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Abstract: Blended learning is receiving more and more attention due to social changes, technological
advances, and the increasing internationality of studies, and research needs to be carried out to
explore the possibilities this instruction modality offers to university students. This project aimed
to test the feasibility and success of a blended course on research and EFL skills and to determine
whether there is an internationally shared criterion when assessing students’” scientific work. To
do so, a short module on research skills was designed and implemented with 30 students from the
BSc in Optics and Optometry from the Complutense University of Madrid, whose final project, the
production of a scientific poster, was assessed by three instructors from different universities. The
results show that the content and modality of the teaching were successful in the increase in students’
research and language skills. The assessment of the posters showed heterogeneous evaluations
regarding the quality of their visual features and their contents. Therefore, more research is needed
on international perspectives about the presentation of results in the academic and scientific genre

to pursue the creation and dissemination of homogeneous criteria, and therefore improve students
performance with an international value.

Keywords: blended learning; course design; EFL; interinstitutional assessment; research skills;
scientific posters

1. Introduction

Over the past years, blended learning has emerged as a popular alternative to progress
effectively in the transition from a traditional learning model to a model that integrates
electronic environments and resources [1]. The meaning of the term “blended learning”
has, however, been used ambiguously. As Ref. [2] points out, there are two definitions
which are the most common definitions that can be found in the literature. On the one hand,
Ref. [3] (p. 5) indicates that blended learning is based on the combination of “face-to-face
instruction with computer-mediated instruction”. On the other hand, Ref. [4] (p. 96) is more
specific and indicates that blended learning combines “face-to-face learning experiences
with online learning experiences”. Therefore, it can be concluded that for learning and
teaching to be commonly considered blended, it must include face-to-face and online
instruction. However, there are different ways to implement and combine face-to-face
and online instruction. For example, teaching and learning may occur in real time either
having students both online and on-site during the same session—with online students
attending from a classroom in a different campus or connected individually through a
videoconference with their own devices—or having fully on-site sessions alternated with
completely remote sessions [5-7].

Additionally, some other parameters have also been considered in the definitions of
blended learning, apart from students’ location and the use of technology. For example,
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the use of different groupings (individual vs. group work) and mode (synchronous vs.
asynchronous work and activities) may also play a role in blended learning [8]. Therefore,
blended learning may actually involve the combination of options regarding space (students
and instructor’s location, this being either on-site or online), time (synchronous meetings
and activities or asynchronous work and materials), and the degree of cooperation among
students (individual and group work).

Previous work on blended learning usually combines some but not all of the options
for those parameters. For example, studies may deal with online asynchronous instruction
but not online synchronous instruction [9-12], they may analyse online instruction but not
on-site instruction [13-15], or they may focus on individual on-site and online work but not
on group on-site and online work [16,17]. Therefore, studies testing the implementation of
courses combining all options are still scarce.

Blended learning has received special attention in the higher education context [18,19].
Due to its specific features, presented above, it is a very suitable methodology for courses
that aim to have national and international students. By attending online, students can
easily take courses that are taught at international universities without leaving their local
institutions. This way, students can integrate a course from an international university
as part of their ordinary instruction. As a result, degrees can be designed with a more
international view, combining courses from different universities.

However, some issues may arise that deter students from doing so. For example,
students may have pedagogical adjustment difficulties due to teaching methods and styles,
or they may think that expectations from international universities may be different from
those they are accustomed to Refs. [20-23]. They may also avoid participating in class
due to a lack of confidence in their competency in the foreign language used [24,25].
There may also be curricular concerns related to a cultural bias in curricula [26] and
assessment procedures may not be equally adequate for some international students’
learning styles [23].

Conducting research and research skills cannot be separated from university instruc-
tion. These skills are not only necessary for academic life, but they are also important
for students’ professional life after their university period [27-29]. Research skills have
already been seen as a cross-disciplinary subject and introduced into the curriculum [30].
However, in order to promote students” internationalisation and their success beyond
their home university, it is important to provide students with common, internationally
validated knowledge on how to conduct research and communicate their research results,
but progress on this issue still needs to be made.

Thus, research skills and foreign language (English) skills are ideal content to imple-
ment blended learning since they are key skills for university students to develop. The
teaching of these skills makes it possible to virtually target any student at any university
and, consequently, a blended course on how to conduct research and communicate research
results in English may thus exploit the possibilities that blended instruction offers, as well
as make it accessible to international students.

More specifically, such a blended course could include a theoretical part and a more
practical part where students put the new concepts into practice while working in a foreign
language. This can be carried out by asking students to conduct research and present their
results in a scientific poster, since the design and creation of this type of poster has already
been shown to have several benefits for students, including the improvement of effective
communication [31], content understanding [32], and literacy and writing skills [33].

