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Abstract 

The aim of this investigation was to gain an insight into how the curriculum 
of a Psychology School at a research-intensive university could be enhanced 
based on cross-sectional student views from all years of study. The School 
curriculum was framed under the research-teaching nexus and 272 under-
graduate students completed online questionnaires regarding their research 
expectations and their learning experiences. The parallel questionnaires were 
distributed to the three distinct cohorts of students (1st, 2nd and 3rd year of 
students) at the beginning of the first semester of the 2016-2017 academic 
year. Descriptive statistics were used to describe the cohorts and summarize 
the data collected. Chi-square tests were used to make comparisons and iden-
tify differences between student research expectations and experiences from 
the School curriculum. The main findings of this investigation concur with 
other studies in identifying significant differences between entry level stu-
dents (Year 1) and those who have experienced learning in second and third 
years of study. However, the aim of these questionnaires was to study the 
School curriculum under the perspective of 1) The role of teaching staff in 
research, 2) Research skills obtained or expected to obtain by students and 3) 
Research connected with learning process and real-world applications. Poten-
tial reasons of the differences of learning experiences amongst students in 
different years of study and their implications are related to research activities 
and students’ interactions through dialogue and collaboration with their 
teachers and amongst their peers in the context of community by studying 
real-example applications. 
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Research Skills Development, Teacher-Student Relationships, Student  
Research Engagement 

 

1. Introduction 

Many researchers have studied how students engage in research activities and 
how the relationship between teaching and research might be realized (Brew, 
2006; Healey & Jenkins, 2009; Malcolm, 2014). Although the influence of re-
search on teaching, in a traditional UK research-intensive university, can be 
found at the heart of its interdisciplinary curriculum portfolio, there still appears 
to be a no clear definition of undergraduate research inquiry in the way it can be 
interpreted (Healey, Jordan, Pell, & Short, 2010; Malcolm, 2014), implemented 
(Mayson & Schapper, 2012) and evaluated (Wagner, Garner, & Kawulich, 2011) 
amongst programme teams and central educational support units. A number of 
attempts have been made, for example Griffiths (2004) and Healey (2005) pro-
vided a set of four labels and a visual typology to describe the research-teaching 
nexus and placed particular attention to the way the curriculum is structured 
and the emphasis placed on its delivery. Both researchers developed an educa-
tional vocabulary that has informed related discussions amongst practitioners 
over the years. However, one might argue that the range of terms used to capture 
the nexus of teaching and research appears to have perplexed discipline based 
academic staff with educational jargon (Valter & Akerlind, 2010) and terms that 
are used interchangeably (Healey et al., 2010; Lightfoot & Piotukh, 2015). One 
starts to wonder hence, if this area is of concern to education researchers, what 
students may be thinking as they go through their programmes of study?  

Furthermore, many studies have focused on disciplinary perspectives, includ-
ing how the nexus is realized in specific contexts and how students are expe-
riencing relevant teaching practice in a research-intensive environment (Wagn-
er, Garner, & Kawulich, 2011; Wilson, Howitt, Wilson, & Roberts, 2012). Ro-
bertson (2007), and Robertson and Blackler (2006) suggested that the relation-
ship between research and teaching can be hierarchical depending on the discip-
linary context and found that science related subjects (for example in physical 
sciences) are more likely to offer a weaker relation between research and teach-
ing in undergraduate studies in comparison with humanities subjects. Barnett 
(2000) raised the issue of what “academic” means in each department; some dis-
ciplines have more of a hierarchy in research and knowledge. Thus, there are 
disciplines such as Psychology which can be seen to sit somewhere in between, 
with some more concrete, experimental subjects lending better themselves to 
student involvement in research. 

