
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Europe and in the MS is needed. The RB and RBE are to be specified by the 
regulatory actors keeping in mind the socio-technical requirements of the 
time, the interests of the public, and the capabilities of the organizational 
environment; the strategy should be dynamic, but defined enough, to make 
its operationalization possible, and inspire the training of the faculty, staff 
and students, and its use in the classroom. Much of the failure of educational 
policies is related to the inability of administrators to identify and define 
functions, priorities, tasks, and the stakeholders that should be in charge.

Functional institutional mapping and assessing is an indispensable preparatory 
step in planning regulatory strategies for complex systems like the EU, and 
in general to inform evolving regulatory affairs such as education. It could 
be combined with analytical models focused on the stakeholders to advance 
emerging inter-organizational arrangements entering the institutional arena, 
like an eventual ‘Single Digital Governance Ecosystem of the EU’ concerned 
with all conceivable regulatory dimensions and how to effect public policy. 
The article made the case for a more reflexive regulatory practice and the 
purposeful development of institutional change initiatives. This may also 
be key to smooth the transition to future reforms involving the technology-
mediated and AI-supported educational formats to come.
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