1.1. Objectives

For the reasons presented above, the aim of the exploratory study presented in this
paper was to test the feasibility and success of a blended course on research and EFL skills
that might be implemented with students from different universities at the same time
and receive an internationally valid assessment. To do so, some more specific aims were
designed: firstly, to design and create a short module addressing the specific skills to be
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developed; secondly, to test the implementation of such a module, including synchronous
and asynchronous, group and individual, and online and on-site work; thirdly, to test
whether taking the module may have a positive influence on students’ perspectives on
internationalisation and their confidence on their research and foreign language skills; and
fourthly, to determine whether there are internationally shared criteria when assessing
students’ scientific work. Thus, the study addresses blended learning from a comprehensive
point of view, and it contributes to the teaching of research skills and the international
understanding of these skills.

1.2. Research Questions

The present study tries to answer the following research questions regarding the
design and implementation stages of the short module:

e Can a discussion group with instructors from international universities be used to
design a module avoiding in-house perspectives? If so, what issues may arise in the
design of the module and the implementation of the group?

e Canblended learning courses combine synchronous and asynchronous, group and indi-
vidual, and online and on-site work? If so, what issues may arise in their implementation?

With respect to the outcomes and success of the module concerning its contents, two
questions are posed:

e  What perspectives do students have about internationalisation? Can this view be
changed by taking a short module with internationalisation aims?

e  Areresearch and foreign language skills important to students at university? If so, can
these skills be improved by taking a short module?

Finally, shared instructors’ views on students” performance are also a key issue in the
success of a module that comprises national and international students. In relation to this,
one research question is asked:

e Do instructors share common criteria internationally when assessing students” work
in a common field of higher education, such as conducting research and presenting
their results?

Answering these questions through this exploratory study will highlight some specific
current needs that instruction may deal with when trying to be opened to international
students. Additionally, the description of the design and implementation of the module
can be used as an orientation for future similar educational content and practices.

2. Materials and Methods

This section presents the participants, materials, and procedure followed to carry out
the study. It must be noted that the participation in this project was limited, both in the
number of students and instructors, due to its exploratory nature.

2.1. Participants

The participants included students and instructors. With respect to the former,
30 students from the Complutense University of Madrid participated in the study. They
were all students from the BSc in Optics and Optometry who were taking the optional
course in English applied to Optics and Optometry and, although most of them were 19 years
old, and thus in their 2nd year, there were also some students in their 3rd and 4th years.
Their English level was around B2, as checked in an entry test taken on the first day of
the course.

Regarding instructors, a total of five took part in the study, all of them having research
experience and fluent in English. These five instructors include the two authors of this paper,
together with an instructor from Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne University, the University of
Rennes 1, and the University of Trento.
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2.2. Resources

Since instruction and collaboration were done either on-site or online, the key re-
sources and materials used in the study include a classroom, online communication tools,
questionnaires, and a Learning Management System (LMS).

The classroom was equipped with the following items: a digital board connected to a
computer, whose screen could be shared through a videoconference session; a microphone,
so that students attending online could hear the instructor; speakers, to hear online students’
oral contributions; a camera, for online students to see the room, their classmates, and the
board; and chairs and hexagonal tables, which were better suited for collaborative work.
Since students attending on-site needed an electronic device (either their smartphones, a
laptop, or a tablet) to work with students attending online, they were asked to bring their
own devices. However, the classroom was also equipped with some tablets at the groups’
disposal in case any members of the group had not brought one. Additionally, on-site
students were recommended to bring their own headphones with microphones to be able
to communicate with their online group members more conveniently.

Online communication tools (Google Meet, Google Drive) were used to enable collab-
oration among instructors from the different universities involved. Microsoft Teams was
used for online sessions with students.

Some questionnaires were designed with Google Forms and used to collect data. First,
feedback about the initial design of materials for the short module was obtained through the
questionnaire in Appendix A. Posteriorly, students filled in a total of four questionnaires.
These questionnaires included a pre-test and a post-test on internationalisation views
(Appendices B and C, respectively), and a pre-test and a post-test on research and language
skills (Appendices D and E). The pre-tests were taken at the beginning of the first session
and the post-tests were taken at the end of the second session. Finally, instructors assessed
students” work with a rubric designed in the form of a questionnaire addressing several
aspects of the scientific posters (Appendix F), including layout, visual appearance, graphics,
content, and English (the foreign language used). Instructors filled in this questionnaire in
July 2022.

