
 
 

Guidance on Research with Students in Higher Education Settings 
 
Research with students enrolled in higher educational institutions is a common practice. 
With this population of participants, it is clear that careful consideration should be made 
of issues of voluntariness as well as confidentiality.  Some regulatory issues are similar to 
research in K-12 educational settings.  For example, FERPA restricts a researcher’s 
access to a college student’s individual records without written permission from the 
student.  However, if the research involves analyzing grades in aggregate (without 
individual identifiers) written permission from students is not required.  Some research 
conducted in education settings may qualify for Exempt status (e.g. Category 1 applies to 
“research conducted in established or commonly accepted educational settings, involving 
normal educational practices, such as: research on regular and special education 
instructional strategies or research on the effectiveness or comparison of instructional 
techniques. 
 
Important Considerations when Designing Research with Student Participants: 
 

• Most college and university students are of the age of majority in their state, but 
some are not. If you will be including students who are considered minors in the 
state in which they reside, describe how you will obtain parental permission for 
these students. 

 

• Convenience is not an acceptable justification for using higher education students 
as research subjects.  Instead, there should be a compelling reason why this group 
is the appropriate population for a research study. 

 

• Researchers should avoid asking students in their own class/es to participate in 
their research study because of the potential for undue influence. 

 

• When possible, somebody other than the instructor of the class should introduce 
the research study, and it should be clear to students that choosing to participate 
will have no impact on their performance in the class. 

 

• Activities specifically implemented for research need to be clearly explained and 
alternatives provided for those students who opt out.   This is particularly relevant 
when class or extra credit is provided to participants.   Alternative ways of 
satisfying requirements to obtain credit must be described in the protocol as well 
as the consent form. 

 

• Clearly describe the difference(s) between what would typically occur in class 
and what will occur related to the research (i.e., will all students be involved in 
the same activities or will there be individual students singled out within a 
classroom?); 

 

• To alleviate any sense of repercussion from participating (or not participating) in 
research, researchers should include a statement on the recruitment and informed 
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consent indicating that participation or non-participation will in no way effect a 
students’ standing in the course. 

 
• It is important to ensure student participants be allowed to withdraw from the 

study at any time without repercussions involving credits or grades.  Describe the 
way compensation will be allocated in the event of early withdrawal.  For 
compensation in the form of extra credit, it may be necessary to provide full credit 
in a situation of early withdrawal. 

 

• Describe how privacy and confidentiality will be maintained.  Will course 
instructors know who has participated in the study (what risks might this pose for 
students)?   What are the potential risks to participants given how data will be 
both managed and shared? 

 

• When research activities are not part of the required class activities, consider 
having the data collected by an independent third party, so that the instructor does 
not know who participated and does not have access to the identifiable data or 
identity of participants for any purpose until grades have been assigned and 
entered.   

 