Additionally, a White Paper which was presented to the UK Parliament in 
2011 by the Department for Business Innovation and Skills (BIS) entitled 
“Higher Education: students at the heart of the system” stated that “Charters 
should emphasize that to pursue higher education is to belong to a learning 
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community and the experience will be most enriching when it is based on a 
partnership between students and staff” (BIS, 2011: p. 33). More recently atten-
tion has turned to students’ perceptions and opinions of the way they engage 
and learn within and as members of a research environment or scholarly com-
munity (Xia, Caulfield, & Ferns, 2015). Findings from studies on students’ per-
ceptions presented benefits in relation to staff enthusiasm to talk about their re-
search (Howitt, Wilson, Wilson, & Roberts, 2010; Malcolm, 2014) and teaching 
staff being seen as credible experts and sharing knowledge with their students 
(Garde-Hansen & Calvert, 2007; Lightfoot & Piotukh, 2015). Furthermore, stu-
dents appreciated the opportunity to be actively engaged in research as a way of 
co-producing knowledge, exposing themselves to research active environments 
and developing a range of skills (Cuthbert, Arunachalam, & Licina, 2012).  

However, the literature exploring student perceptions of the relevance of aca-
demics’ research to their learning has also identified students’ concerns and 
challenges they have faced. Lack of availability of teaching staff to support and 
engage students in meaningful research driven activities (Wilson, Howitt, Ro-
berts, Åkerlind, & Wilson, 2013; Hajdarpasic, Brew, & Popenici, 2015) and stu-
dents being kept at arm’s length in relation to research that takes place around 
them (Al-Maktoumi, Al-Ismaily, & Kacimov, 2016; Brew, 2006), highlight chal-
lenges that exist in both the way programmes are being designed and how stu-
dents are encouraged or supported to engage with and have a positive overall 
learning experience in a research driven setting. As a result, universities are in-
creasingly becoming keen on the notion of developing or enhancing learning 
through a “students as researchers” pedagogy (Healey, Flint, & Harrington, 
2014). The notion can occur through the overlapping areas of “learning teaching 
and assessment”; “pedagogy advice and consultancy”; the “scholarship of teach-
ing and learning” and “subject based research and inquiry”. The aim of the no-
tion of supporting learning through a “students as researchers” method is to 
further enhance students’ experience of research by increasing the number of 
opportunities available to develop students’ complex problem solving and other 
transferable skills which are attractive to employers (Walkington, 2015). How-
ever, simply teaching transferable skills to students, such as learning about re-
search methods, does not appear to be enough (Rust, 2002). According to Brew-
ster, Pisani, Ramseyer & Wise (2016) a university community-based on the no-
tion of “students as researchers” which will “connect research to practice and 
policy and researchers and students to communities by specifying the area of re-
search, university-community collaboration, and undergraduate education and 
development” (p. 54), could assist students to graduate and move on to post-
graduate study or professional careers. Lately and based on the above aspects, 
Fung (2016) introduced the connected curriculum framework which consists of 
6 dimensions of activity “enabling students to learn through active participation 
in research and inquiry” (p. 30). The key elements of this framework are the pe-
dagogical perspectives that put emphasis on learning through active participa-
tion in research, student engagement with staff and on building inclusive com-
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munities. The framework promotes the connection of research with real-world 
applications/issues that facilitates learning process across the curriculum. 

The aim of this investigation was to gain an insight into how the curriculum 
of a Psychology School in a research-intensive university could be enhanced by 
listening to the student voice, exploring the principles of the research-teaching 
nexus (Griffiths, 2004; Healey, 2005) and connected framework proposed by 
Fung (2016). Taking a cross-sectional view at each year of study the objectives of 
this investigation were to study if: 

1) there is any difference between student expectations and experiences in the 
curriculum regarding research activities; 

2) the role of teaching staff influences student attitudes towards research; and 
3) the student research activities promote a connection with research com-

munities and real-world applications. 

2. Methodology 

2.1. Experimental Conditions 

This investigation took place in a School of Psychology, at a research-intensive 
University in the Northwest of England, during the first three weeks of the 
2016-2017 academic year. Every undergraduate Psychology student undertakes 
compulsory modules related to the development of research skills. Broadly, the 
approach taken by the school over the three years of study maps to Healey and 
Jenkins’ (2009) framework. Specifically, students are provided with the opportu-
nity to gain experience of gathering information (research-led teaching), ex-
ploring other’s ideas (research-tutored curriculum), evidencing and developing 
their own ideas (research-oriented curriculum) and framing their own enquiries 
by participating in real research (research-based curriculum). The pattern of 
students developing a research experience as part of the School’s programme is 
based on the assumption that students gradually shift from an “audience” to 
“participants” role based on the way the curriculum has been structured for each 
year of study (Ozay, 2012). This is done through a planned transition from Re-
search-led and Research-tutored activities (1st year of studies) to Re-
search-tutored and Research-oriented (2nd year of studies) to Research-oriented 
and Research-based (3rd year of studies) (Figure 1). 