2.3. Procedure

The experimentation was divided into two phases. The first phase consisted of the
planning, design, and creation of a short module in English targeted at university students
on what research is and how to present research results through a scientific poster. It had
the specific purpose of dealing with any issues involved in the design of a blended activity
that involves instructors and students from different universities.

The second phase consisted of the implementation of the educational content created
in the first phase and involved the teaching of the contents, the design of a scientific poster
in English by students and the assessment of students” work by instructors from different
universities. It had the specific purpose of testing the materials previously created and
comparing international criteria regarding students” work.

In the first phase, the authors of this paper planned and prepared the contents and
materials for the short module to be posteriorly implemented. A discussion group was
formed together with the instructor from Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne University; the ma-
terials were agreed on, revised, and corrected to promote and guarantee an international
view on the topics dealt with and avoid in-house preferences.

In the second phase, the authors implemented the sessions with the students. Students
attended a total of two two-hour synchronous sessions, one in each of the last two weeks
of April 2022. Before that, they were asked to check the materials prepared in the first
phase about conducting research and writing scientific posters, which added up to a total of
about an half an hour long. This task was done asynchronously and individually, and the
materials had been uploaded to the virtual course created specifically for this experiment,
inside the university’s learning management system (Moodle).
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Half the students were asked to attend the synchronous sessions online (an online
session was created in Microsoft Teams), while the other half attended on-site (but they also
joined the online session to be able to interact with online students). During these sessions,
students were divided into groups of 5 (a total of 6 groups) which combined on-site and
online students. Each of the groups chose one of the given topics for research, which were
not subject-specific, but dealt with general issues such as social media, fake news, and
educational resources. Apart from working on their posters, students also produced an oral
explanation for them, but this was not assessed as part of the study, since the focus here
was on the written poster itself. While students were allowed to continue their research
outside the class between the two sessions in case they wanted to use specific materials,
instruments, or facilities, they were not allowed to continue working on their posters. Their
research was expected to be simple, since the focus was on following a scientific procedure
and communicating their findings, and not on obtaining revealing results.

For the assessment process regarding students” work, three instructors were involved:
one of the authors of this paper together with the instructors from the University of Rennes
1 and the University of Trento.

3. Results

This section presents the results obtained from the study. They are divided into cate-
gories matching the specific aspects analysed. Due to the exploratory nature of the project,
as mentioned above, the results shown in this section and discussed in the following one
must always be considered within their limits, and generalisations beyond the participants’
profiles cannot be made at this point. More extensive participation would be needed to es-
tablish general patterns across Europe. However, the results may well be seen as indicators
of the need for further research following this same line.

3.1. Material Design and Creation

The first phase of the study involved the design and creation of the materials that
would be posteriorly used as the theoretical base for the short module on conducting
research and designing scientific posters. They were created with the purpose of being
equally useful and valid for national (Spanish) and international European students, so,
apart from being created in English, it was necessary to avoid an in-house perspective
on the topic. For this reason, a discussion group was created with the collaboration of
an instructor from a university based in a different European country from the authors.
This external instructor participated in the general discussion of the feasibility of imple-
menting such a module internationally as well as in the revision of the materials and
provided some feedback during an online discussion session and through a questionnaire
(Appendix A). Below are presented the final components of the module and the answers to
the questionnaire.

The short module comprised two units which were recorded in videos consisting
of a PowerPoint presentation with oral explanations. The first unit was titled “Scientific
research” and explained the following topics: concepts, types, and elements. These contents
were divided into three videos. The second unit was titled “The scientific poster” and
covered the differences between posters and papers, the characteristics and contents of
posters, and some examples. It was divided into four videos. A more detailed distribution
of the contents and the length of the videos can be seen in Table 1.
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Table 1. Distribution of contents and length for the short module videos.
Unit Contents Length
1.1. Concepts What is scientific research 230"

Traditional
Basic, applied, documentary, field, mixed
Exploratory, descriptive and
1.2. Types correlational, explanatory 14/
Experimental vs. Non-experimental
Diachronic and synchronic
Field vs. laboratory
Introduction, rationale, studied issue, research
questions, objectives, hypotheses, theoretical

/
1.3. Elements framework, methodology, results, discussion, >
conclusions, references
2.1. The poster vs. The paper Definition, comparison 1/40"
2.2. Characteristics of the poster Format, structure, oral presentation 3
2.3. Contents of the poster Introduction and 'objectives, methodqlogy, 130"
results, conclusions, other information
2.4. Examples Incorrect, correct 3

It was also agreed that two synchronous two-hour sessions would be devoted to
students” work. Prior to the first of them, students would need to have watched the videos
asynchronously. The videos were uploaded to the university LMS in a course created
specifically for this module, which would also be used by students to upload their work. In
the first session, students would create groups and start working on their research. In the
second session, students would continue and finish their work. The number of groups and
members might vary depending on the number of students participating in the activity.

