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Abstract 
The selection of the pedagogical approach plays a crucial role in determining the learning 
approaches that students engage with (e.g. surface or deep learning) and the knowledge and skill 
transfer. This paper maps the existing student-centred pedagogical practices in European Studies 
(ES) using a worldwide survey conducted within the framework of the Innovating Teaching and 
Learning of the European Studies (INOTLES) project. This research investigates to what extent the ES 
teaching uses student-centred approaches worldwide and what are the factors that influence the 
practical application of these methods. The results do not highlight clear recurring patterns of 
interaction between the major indicators related to instructors’ profile, course profile and the 
selection of the innovative teaching approaches. A certain degree of uniformity and consistency is 
revealed in the practical application of innovative ES teaching worldwide across various disciplines. 
While this finding may represent the evidence of a high degree of exchange of practices and 
internationalization of teaching ES, it requires further research. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The European Studies (ES) field has been evolving and strenghtening its place within the social 
sciences. While the study of the European Union (EU) and the European integration process 
represents a common focus of teaching ES, the diversity of curricula in this field presents both 
advantages and limitations. On the one hand, it provides a variety of disciplinary and teaching 
approaches, which are particularly valuable for tackling the complex nature of the EU, European 
integration process, or the multi-level governance. At the same time it raises certain challenges. 
Often ES lacks a ‘core curriculum’ (Umbach and Scholl 2003) and pedagogical approaches that would 
define the profile of ES graduates and provide them with some core knowledge and skills.  

Moreover, the contemporary higher education reforms, including the EU-driven reforms within the 
European Higher Education Area (EHEA), have been aiming at strengthening the skills development, 
life-long learning and increasing the employability of students and professionals. (European 
Commission 2010). Thus, the questions of “how students learn and how we teach” (Maurer & 
Lightfoot 2013, p.1) are vital. There is a need to identify and apply suitable pedagogies (i.e. the 
teaching approaches) that ensure that students have both knowledge and transferable real-world 
skills (Timus 2013).  

To achieve the desired learning environment, a student-centred pedagogical approach is needed. 
This implies a transition from the traditional role of the teacher as the knowledge provider to a 
facilitator of the learning process, that is, ensuring the student is at the centre of the learning 
(Trigwell, Prosser, & Waterhouse, 1999). The selection of the pedagogical approach plays a crucial 
role in determining the learning approaches that students engage with (e.g. surface or deep 
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learning) and the meeting of the intended learning outcomes (Biggs 1999; Biggs & Tang 2007).  
Further, the pressure of globalization requires modern education systems to provide learners with 
necessary knowledge and skills to succeed in the current job market. In this respect, creativity, 
innovation, and competitiveness are the prerequisites. Therefore, current higher education 
pedagogical practice seeks to achieve a deep learning process, where students make practical 
connections with the knowledge acquired. This type of learning is in contrast to surface learning, 
where students try to reproduce materials (Marton & Säljö 1976). 

One of the issues facing academics is encouraging students to engage in various types of interaction 
- learner-learner; learner-content, and learner-instructor interaction (Moore 1989) - in order to 
prioritize deep learning rather than surface learning (Trowler 2010). Thus, the use of appropriate 
teaching methods contributes to the enhancement of the deep learning (Biggs 1999). Previous 
studies have shown that the teaching approaches can affect students’ deep learning (Trigwell et al. 
1999). In particular, they indicate that the traditional teacher-directed approach is related to a 
surface learning approach. Teacher-directed environments are where the learning is focused on the 
teacher and the transmission of knowledge (Norton et al. 2005). By contrast, a student-centred 
approach, where learning centres in, on and with students (Neumann 2013), is related to deep 
learning. Baeten, Kyndt, Struyven, and Dochy (2010) found that this was more likely occur for those 
students in the human sciences, such as, in ES. Hannan and Silver (2000) have shown that active 
teaching, based on the active involvement of students at every step of the teaching experience, has 
been reinforced via several specific innovative, student-centred methods. Among these methods 
they identified simulations or learning games; project- or work-based learning, team work, special 
expert sessions, peer-tutoring, distance learning, exchange programs and internships.  

