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GUIDELINES:   Educational Activities and Human Subjects Research 

 
Although all human subjects research requires prior institutional approval, not all data gathering 
by students constitutes human subjects research.  To be considered research, an activity must be 
designed with the intent to develop or contribute to "generalizeable knowledge”.  Clearly, some 
classroom activities are designed to teach research techniques and have no such intent.  
 
Educational Activities that Are Not Human Subjects Research: 
 
Simulations of human experimentation and course-assigned data collection do not constitute 
human subjects research if the activities are designed for educational purposes only, and: 

• the data will not be generalized outside the classroom (reporting of data within the class 
is acceptable because the activities were performed solely for teaching purposes); and 

• the data will not result in a master's thesis, doctoral dissertation, poster session, abstract, 
or other publication or presentation; and 

• the student volunteers or other participants are clearly informed that the activities are an 
instructional exercise, and not actual research. 

 
Educational Activities that Are Human Subjects Research: 
 
If a faculty member determines that there is a possibility that a student's proposed research 
project may result in a formal presentation or publication, he/she should recommend that the 
student submit the project for IRB review.   This would typically be the case for all graduate 
research thesis work involving human subjects.   At this university, only faculty members can be 
principal investigators (PIs) for a protocol submitted to the IRB.  Thus student or postdoctoral 
fellows wishing to conduct human subjects research designed to contribute to generalizable 
knowledge would need a faculty member as the PI and sponsor.  
 
There may be instances when a student or faculty wishes to use data for research that was 
previously collected for educational purposes. An application should be submitted to the IRB 
when a student or instructor wishes to analyze the data with the intent of contributing to 
generalizable knowledge by publishing the findings.  
 
Examples: 

• An instructor is surprised at some of the unique findings that appeared when students 
completed surveys as part of a classroom activity. The instructor would like to do 
additional analysis on the data and submit it for presentation or publication when the 
course ends. The instructor's intent has changed and an IRB application is necessary 
because the instructor will now be analyzing existing data that was collected for a non-
research purpose. 

• A medical student wishes to conduct research in the hopes of having a publication to list 
on her application for a competitive specialty residency. She plans to devise an 
experiment, enroll subjects, analyze the results and write a manuscript. This is human 
subjects research. Prior IRB review and approval is necessary. 