Specifically, the first-year students are involved in completing small-scale re-
search experiments and participating in small group discussions with their aca-
demic advisors in topics such as report writing and ethics. The second-year stu-
dents are given study scenarios and asked to run through the analysis process for 
a given statistical test. Additionally, they are supervised by their academic advi-
sor to run a small-scale collaborative research project. The second-year aims are 
to introduce students to qualitative methods of analysis and advanced quantita-
tive analyses. The learning and teaching approaches discussed earlier aim to 
prepare students for their final third year research project in which they are ex-
pected to build upon the practical skills and knowledge acquired in their previous  
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Figure 1. Student research experience throughout the whole programme. 
 
years of study. 

2.2. Online Questionnaire and Participants 

The study was designed to be cross-sectional and data was collected simulta-
neously at all three years of the programme. Questionnaires were developed to 
support the data collection and they were administered online using Qualtrics 
software (www.qualtrics.com), which is a secure web-based survey system. Par-
ticipants were also prevented from taking the online survey more than once by 
blocking the IP address using Qualtrics settings. The questionnaires were distri-
buted through direct emails to student cohorts for each year of study. Table 1 
illustrates the structure of the questionnaires. All sections were mirrored in the 
survey relating to student research expectations and experiences depending on 
the year of their studies (Year 1: expectations and Year 2 and 3: experiences). For 
example, the questionnaire item administered to first year students was pre-
sented as “In my year of study I expect to have learnt how to …” while second- 
and third-year undergraduate students were asked “In my year of study I have 
learnt how to …”. The online questionnaires took approximately 10 minutes 
each to complete and student participation was anonymous. 
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Table 1. Structure of the online questionnaire. 

Sections 
Title and short description 

Title Description 

Section A Personal Information 
Participant demographics and  

personal characteristics. 

Section B Role of teaching staff in research 

Examining how students recognize 
the role of their teachers in relation 

to research practice and its influence 
to their learning. 

Section C Research skills 
Exploring students’ perceptions  
on own development through  

research skills in their learning. 

Section D 
Research as part of the learning 

process and connection with 
real-world applications 

Examining what students expect 
from staff and learning activities  
and connection with real-world  
applications and key research  

skills development. 

 
This process captured the views of students who had already been part of the 

programme and those who had just started on the programme. The total num-
ber of respondents was 272 and the three cohorts invited to respond to this 
questionnaire based on their learning expectations and experiences in a research 
context are described in Table 2. Typical to most UK undergraduate psychology 
cohorts the average age of the sample was 19.65 (±3.12) and the majority of the 
students who participated were British (93%) and female (88%). 

3. Results 

By analyzing student responses from the second and the third-year students, 
there was no significant differences between the two groups. It was therefore as-
sumed that the second and the third-year students had similar past research ex-
periences of study in the programme. Thus, the study researchers decided to 
combine the second- and third-year student responses, which formed the expe-
rimental group (EG), to explore the students with previous research experiences 
on Psychology studies. The responses of the experimental group were compared 
to the first-year Psychology students, which formed the control group (CG), as 
the latter had no learning research experiences. Therefore, the first-year students 
were expressing their expectations of study in an undergraduate programme. A 
chi-square statistical analysis was conducted to compare CG and EG responses 
on the questions relating to students’ connections with staff across the years of 
study. The results of this comparison as well as the mean (%) of the group 
answers are presented in Table 3. 

Overall, there is consistently significant differences between student expecta-
tions (CG) and student experiences (EG) within the undergraduate programme. 
For example, it seems that the second- and third-year group of students did not 
“know the research field of teaching staff in the School” (Q1) and they did not  
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Table 2. Number of participants over the year of studies along with their research 
expections and experiences. 