Comparative cross-national research in student-centred pedagogical approaches within ES is rather 
sparse. For example, in 2009-2010, the Thematic Network of European Studies (SENT) surveyed the 
pedagogical practices in ES based on the non-traditional teaching methods identified by Hannan and 
Silver (2000) such as active learning. However, this was limited to EU members (Baroncelli, Fonti, & 
Stevancevic 2014; Fonti & Stevancevic 2014), having also a special interest in the analysis of teaching 
methods applied by Jean Monnet instructors and the EU-driven innovative pedagogies. They found 
that within this region the most popular student-centred pedagogies were based on teamwork, 
student-led discovery (approximately 90% used at least ‘sometimes’),  expert sesions and project-
based learning (81% and 68 % respectively,) (Baroncelli, Fonti, & Stevancevic 2014, p.104). 

ES however is an evolving and expanding field, taught beyond the EU, such as in Eastern Europe and 
in non-European countries. The extent to which student-centred approaches are used in these 
geographical contexts is uncertain. However, if the ES student across the world is expected to have 
certain knowledge and transferable skills, it is necessary to gauge the extent of student-centred 
approaches. Depending on the results, this would then have implications on how the ES community 
share their pedagogical practices to ensure similar qualities in their graduates.    

Moreover, as there is an increasing demand for active learning in order to ensure knowledge and 
skills transfer, it is vital to map and assess the extent of the practical use of student-centred teaching 
methods and the advantages and constraints in their application within the ES discipline. 

Therefore, this paper maps the existing student-centred pedagogical practices in ES using a 
worldwide survey conducted within the framework of the EU TEMPUS project “Innovating Teaching 
and Learning of the European Studies” (INOTLES).1 It extends and complements the SENT survey in 
several ways. Firstly, it gathers respondents worldwide and allows for an assessment of the 
geographic factor on the use of student-centred teaching methods. Secondly, although it builds on 
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Hannan and Silver’s (2000) methods identified as innovative, i.e. non-traditional and student-
centred, it expands the range of examined teaching methods. Also, the survey has designed specific 
open questions for defining the major advantages and disadvantages for the practical use of most 
often applied teaching methods. This offers a practical understanding of the pedagogical approaches 
within the ES discipline and a better understanding of the context-specific factors facilitating the 
choice and application of teaching methods within ES. Last, but not least, the methodological 
approach applied for data analysis within this study varies from the one applied by the SENT team, 
revealing new insights regarding the relationship between various indicators and the choice of the 
teaching method. 

This research investigates to what extent ES teaching uses student-centred approaches worldwide 
and the factors that influence the practical application of these methods. The empirical analysis is 
focused on instructor profile (position, experience, geographical location) and course profile 
(discipline, level of studies, class size and number of teaching hours). The analysis seeks to identify 
also the degree of uniformity and consistency of use of innovative teaching methods by ES scholars 
across various disciplines and geographic locations. 

The paper is structured as follows. The following section examines the academic debates on the 
student-centred pedagogical approaches, presenting also the hypotheses guiding this research. 
Next, the survey methodology is explained. The study turns then to the analytical strategy of data 
analysis and the empirical results. The paper concludes with summative observations and specific 
recommendations for implications of teaching within ES and further research based on the survey 
data. 

 
HYPOTHESES 

We developed specific hypotheses for several major independent variables (IVs) identified in the 
literature as determining the choice and use of innovative teaching methods - our dependent 
variable. 
 

IV1 Academic position of the instructor 

We expect that the professional stability provided, for example, by the academic tenure, would give 
more time and ‘safer’ opportunity for instructors to engage in experimenting with innovative 
teaching methods. The potential danger with testing new teaching methods is that something might 
go wrong. Often this also has an implication on instructors’ evaluations and their academic 
promotion. Professional stability, in this respect, provides an incentive for engaging with innovative 
methods, as the career risks are low. Moreover, some studies claimed that senior or tenured faculty 
might have greater access to university or external financial resources for promoting innovative 
pedagogies (Fonti & Stevancevic 2014, p.113). In line with this reasoning, we expect the following 
hypothesis (H) to hold true:  

H1. Senior or tenured professors are more likely to use innovative teaching methods. 

 
IV2. Instructor’s experience 

The instructor’s experience of teaching in a specific field of study can relate both positively and 
negatively to the use of innovative teaching methods. The teaching experience is positively 
associated with the age of the instructor (i.e. the older a person, the greater the experience). The 
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age contributes to setting in certain teaching habits that are resistant to change (Stasz & Stecher 
2002) and lower awareness of new teaching methods (e.g. e-learning and digital skills). 

We hypothesise, therefore: 

H2a: Researchers who are more experienced in teaching European Studies are less likely to use 
innovative teaching methods. 