With respect to the feedback obtained, the results were highly positive. Regarding the
first part of the questionnaire, involving the collaboration process, collaboration was seen as
very good (Question 1) and communication means were considered adequate (Question 2).
In the benefits that had been obtained out of the collaboration (Question 3), the sharing of
working methods was mentioned as a difficulty in the collaboration (Question 4), and the
time distribution for the tasks was pointed out, since they were close to the Christmas break
in December 2021. Consequently, organisation and collaboration dates were regarded as an
aspect for future improvement (Question 5). Regarding the second part of the questionnaire,
about the module design, the topic was considered to be highly relevant, since university
students need to communicate their research results in a synthetic way to a diverse public
(Question 6). The materials were seen as informative enough for the task, taking into
account international students’ different research backgrounds (Question 7). The videos
recorded were positively perceived (Question 8). Finally, the participant indicated as a
general suggestion for further improvement the creation of a list of the skills that students
are expected to develop and explaining them (Question 9).

Finally, during the discussion session, important issues arouse, including students’
knowledge about LMSs and schedule (in)compatibilities among universities.

3.2. Internationalisation in the University Environment

Since, among other topics, this paper deals with having an international perspective on
conducting research, students were asked about their views on internationalisation in the
university environment. The topic was also mentioned in the first of the two synchronous
sessions, since the purpose of the module was to improve their research and language
skills to conduct research internationally. The following statements summarise the results
obtained in the pre- and post-tests (Appendices B and C) completed by the 30 students
who participated in the study.

o 70% of the students had not studied abroad but they would like to (90% out of the
70%)—or they had and would like to again (78% out of the 30%);
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e 90% of the students would prefer to go physically to a foreign university rather than
take their courses online from their home university (10%);

o 73% of the students had not cooperated with international students for academic
purposes, but they would like to (90% out of the 73%);

e  63% of the students thought that academic expectations of universities regarding
students differ internationally;

e 92% of the students thought that working with international students for their assign-
ments would increase their interest in internationalisation;

o 92% of the students thought that if they had an international classmate attending their
classes online, they would be more likely to do the same.

3.3. Research and Language Skills

Another issue involved in this study was students’ research skills and their EFL skills.
The contents and materials of the module were designed address the former, while they
were created in English and students” work had to be completed in that same language to
address the latter. Students’ views were collected through two questionnaires, a pre- and a
post-test (Appendices D and E). The following results summarise students” answers:

e 91% of the students had not studied at a foreign university;

e 91% of the students thought that conducting research is important in their degree;

e 100% of the students thought that conducting research is important for national and
international students;
82% of the students had been asked to conduct research at some point in their degree;
70% of the students had not had any specific training on how to conduct research in
their degree;

e 52% of the students did not think that they were prepared to carry out research, but
87% of the students thought they were prepared after the module was over;

o 87% of the students thought their knowledge about research and scientific communi-
cation has improved after the sessions;

e  87% of the students thought that working with research material and producing a
poster and an oral explanation in a foreign language has helped them improve their
linguistic skills.

3.4. Students’ Posters Assessment

As mentioned above, this part of the study was possible thanks to the contribution
made by three instructors from the Complutense University of Madrid, the University
of Trento, and the University of Rennes 1. All these instructors hold a PhD, although in
different fields (health, linguistics, computer science education), were fluent in English, and
had shared their research via different academic means. They assessed the posters created
by the six groups of students according to five parameters: layout, visual appearance,
graphics, content, and English. For each of these, instructors had to choose among four
levels of performance and could provide additional comments. Additionally, at the end of
the assessment, it was possible to provide final comments on any aspects of the posters.

With respect to the first aspect, layout, the options for the assessment were the fol-
lowing, from 1 (worst) to 4 (best): “1. Poster structure is difficult to follow”, “2. The
poster shows some organisation”, “3. The poster is organised and the flow of information
is appropriate”, and “4. The poster is organised, the flow of information is appropriate,
and prominent space is given to most important information”. The answers can be found
in Figure 1.