 Title and short description 

Year of Study Student expectations and experiences Number of student responses 

1st Year 

Students starting in year 1. 
Their responses are aspirational as 
they have no first-hand experience  
of studying in Higher Education  

or the way Psychology is  
taught in university. 

167 (31% of full cohort) 

2nd Year 

Students starting in year 2. 
They were invited to reflect on  

their experiences having already 
completed year 1 of the programme 

56 (13% of full cohort) 

3rd Year 

Students starting in year 3. 
They were invited to reflect on  

their experiences having already 
completed years 1 & 2 of the 

programme. 

49 (13% of full cohort) 

 
have “stimulated discussions on a research topic” (Q2.4), although they already 
had at least a full year’s experience in the programme. The EG students did not 
believe that they were encouraged in their year of study to “think and discuss 
concepts/cases/ideas with their teaching staff” (Q3.1) in order to “solve problems 
and discuss answers to relevant research questions” (Q3.2), whilst the CG stu-
dents expected to have the above described experience. Results from all the 
above points show that the EG students did not feel encouraged by their teachers 
to “apply the knowledge to real-life situations” (Q3.3) and “provide real-life 
examples relevant to research topic” (Q3.5), whist the student expectations (CG) 
are high on the relevant questions.  

Although there is a significant difference in all the statements regarding the 
way students appraised the involvement of teaching staff in research activities 
and their attitudes towards research and teaching, it seems that the EG group 
have developed research skills (Table 4) on searching in databases (Q4.1), for-
mulating research hypotheses (Q4.2), recruiting participants (Q4.5), gathering 
and analyzing data (Q4.6 and Q4.7). However, there is a significant difference 
between student expectations and experiences in the development of their skills 
in research design (Q4.3), methodology understanding (Q4.4), interpret data 
(Q4.8), discuss the data analysis (Q4.9) and critical reflection on findings 
(Q4.11). 

The CG and EG student responses on the final part of the questionnaire re-
garding the learning process and its connection with real-world applications are 
illustrated in Table 5. These include the students’ involvement in tackling mul-
ti-layered challenges related to the links with appropriate internal and external 
communities and their involvement in acting as a research assistant. Based on 
student responses, there is no significant difference on those questions that  
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Table 3. Students views on role of teaching staff involvement in research activities 
throughout the undergraduate curriculum. 

Question 
Title and short description 

Statement Mean (M) 
Chi-square results 

(α = 0.001) 

Q1 
I know the research field of  
teaching staff in my School. 

CG: 87% 
EG: 47% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 54.33, 
p < 0.001 

Q2 
I have found that teaching staff  

in my School 
  

Q2.1 made the research topic interesting to me 
CG: 92% 
EG: 63% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 35.64, 
p < 0.001 

Q2.2 
increased my understanding  

of research topic 
CG: 98% 
EG: 77% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 34.77, 
p < 0.001 

Q2.3 were enthusiastic about his/her research 
CG: 95% 
EG: 73% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 26.65, 
p < 0.001 

Q2.4 stimulated discussions on a research topic 
CG: 91% 
EG: 51% 

χ2 (1, 269) = 59.61, 
p < 0.001 

Q2.5 
increased my awareness of  

methodological issues 
CG: 97% 
EG: 73% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 36.34, 
p < 0.001 

Q2.6 
provided me with material which 

increased my confidence (my 
understanding) of research topic 

CG: 92% 
EG: 62% 

χ2 (1, 270) = 41.37, 
p < 0.001 

Q2.7 
stimulated my enthusiasm  

for research topic 
CG: 92% 
EG: 56% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 48.88, 
p < 0.001 

Q2.8 
increased my awareness of issues faced by 

research in the real-world 
CG: 95% 
EG: 70% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 35.99, 
p < 0.001 

Q3. I was encouraged in my year of study to   

Q3.1 
think about concepts/cases/ideas and 
discuss them with my teaching staff 

CG: 93% 
EG: 58% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 49.49, 
p < 0.001 

Q3.2 
solve problems and discuss answers to 

relevant research questions 
CG: 98% 
EG: 66% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 58.38, 
p < 0.001 

Q3.3 
apply knowledge I acquired to real-life 

situations with which I was familiar 
EG: 92% 
CG: 48% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 68.20, 
p < 0.001 

