
 
 

Guidance on Research with Students in Education Settings:  K-12 Levels 
 
Research in educational settings is an important area of study that has the potential to 
improve learning for students and advance knowledge.  Federal regulations on research in 
educational settings and on esearch with children as a vulnerable population outline 
policies that must be in place to protect such participants of research.   
 

A.  Regulatory Considerations: 
 
1.  Exemption:  Federal regulations allow specific categories of human subjects research 
to be exempt from continuing IRB review (45 CFR 46.101(b)): 

Exempt Category 1 applies to research conducted in schools and other education 
settings: Research conducted in established or commonly accepted educational 
settings, involving normal educational practices, such as:  i. research on regular and 
special education instructional strategies, or ii. research on the effectiveness of or the 
comparison among instructional techniques, or classroom management methods. 
NOTE that survey research involving children (under 18 years in Illinois) is not 
exempt, nor is observation of a minor’s public behavior for research, unless the 
investigator does not participate in the activities being observed.  Application to the 
IRB for an exempt determination is required to establish whether Exemption applies. 

 
2.  Subpart D of 45 CFR 46:   If the IRB determines that a research study does not qualify 
for exempt status, then the extra protections for children as a vulnerable population under 
Subpart D of the federal code of regulations apply (Additional Protections for Children 
Involved as Subjects in Research).   
 
3.  Other Important laws:  Because research on educational practices is often conducted 
in public school settings, additional considerations must be made for state as well as 
additional federal laws and regulations. These include, the Family Educational Rights and 
Privacy Act (FERPA), and the Protection of Pupil Rights Amendment (PPRA).  
 
B.  Special conditions to ensure the safety and welfare of K-12 student participants 
in research:    
 
For studies with students in primary and secondary schools these include:  
 

• Permission for access to schools:   Research conducted in, or in cooperation with 
schools or school districts requires approval from the district and/or school prior 
to initiation of the study. Copies of such letter/s or email/s must be included with 
the protocol application. 

 

• Background checks:  Some school systems may require that researchers obtain 
criminal background checks prior to conducting research; researchers must follow 
the requirements of the school system. 

 
 

• Parental permission: For research conducted with children under age 18, parental 
permission is required.   Parental permission should obtained in a manner that 
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actively engages parents in the consent agreement. Passive consent (when an 
individual does not actively consent but also does not object to participation) is 
not acceptable for research with children.  Both parental permission forms and 
child assent forms (or waivers if applicable) should be included in the IRB 
submission. Within FERPA, there are some conditions under which student 
records can be disclosed without parental consent. Investigators must contact each 
institution and follow that institution’s FERPA policy 

 

• Child Assent: Children above age seven should be given the opportunity to assent.   
Assent means the child’s affirmative agreement to participate in research; mere 
failure to object should not be construed as assent.   The child should be given an 
explanation of the proposed research procedures in a language that is appropriate 
to the child’s age, experience and maturity. The assent document should also 
discuss the study purpose, any discomforts or inconveniences the child may 
experience if he/she agrees to participate, and that participation is voluntary. 

 
C.  Other considerations:  
  
Undue influence is difficult to avoid in a classroom setting where activities are 
determined and implemented by adults. Research designs should include strategies to 
reduce this risk.  These are suggestions: 
 

• Clearly describe the difference(s) between what would typically occur in class 
and what will occur that is related to the research. 

• Clear procedures should be in place for overseeing students who choose not to 
participate in the research and alternatives should be provided for those students.    

• Describe the plan for handling students who want to withdraw from the study 
after consent/assent has been obtained; 

• Risks and inconveniences should be assessed and clearly described in the protocol 
and consent. For example, will individual students be singled out for use of 
specific classroom management techniques? If so, what risks does that present to 
those children? 

• Describe how privacy and confidentiality of all participants (student, teacher) will 
be maintained. Will study results be shared back with the school on an individual 
level or in aggregate? Will information about teacher performance be shared with 
school administration? What risks to participants are presented by how the data 
will be managed and shared? 

• Benefits or compensation for participation should extend to the entire class, 
regardless of how many children agree to participate to prevent pressure on 
students who may not wish to participate. 

• When research activities involve the use of video and audio recording, researchers 
must to ensure that only students who have consented to participate in the study 
and agreed to be video/audio recorded are included in the recording and others 
who inadvertently recorded should be edited out/deleted.  

• If research activities are not part of required class activities having the data 
collected by someone other than the teacher may be preferable to protect privacy. 

 