The answers show some disagreement in the quality of the layout in posters 1 to 5. In
posters 1 and 5, the disagreeing mark falls on a lower option, while the opposite happens
in posters 2, 3, and 4, where the disagreeing assessment has a more positive evaluation
than the other two. There is complete agreement, however, in poster 6, with the highest
possible rating.
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Regarding visual appearance, the options were “1. Font style, font size, spacing,

colours and design style are not adequate”, “2. 1-2 items among font style, font size,

spacing, colours and design style are adequate”, “3. 3—4 items among font style, font size,

spacing, colours and design style are adequate”, and “4. Font style, font size, spacing

colours and design style are adequate.” The assessment is presented in Figure 2.

4 4 [ ] | [ ) | oxXm
& 3 = e ©
g Instructor
%E e il
B 2 1@ o i2
= i3
14 ]
1 2 3 4 5 6
poster
Figure 1. Layout assessment.
4 - n Y oxm
©3]e ° o °
% Instructor
% e Il
@ 27 - " i2
s i3
1 4 u u
1 2 3 4 5 6
poster

Figure 2. Visual appearance assessment.

Instructors show a higher degree of disagreement in their assessment of this item. In
this case, posters 1, 2 and 5 have three different ratings, while two instructors agreed in
their assessment of posters 3 and 4. As for the previous item, all instructors agree in giving
poster 6 the highest possible rating.

With respect to graphics, instructors could choose from “1. Graphics do not contribute
to understanding the poster”, “2. Some graphics are related to the topic and make it easier
to understand”, “3. Graphics are related to the topic and make it easier to understand” and

“4. Graphics are related to the topic, make it easier to understand and are presented in
adequate places and sizes.” The results are shown in Figure 3.

4 4 ] ] [ ] ]
T 3 - . °
% Instructor
% e il
44 21 @ ([ u [ ] i2
m i3
1 A T T T .I T = T
1 2 3 4 5 6
poster

Figure 3. Graphics assessment.

Similarly to the previous item, three different ratings can be found in some posters
(1 and 2), while partial agreement is observed in others (posters 3, 4, 5 and 6). Sometimes,
instructors agree on a higher mark (posters 3 and 6), but in the other cases (posters 4 and 5)
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they agree on a lower one. Unlike in the two previous assessed items, here there is no total
agreement for any of the posters.

When assessing content, the following performance options were given: “1. The
poster cannot be considered a scientific poster because it does not include any sections
nor information expected in a scientific poster”, “2. The poster does not include all the
sections expected nor they are informative enough”, “3. The poster includes all the sections
expected in a scientific poster, but they are not informative enough”, and “4. The poster

includes all the sections and information expected in a poster.” Figure 4 shows the results
for this item.

4 4 [ ] ] ] ]
3@ ° ° ° o= o
5 Instructor
e il
% 27 i2
m i3
1 L I. T T T T T
1 2 3 4 5 6
poster

Figure 4. Content assessment.

Partial disagreement is found for all posters but poster 2, where there are three different
ratings. Itis especially noteworthy that these include the lowest and highest possible ratings,
which means that while one instructor considers that, with respect to its content, the poster
cannot be considered a scientific poster, another instructor thinks that it includes all the
sections and information that could be expected in this genre. Agreement is found in the
higher mark in posters 1 and 5, while instructors agreed on giving a lower mark in posters
3,4 and 6.

Finally, the assessment involved English expression. The options were “1. The message
cannot be understood”, “2. The message is understood, but the style is not adequate and
there are grammar and vocabulary mistakes”, “3. The message is understood, but the style
is not adequate or there are grammar and vocabulary mistakes”, and “4. The message is
understood, the style is adequate and there are no grammar or vocabulary mistakes.” The
answers are presented in Figure 5.

4 [ (]
© 3 exm o = u u ] oxm
% Instructor
e il
% 27 i2
m i3
1 i T T T .l T T
1 2 3 4 5 6
poster

Figure 5. English assessment.

Some agreement can be found in posters 2 and 3, while three different ratings were
given to posters 4 and 5. However, instructors showed total agreement in posters 1 and 6.

4. Discussion

This section presents some comments on possible reasons behind the results and
connections to previous research in the field. The section is organised in the same fashion
as the previous one.
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4.1. Material Design and Creation

Regarding results from the discussion group formed to evaluate the materials designed
and created, it can be said that they were highly favourable. The module created is short
enough to be compatible with school calendars and students’ schedules, but it is informative
and useful enough to produce positive results in students” performance.

Additionally, during the online discussion session, it was observed that international
students do probably share some basic common knowledge about the use of online educa-
tive platforms, which makes it easy to design digital materials that can be accessed and
used by students later. Students may also feel comfortable when understanding how a
course may work, what they may be expected to do, and how to manage the resources of
which the course makes use. Additionally, they are usually familiar with synchronous and
asynchronous online teaching.