Q3.4 
synthesise and analyse  
complex information 

EG: 89% 
CG: 67% 

χ2 (1, 270) = 21.89, 
p < 0.001 

Q3.5 
provide real-life examples  

relevant to my research topic 
CG: 89% 
EG: 45% 

χ2 (1, 270) = 66.89, 
p < 0.001 

α is the limit of significance level, M is the mean, χ2 (a, b) is the variance between groups, p is significance 
level, CG: 1st year students expressing their expectations, EG: 2nd and 3rd year students expressing their 
experiences. 
 
related to reading research articles (Q5.3), the participation in a research project 
within the School (Q5.7), research techniques development (Q5.8) and the 
process of undertaking an independent research project as part of a module 
(Q5.9). 

However, there is a significant difference between groups on activities which 
expected from students to be actively engaged with their teachers and/or other  
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Table 4. Student views on research skills they developed. 

Question 

Title and short description 

Statement Mean (M) 
Chi-square results 

(α = 0.001) 

Q4 
In my year of study, I have  

learned how to 
  

Q4.1 
search in databases for research 

outputs (e.g. journal papers, book 
chapters, etc.) 

CG: 98% 
EG: 86% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 11.39, 
p = 0.001 

Q4.2 
formulate research hypotheses based 

on a specific research topic 
CG: 96% 
EG: 88% 

χ2 (1, 270) = 10.78, 
p = 0.001 

Q4.3 design research 
CG: 91% 
EG: 70% 

χ2 (1, 270) = 22.04, 
p < 0.001 

Q4.4 understand research methodology 
CG: 97% 
EG: 85% 

χ2 (1, 269) = 17.89, 
p < 0.001 

Q4.5 recruit participants 
CG: 79% 
EG: 69% 

χ2 (1, 269) = 4.96, 
p = 0.026 

Q4.6 gather data 
CG: 93% 
EG: 90% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 1.78, 
p = 0.182 

Q4.7 analyse data 
CG: 96% 
EG: 89% 

χ2 (1, 270) = 9.33, 
p = 0.002 

Q4.8 interpret data 
CG: 96% 
EG: 81% 

χ2 (1, 269) = 
21.731, p < 0.001 

Q4.9 discuss the data analysis 
CG: 98% 
EG: 77% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 34.77, 
p < 0.001 

Q4.10 
connect my findings with  

others’ research 
CG: 89% 
EG: 77% 

χ2 (1, 269) = 9.71, 
p = 0.002 

Q4.11 critically reflect on findings 
CG: 95% 
EG: 76% 

χ2 (1, 270) = 23.52, 
p < 0.001 

Q4.12 
share my research findings  

with others 
CG: 86% 
EG: 45% 

χ2 (1, 270) = 51.99, 
p < 0.001 

α is the limit of significance level, M is the mean, χ2 (a, b) is the variance between groups, p is significance 
level, CG: 1st year students expressing their expectations, EG: 2nd and 3rd year students expressing their 
experiences. 
 
researchers through a research community within and/or outside the School. It 
seems that the EG group of students did not gain experience by hearing their 
teachers (Q5.1) or another researcher (Q5.2) discussing their research, and by 
examining a research paper produced by a member of staff within the School 
(Q5.4). Furthermore, the second and the third-year students stated that they did 
not gain experience on research by attending research seminars within the 
School (Q5.5) and/or research conferences (Q5.6). Additionally, it seems that the 
second and the third-year students had limited experience on the learning 
process of student involvement in a project acting as researchers (Q5.10) and the 
preparation of an output for a research conference or poster presentation 
(Q5.11). Finally, regarding student preferences on the development of a range of  
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Table 5. Students views on making connections across subjects and out to the world. 