However, the opposite might also be true. The experience in a particular subject is a valuable factor 
in enacting the practical implementation of teaching innovations (Fonti & Stevancevic 2014, pp. 115-
116). We would expect this line of argument to hold true, taking into account also ES characteristics. 
The interdisciplinary or multi-disciplinary character of ES and the constantly evolving EU political 
system demand a constant revision of teaching material and pedagogies. Thus, pedagogical 
experience in this specific field of study is expected to have a significant weight in enacting the use 
of innovative teaching methods. Hence: 

H2b. Researchers who are more experienced in teaching European Studies are more likely to use 

innovative teaching methods. 

Several variables based on course profile are expected to influence the innovativeness of teaching 
ES. 

 
IV3. English language 

English-language programs are more open to the internationalisation and exchange of knowledge 
and skills among academic staff and students (Huang 2006). In our globalised world, English is the 
leading language in exchange programs, dual degrees or academic research on sharing best practices 
on innovating teaching in higher education. Therefore: 

H3. English language courses are more open to innovative teaching than other languages of 
instruction. 
 

IV4. Class size 

The literature investigating the role of class size on the learning process has mixed results. However, 
we focus on innovative teaching, which requires a higher degree of student engagement and 
motivation, and a community of practice. Thus, we argue in line with scholars that claim that smaller 
class size fosters a learning environment where students are more engaged (Harfitt & Tsui 2015) and 
affords powerful teaching opportunities (Finn & Achilles 1999): 

H4. The smaller the size of the class the higher the use of innovative teaching methods 

 
IV5. Number of teaching hours 

When instructors are limited in the number of contact hours with students, or teaching hours, we 
expect them to be more likely to stick to their old habits. The time constraint leads to a more risk-
averse behaviour and teachers are less inclined to experiment with new teaching methods. Thus: 
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H5. The higher the number of contact hours with students, the higher the likelihood of using 
innovative teaching methods. 

Apart from the mentioned above specific hypotheses, we also control whether there is a relationship 
between the use of innovative methods and the course level: graduate and undergraduate, the 
specific discipline (e.g. certain skills required by a discipline), and geographical factor. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The study largely builds on the indicators used in a previous survey on teaching ES, carried out within 
the framework of the SENT project2 in 2009-2010 (see Baroncelli et al. 2011, chapters 7-9). This 
allows a comparative overview of the evolution of teaching ES, planned as a further step of this 
research. The major goal was to ensure the opportunity of identifying the continuity and change in 
the pedagogical approaches and the traditional and innovative teaching methods and tools applied 
within the ES field. This study expands from the SENT methodology and incorporates two additions. 
First, our survey integrates a wider range of innovative methods to accommodate the later 
techniques in the study curricula of ES. Second, our survey extends its sample beyond the European 
geographical area and includes respondents from around the world. The interest in teaching and 
doing research in the area of ES has gained increased popularity in countries beyond the 
geographical area of Europe. Therefore, accounting for diversity in coverage of respondents is 
paramount to understand how the innovative teaching methods are currently applied in the field of 
ES.  

 
Survey Data and Sample 

The survey was carried out as part of the EU TEMPUS project INOTLES. This project tackles core 
problems of the ES field by identifying common and specific needs of teaching ES in both EU and 
Partner Countries universities, developing innovative pedagogical strategies that transfer both 
knowledge and skills, and providing an example of curricular reform.3 

The survey was conducted in LimeSurvey, a web-based anonymous survey that allows the online 
setting of the questionnaire and free access for answering the survey. LimeSurvey is user-friendly 
and self-guiding for the respondents. The survey invitation was sent to lecturers teaching ES courses 
worldwide (both at graduate and undergraduate levels) via major European and international 
networks related to ES (such as University Association for Contemporary European Studies (UACES), 
European Consortium for Political Research (ECPR), European Union Studies Association (EUSA) etc.), 
the INOTLES website, as well as personal and professional networks of INOTLES project partners. The 
survey, conducted between March and May 2014, yielded data from 159 academics teaching ES, 
which represents our sample. The response rate in of the survey was 87% (182 respondents 
approached the survey and only 159 respondents completed the survey). The sample employed in 
this analysis retains only completed survey cases. As we used online contact points to approach 
respondents, the resulting sample may not be representative at the region, country or university 
levels but detailed protocols have been established to allow future replications. 

Respondents were asked to provide information across a wide range of questions, including their 
teaching methods for at least one of their courses taught in the area of ES. The questionnaire 
provided the option of recording multiple teaching methods used by respondents in their teaching 
practice. 