The most difficult part in designing such an activity is scheduling it; that is, finding a
specific, adequate, and convenient schedule for synchronous sessions with students from
different institutions. In this case, the module designed requires two online sessions which
are preceded by online, individual, asynchronous work, and are interwoven with optional
group asynchronous work. That means that students must devote time to the activity over
several weeks and, if needed, find a time to meet with the other members of their groups,
as well as be available for the synchronous sessions. Since the first and second terms do not
start and end at the same time in every institution, if this module were to be implemented
with international students, they might find it difficult to enroll if the schedule does not
suit their ordinary classes.

To finish, it must be said that some typos were observed in the materials during their
implementation, so they will be revised before further use.

4.2. Internationalisation

As mentioned in Section 2, most students participating in the study were in their
second year of the degree. However, students usually go to study abroad in their third or
fourth years, so it was expected that most of them had no previous experience studying
abroad or cooperating with foreign students. Those who had some mostly referred to
summer camps or exchange experiences in their high school years. Since they were taking
the optional course “English applied to Optics and Optometry”, students were also expected
to have an interest in languages or value the importance of speaking a foreign language
in their personal and professional lives. Additionally, some foreign students actually
visit these students” university, so they might have also had previous experiences with
international students in their own university.

Despite the convenience of attending courses from foreign universities online, most
students preferred to attend those courses on-site, which means travelling to a foreign
country and living there for at least a semester. This may be related to students’ interest in
English as a foreign language and thus indicate that they would like to be really immersed
in a foreign culture as a personal experience and as a way to improve their language skills.
However, students thought that they would be more willing to take online foreign courses
if they had a classmate participating in their courses that way, so their initial reticence to do
so may be due to their current unfamiliarity with the procedure, since this practice had not
been carried out previously in their degree.

Students’ feeling that universities have different expectations regarding them may be
based on their previous international experiences. However, the most important point in
this question is that students’ thinking so may have an influence on their self-confidence
regarding their performance in a foreign university or on their choices when deciding
which university or country to visit if taking a semester or a year abroad.

4.3. Research and Language Skills

Students agree on the importance they give to research nationally and internationally
and in their degree, and they had actually been asked to conduct research during their
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university studies. However, it is important to highlight that most of them had not had
any previous training in conducting research. That means that students are asked to do
something they have not been properly trained to do, and this may have an impact on
their performance.

This point and the one discussed in the previous section regarding students’” thoughts
on institutions having different expectations about students show the need for the creation
of homogeneous training on how to conduct research at university. Regarding the success
of this pilot experience, it can be said that, taking into account that the study carried out
here involved half an hour of theoretical, video-based training and a total of 4 h of in-class
work, the improvement in students’ confidence regarding how prepared they were to
conduct research and communicate their results is noteworthy: an increase from 52% to
87%. This means that this type of training may be suitable for university students and that
it can be carried out in a context combining on-site and online students and including a
workload of asynchronous and synchronous tasks.

4.4. Students’ Posters Assessment

The evaluation has shown a high degree of disagreement in the instructors’ criteria.
For most assessment items and posters, instructors did not meet in a unified rating (which
was only observed 4 times), but they usually provided two different ratings (18 times) and
even three different ratings (8 times). Therefore, partial agreement is the most common
result. There was no particular trend observed in the matching of the criteria; that is, when
partial agreement was found, it was not always between the two same instructors. This
seems to point to very different criteria in instructors” assessment, which indicates that
further investigation is needed to confirm whether this lack of consistency may be common
among different institutions or occasionally found in this specific case.

To finish with the discussion of the results, it must be noted that the resources needed
to carry out the experiment, as mentioned in Section 2, included a learning management
system. To provide support for this experiment, it would be necessary that this system
allows the implementation of the activities described, including presentation and storage
of audio-visual materials, integrated activities for individual and group synchronous and
asynchronous work (e.g., forums, tests or quizzes, live chats and videoconference sessions
among students, etc.), online synchronous sessions with the instructor for the class sessions,
and assessment of students” assignments by multiple instructors.

5. Conclusions

This study has dealt with the possibilities that blended learning offers in the context of
higher education instruction open to international students due to its flexibility regarding
the location of the instructors and students, synchronous and asynchronous teaching and
learning time, and the grouping of students (individual and group work). As key aspects
in the use of blended learning with internationalisation purposes, educational materials
and courses should be designed with shared international perspectives; in addition, it
is necessary to cover topics and skills that international students can benefit from; and
finally, it is also important that students” work is assessed with shared criteria that ensure
an internationally accepted level of performance.