Question 
Title and short description 

Statement Mean (M) 
Chi-square results 

(α = 0.001) 

Q5 
Overall, I gained experience in 

research processes by 
  

Q5.1 
hearing a member of staff discussing 

their research in a module 
CG: 93% 
EG: 73% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 20.83,  
p < 0.001 

Q5.2 
hearing a guest speaker discussing 

their research in a module 
CG: 88% 
EG: 68% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 15.36,  
p < 0.001 

Q5.3 
reading a research paper at  

my own time 
CG: 78% 
EG: 76% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 0.166,  
p = 0.684 

Q5.4 

examining a research paper 
(statistical analysis/research 

methodology/research design) 
produced by a member of staff 

CG: 83% 
EG: 65% 

χ2 (1, 270) = 12.64,  
p < 0.001 

Q5.5 attending School’s research seminars 
CG: 87% 
EG: 48% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 46.45,  
p < 0.001 

Q5.6 attending a research conference 
CG: 75% 
EG: 36% 

χ2 (1, 270) = 40.65,  
p < 0.001 

Q5.7 
being a participant in a research 

project run in my School 
CG: 96% 
EG: 86% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 10.25,  
p = 0.003 

Q5.8 

developing research techniques (e.g. 
interviewing, laboratory analysis, 
design skills, statistical analysis, 
archival skills, fieldwork skills) 

CG: 97% 
EG: 88% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 7.75,  
p = 0.005 

Q5.9 
undertaking an independent research 

project as part of a module 
CG: 84% 
EG: 83% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 0.013,  
p = 0.908 

Q5.10 acting as a research assistant 
CG: 83% 
EG: 64% 

χ2 (1, 270) = 12.25,  
p < 0.001 

Q5.11 
preparing for a research conference 

or poster presentation 
CG: 63% 
EG: 40% 

χ2 (2, 271) = 14.01,  
p < 0.001 

Q6 I prefer teaching staff in my School to   

Q6.1 
support me when the issue is  
one of project management 

CG: 90% 
EG: 77% 

χ2 (1, 270) = 9.15,  
p = 0.002 

Q6.2 
encourage me to become a  

member of the scientific community 
CG: 58% 
EG: 64% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 1.08,  
p = 0.298 

Q6.3 
encourage me to critique and analyse 

my own research work 
CG 94% 
EG: 88% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 3.346,  
p = 0.067 

Q6.4 
encourage me to reflect and  

develop myself 
CG: 97% 
EG: 91% 

χ2 (1, 271) = 4.057,  
p = 0.044 

α is the limit of significance level, M is the mean, χ2 (a, b) is the variance between groups, p is significance 
level, CG: 1st year students expressing their expectations, EG: 2nd and 3rd year students expressing their 
experiences. 
 
professional attributes and connections between their academic and lifelong 
learning (Q6.1-Q6.4), such as project management, self-evaluation process, ref-
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lection and personal development, it seems that there are no significant differ-
ences based on students’ responses.  

Beyond the quantitative results, all study participants had the opportunity to 
leave text-based comments about their research experience within the School 
(e.g., what additional support they might need, suggestions for improving the 
way they conducted research, comments about staff involvement in their re-
search learning process). In the responses submitted, there are useful examples 
of good practice in the way teaching staff supported students to connect their 
learning to real-world examples or to develop key research related skills. A 
third-year student commented as follows, “[gender of academic] encouraged 
discussions in their lectures and explained things in a compelling and enjoyable 
way, providing opportunities for us to link information to real life situations”. 
Similarly, a second-year student mentioned the enthusiasm of a number of 
teaching staff in communicating their research, “[names of three academics] are 
fantastic and are always very enthusiastic and informative about their research”. 
However, there were also examples of less effective practice commented on by 
students in different years of study, including comments such as “very much 
dependent on which staff are delivering information” (comment by year 3 stu-
dent) or “I think there should be more support given in how to search databases 
and how to tell which are good journals to use” (comment by year 2 student). 
Additionally, another second-year student made the following point in relation 
to support they feel they need in analyzing research papers and their concerns of 
doing things right, “I feel as though we need to be told how to analyze research 
papers more and be presented more with the issues faced in the real world as I 
found that a lot of the time we had to find these things out ourselves and I didn't 
know if I was doing it right.” A similar view, but this time from a first-year stu-
dent who recognized the challenges they may face ahead and would like for ap-
propriate support to be in place as part of their study was, “I would find it useful 
to be pointed in the right direction with the reading part of the course to avoid 
reading irrelevant texts”.    