For these reasons, this paper has presented an experiment based on the planning,
design, creation, and implementation of some basic training organised in a short module on
how to conduct research and how to make a scientific poster targeting 30 students mostly in
their 2nd year, but also in their 3rd or 4th, from the BSc in Optics and Optometry from the
Complutense University of Madrid. Inter-university cooperation was received for the first
phase of the study, consisting of the design of the materials and the module, as well as for
part of the second phase (the implementation of the module), specifically in the assessment
of students” work to compare instructors’ criteria in their evaluations.

The design of the module as consisting of a set of videos about scientific research
and scientific posters with a total length of about half an hour can be evaluated as good
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and adequate for international use, since the results regarding the quality and usefulness
of the contents were entirely positive. In order to have wider cooperation of instructors
and students from other universities, it would be necessary to cope with making the
implementation compatible with other instructors” ordinary duties, finding a place for
these activities inside an existing course or designing it as a stand-alone module with
official recognition, and institutions’ calendars.

Additionally, the results revealed that students would be more likely to join online
courses from foreign universities if they were already familiar with that option, for example
with the online attendance of visiting students to their courses. Therefore, more promotion
would be necessary to increase students’ willingness to enroll and participate.

Since this exploratory study required students to work individually and in groups,
synchronously and asynchronously, and online and on-site, it can be said that blended
learning was successfully tested to a great extent. However, the training can be enriched
with additional activities and materials to improve it pedagogically, as well as with addi-
tional or different procedures to ensure the suitability for larger groups of students (such as
peer evaluation or number of members per group).

The experiment also involved the sharing of international views on conducting re-
search at the bachelor level, thanks to the cooperation of contributor partners in the as-
sessment of students” work. They had to mark five parameters of the posters according
to four performance levels each. In their evaluations, instructors tended to disagree more
often than not. This points to very heterogeneous criteria in their assessment and shows
the importance of further research and work on this issue.

Bearing in mind that conducting research can be considered key, cross-disciplinary
knowledge to university studies and that research is largely shared internationally, the
design of a series of brief courses addressing key issues about conducting research at
higher education institutions can be proposed. These series would be offered by European
institutions after being approved to ensure that all students receive similar instruction and
therefore their research meets international criteria. In addition, the use of an internationally
shared learning management system that meets the needs of the instruction designed
should be considered as well. In light of the results and conclusions presented here, it can
be said that future education guidelines should benefit from addressing issues such as the
compatibility of calendars among universities and institutions, the promotion and visibility
of common assessment criteria, and students’ duties to make students more confident
regarding their performance to study internationally, and to increase students” awareness
of international educational options and enrolment in educational activities.

It must be remembered that this study was only exploratory in nature. For this
reason, the number of participants, including both instructors and students, was limited.
Consequently, the results, although promising, cannot be generalised and applied to other
contexts and profiles different from those specifically dealt with here until a wider sample is
analysed. However, they point to an interesting research line that deserves closer attention
and should be further studied to find general patterns across Europe that lead to possible
improvements in higher education at an international level.
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Appendix A. Feedback on Short Module Design
Regarding the collaboration for the design of the module

1.  What is your general evaluation of the collaboration?

1 2 3 4 5

Very bad Very good

2. Were the communication means adequate? (E-mail, Google Meet meeting, online
questionnaire, files shared through Google Drive)

O Yes
O No
2.1.  If yousaid No, why? (open answer)

3. What benefits were obtained through the collaboration? (open answer)
What difficulties were found in the collaboration? (open answer)
5. What aspects can be improved in the future? (open answer)

e

Regarding the design of the module

6.  Is the topic (research skills and the use of English as a foreign language) interesting in
the context of university students in your opinion? (open answer)

7. Do you think the materials created provide enough information to do the task (carry
out some research and design a scientific poster), taking into account the different
background students have at different universities?

O Yes
g No

7.1.  If yousaid No, why? (open answer)

8. Can you provide some feedback about the videos? (open answer)
9. Do you have any additional comments to improve the proposal? (open answer)

Appendix B. Pre-Test on Internationalisation

1. How old are you?
18/19/20/21/22/23/24/25+
2. In which year of you degree are you?
1st year/2nd year/3rd year/4th year/5th+ year

3. Have you ever studied abroad?

Yes, official education at university.
Yes, official education in high school.
Yes, private courses in the summer.
Yes, other.

No.

3.1.  (If the answer was No) Would you like to study abroad?
3.2.  (If the answer was Yes) Why did you do it?
3.3.  (If the answer was Yes) Would you like to do it again?

ooogog

4. What do you think the benefits of studying abroad are?
5. What do you think the challenges of studying abroad are?
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Think of the possibility of studying some courses of your degree abroad. What would
you prefer: to go to a foreign country to study there or to take courses from a foreign
university but staying in your own country (i.e., taking the courses online)?

g Go abroad and attend the foreign university courses on-site.

O Stay in my country and attend the foreign university courses online.

Have you cooperated with international students before with academic purposes
(e.g., visiting students in your degree)?

g Yes

O No

7.1.  (if the answer was No) Would you like to cooperate with international students
for academic purposes?
O Yes
g No

Do you think that what universities expect from students in foreign universities is
different from what your university expects from you, academically speaking?

g Yes

U No

8.1.  (if the answer was Yes) In which ways is it different? (open answer)

Appendix C. Post-Test on Internationalisation

1.

How old are you?

18/19/20/21/22/23/24/ 25+

In which year of you degree are you?

1st year/2nd year/3rd year/4th year/5th+ year

Do you think that working with international students for your university assignments
increases your interest in internationalisation?

0 Yes

g No

Imagine some of your classmates are foreign students who attend courses from your
degree online. Would you be more likely to take a course from that university if you
have contact with these students (e.g., they can tell you about the courses you are
interested in, the teachers, the assignments, etc.)?

O Yes
O No

Appendix D. Pre-Test on Research and EFL Skills

1.

How old are you?
18/19/20/21/22/23/24/25+

In which year of you degree are you?

1st year/2nd year/3rd year/4th year/5th+ year

Have you studied at a foreign university?

O Yes

O No

Do you think that doing research is important as a student in your degree?

O Yes
O No
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10.

Do you think that doing research is important for university students in general (in
national and international universities)?

O Yes
O No
Have you been asked to do research at any point during your studies in the degree?
n Yes
O No

Have you had any specific training on how to do research during your degree?

O Yes
O No

Imagine you are taking a course from a foreign university, and they ask you to do
some assignment that requires doing research. Do you think that you are prepared to
carry out the research and communicate your results?

O Yes
O No

Do you know what research is, what the types of research are and what the elements
in research are?

g Yes
g No
Do you know how to design and write a scientific poster?
g Yes
g No

Appendix E. Post-Test on Research and EFL Skills

1.

How old are you?

18/19/20/21/22/23/24/25+

In which year of you degree are you?

1st year/2nd year/3rd year/4th year/5th+ year

Do you know what research is, what the types of research are and what the elements
in research are?

0 Yes
0 No
Do you know how to design and write a scientific poster?
g Yes
g No

Do you think your knowledge about research and scientific communication has
improved after completing the project?

O Yes
O No

Imagine you are taking a course from a foreign university, and they ask you to do
some assignment that requires doing research. Do you think that you are prepared to
carry out the research and communicate your results?

O Yes
O No

Do you think that working with research material in a foreign language and producing
a poster and a presentation in that language has helped you improve your foreign
language linguistic skills?

g Yes
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O No

Appendix F. Rubric for the Assessment of Students’ Scientific Posters
1.  Layout

Poster structure is... The poster shows .. The posteris orga.. The posteris orga...
Poster 01
Poster 02
Poster 03
Poster 04
Poster 05

Poster 06

2. Further comments on Layout. Please indicate the number of the poster if you want to
refer to any of them specifically. (open question)
3. Visual appearance

Font style, font siz.. 1-2 items among f... 3-4 items among f.. Font style, font siz...
Poster 01
Poster 02
Poster 03
Poster 04
Poster 05
Poster 06
4. Further comments on Visual appearance. Please indicate the number of the poster if

you want to refer to any of them specifically. (open question)
5. Graphics

Graphics do not co... Some graphics are... Graphics are relate... Graphics are relate...
Poster 01
Poster 02
Poster 03
Poster 04
Poster 05

Poster 06
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6.  Further comments on Graphics. Please indicate the number of the poster if you want
to refer to any of them specifically. (open question)
7. Content

The poster cannot ... The poster does n... The poster include.. The poster include...
Poster 01
Poster 02
Poster 03
Poster 04
Poster 05

Poster 06

8. Further comments on Content. Please indicate the number of the poster if you want
to refer to any of them specifically. (open question)
9.  English

The message can.. The messageis un.. The message is un.. The message is un...
Poster 01
Poster 02
Poster 03
Poster 04
Poster 05

Poster 06

10.  Further comments on English. Please indicate the number of the poster if you want to
refer to any of them specifically. (open question)

11.  Further comments on the posters. You may mention any issues that you think are
relevant but have not been addressed in the previous questions. (open question)
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