4. Discussion 

This investigation aims to look into how the curriculum of a School in a re-
search-intensive university could be enhanced by exploring students’ views 
(first-year students’ expectations and second- and third-year students’ expe-
riences) under the principles of the research-teaching nexus (Griffiths, 2004; 
Healey, 2005). This investigation was conducted in a School of Psychology, as 
this discipline sits somewhere in between a practice-based science subject, and a 
conceptual discipline from humanities. For example, it is important for Psy-
chology students to develop a wide range of employability skills such as nume-
racy, empirical research skills, ethical awareness, literacy, interdisciplinary 
team-work and communication skills, while they are studying brain and human 
behavior (Trapp et al., 2011). 
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By comparing students’ responses, it becomes apparent that significant dif-
ferences exist between the two groups. In particular, the first-year students seem 
to have high expectations on the way the curriculum would give them opportun-
ities to engage with research related to material and processes. According to 
Apedoe & Reeves (2006), students having authentic experiences as part of a re-
search culture become familiar and proficient with discipline specific processes 
of scientific inquiry. In doing so, existing evidence on the value of this learning 
experience points towards making learning meaningful, transferable to different 
contexts and building students’ confidence towards life-long learning (John & 
Creighton, 2011; Shaw, Holbrook, & Bourke, 2013). However, the findings of 
this investigation showed a significantly reduced perception of students’ expe-
riences acquired against key research practices. Specifically, second- and 
third-year students appear to be less satisfied with their experiences, when com-
paring them with the expectations of their counterparts in the first year, against 
learning to “design research—Q4.3”; “understand research methodolo-
gy—Q4.4”; “interpret data—Q4.8”. These are all core research related activities 
that students should be confident to employ as they progress in the curriculum 
in their programme of study. Additionally, second- and third-year students, ex-
pressed they had reduced learning research experiences in relation to opportuni-
ties they were given “discuss the data analysis—Q4.9”; “connect findings with 
others” “research—Q4.10”; “share my research findings with others—Q4.12”. 
These last three concepts are fundamental to effective research practice and yet it 
appears to be the case that students, as they progress in the years of study in 
their curriculum, have reduced experiences to showcase and disseminate their 
work for wider benefit and to spread knowledge (Louw & Moloi, 2013). Existing 
literature makes a case for developing appropriate avenues for students to dis-
seminate the findings of the work they do during their study; these appear in the 
form of student research journals, conferences, blogs, posters or exhibitions 
(Jenkins & Healey, 2011; Spronken-Smith et al., 2013; Walkington et al., 2011). 
Consequently, there seems to be a missed opportunity in relation to engaging 
students in such contexts which appears to be noticeable to the second- and 
third-year students based on their responses in the questionnaire. Brewster, Pi-
sani, Ramseyer and Wise (2016) have explored how social issues and real-world 
interactions play critical roles in the way students gain skills, knowledge and de-
velop their characters as part of a research community which is underpinned by 
effective collaboration with relevant partners. As such, there seems to be signifi-
cant evidence to justify efforts being made to provide students with meaningful 
opportunities to experience and learn key research processes. However, different 
research processes were explored in this investigation which appeared to be less 
established as part of research-teaching nexus curriculum. The aforementioned 
points contrast the connected curriculum framework (Fung, 2016), which pro-
motes a strengthened connection between research that is led by students and 
leads to real-world applications. Furthermore, the connected curriculum pro-
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motes a positive relationship between students and staff as part of a community 
of learners that are actively involved in shaping and informing the curriculum 
with latest developments in disciplinary research contexts.   

The way teaching staff engage with students in relation to research activities 
appears to play a key role on how students perceive the value of this interaction 
to their learning experiences. Existing literature reports on students feeling em-
powered as a result of being trusted by their teachers to work on a research task, 
whilst at the same time students value having the independence and being chal-
lenged to pursue their own ideas and working closely with staff that are ap-
proachable and engaged with their learning needs (Cuthbert et al., 2012; Wilson, 
Howitt, Wilson, & Roberts, 2012). At the same time, there is evidence that the 
teaching and research nexus has the potential to create significant concerns for 
students and teaching staff, for example as a result of increased class sizes or 
conflicting priorities which limit time available to have prolonged opportunities 
of engagement with students in research related practice (Brew & Jewell, 2012; 
Geschwind & Broström, 2015). In this investigation, students in the first year 
and those in second and third years appear to have similar views in relation to 
their preferences on the way teaching staff in their school should be engaged in 
the student learning process (Q6.1 to 6.4) (e.g., regarding the critique and analy-
sis of student research work, and the reflection and development process en-
couraging students to be a member of a research community). This seems to be a 
significant point for further investigation in order for educational researchers to 
explore how a range of research activities could be designed and how the inte-
ractions between teachers and students should be formalized as to promote ef-
fective learning through discussions and reflections. Although the re-
search-teaching nexus framework and the connected curriculum provided some 
generic guidelines which may be followed by a School, the actual research activi-
ties along with the interactions between of staff and students and among stu-
dents should be investigated under the perspectives of what students are doing 
and how the dialogue between academic staff and students could stimulate stu-
dent curiosity (Himanka, 2013). 

A number of studies have expressed concerns on the way learning in a pro-
gramme makes valued links with real-world applications (Brownell & Kloser, 
2015; Howitt et al., 2010; Zimbardi & Myatt, 2014). In this study, a significant 
difference between the two groups of students was observed. Of interest to this 
investigation were various features of disseminating research that can be inte-
grated into a programme of study to bring undergraduate students as close as 
possible to having a real-world or authentic research experience (Q5.1 to Q5.11). 
This focus on dissemination of research was driven by Fung’s notion of the 
connected curriculum that places particularly emphasis on a student-led ap-
proach to connecting themselves with key stakeholders that are able to enhance 
their learning experience (Fung, 2017). This may be an effective way of exposing 
undergraduate students to research that happens around them, by their academ-
ics or research communities more broadly. To support the data analysis of ex-
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ploring links with real-world applications, a framework for promoting 
dissemination of undergraduate research and inquiry (UGRI) (Spronken-Smith 
et al., 2013) which maps dissemination activities to gradually acquired student 
autonomy in various settings, was used. By comparing students’ responses, sig-
nificant differences in the value first year students placed in attending research 
seminars, listening to external speakers, attending research conferences or 
working as a research assistant, were found. Second and third year students seem 
to be less satisfied with the experiences they gained through these processes. 
Perhaps, this points towards the challenges that students face when they are of-
fered opportunities to put in practice what they have learnt and assume greater 
autonomy in and ownership of their actions as part of a research driven curri-
culum (Kamoun & Fakhry, 2011; Stevenson & O’Keefe, 2011). If the support that 
they have received has not adequately prepared them, or built sufficient confi-
dence in them to engage productively with relevant assessment processes, as they 
progress through the years of the programme, they might be concerned with 
compromising their future employability prospects (Oliver, 2013). 

Overall, based on the findings of this investigation, there is evidence of a 
measurable difference between student expectations early in the programme and 
student experiences across the different years of study. The reported differences 
between student expectations and experiences were observed across various 
conceptual and practical dimensions, such as how students recognize the role of 
their teachers, how they develop research skills throughout their studies, and 
what the connection is between learning processes, research communities and 
real-world applications. Although this investigation was designed to explore a 
psychology curriculum, key aspects of this study have been identified as signifi-
cant for the curriculum of a research-intensive School across disciplines (Levy & 
Petrulis, 2012; Matthews, Firn, Schmidt, & Whelan, 2017; Ozay, 2012; Stappen-
belt, 2013). However, the main implication of this study is on the way a concep-
tual research framework is integrated into a curriculum. Further consideration 
should be directed to connect staff research with their teaching in a way that 
meets the expectations of their students. Perhaps, a way to meet student expecta-
tions with experiences might be through integrating technology into the curri-
cula. Thus, Schools may enhance student engagement with research activities 
and teacher-student relationships (Limniou & Mansfield, 2019). Additionally, 
the complexity of Higher Education learning appears to point towards creating 
opportunities for engagement as part of a community that promotes dialogue as 
part of research based activities that students engage with. In doing this, students 
may be encouraged to assume a positive attitude towards research. Increasing 
student curiosity and enhancing their relationship with academic staff, students 
may connect their knowledge with scientific communities and real-world appli-
cations. 
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