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If you plan to use your own students, please use these guidelines to facilitate the IRB 
Review Process: 
 
NOTE: If one’s own students are used as subjects, the investigator must explain why he 
or she cannot use another instructor’s students, and he or she must follow one of the 
following procedures: 
 

• Use a third party for recruiting subjects, obtaining consent and collecting data 
(including interviewing). The data must be held by the third party and not given to 
the instructor until the course is completed and grades are submitted. 

 

• If the instructor is using as research data the assignments of students that would 
normally be given during the course, the instructor may request from each student 
permission to use the student’s work AFTER the course is completed and grades 
are submitted. 

 

• If the study is anonymous, the instructor may perform the study. In such a study, no 
signatures or identifiers of any kind are obtained. The instructor passes out an 
informed consent document to the class. A survey is handed out to everyone. The 
instructor then tells the class that if anyone would like to complete the survey, they 
may do so outside of class time and leave the survey in a designated location other 
than the classroom. 

 

 
 

Undue influence and manipulation arise when prospective participants are recruited by 
individuals in a position of authority. Influence as a result of a power relationship such as 
that of a teacher or professor and their students is one that requires careful consideration 
and scrutiny especially when the professor or teaching assistant is also a researcher 
wanting their students to become their study participants. The influence of power 
relationships on voluntariness of consent should be judged from the perspective of 
prospective participants, since individuals being recruited may feel constrained to follow 
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Ethical Issues – Undue Influence and Manipulation 



the wishes of those who have some form of control over them. 
 
Students can feel that if they do not participate in their professor’s or teaching assistant’s 
research this will reflect poorly on them and negatively impact their grade in the course, 
put them in the ‘bad books’ with their instructors or other professors in the program, and/or 
they will become ineligible for other bonuses or credits. Other students can take the 
opposite perspective and feel pressure because of a ‘good students participate’ 
phenomenon and think that if they agree to participate in the research they will receive a 
better mark in the class or by that professor in future classes. These perspectives can be 
taken by students especially when their participation in the research is known to the 
professor or teaching assistant (i.e., they are not anonymous). 
 
Because professors and instructors have a certain status in the academic community 
within their institution the perspective of the student must be paramount during the 
recruitment and consent process. Students can feel that they are required to participate in 
their professor’s research or are expected to act on their instructions regarding another 
professor’s or another student’s research. The control placed on students as a result of 
their relationship with their professor or instructor can place undue pressure on the 
student as a prospective study participant to agree to participate in the research; even if it 
is not done overtly. This real or perceived influence reduces the ability of students to 
decline to participate in research meaning there is no voluntariness.   
 
Trust and dependency are also elements of undue influence and manipulation that 
researchers need to consider when planning studies where their own students are study 
participants. Students are dependent on their professor or instructor to deliver the course 
material as outlined in the syllabus and they trust that their professor will grade their 
assignments and exams fairly and in accordance with the marking scheme outlined in the 
syllabus. Deviations from the syllabus to incorporate a research study mid-way through 
the term can breach this trust and negatively impact a student’s ability to depend upon (or 
receive) the education, skills, and knowledge they had expected to gain from the course. 
 
 

 
 
Most people do not feel their decision to participate in research is voluntary when consent 
is obtained by a person in a position of power or authority over them. In addition, students 
are a captive audience and they can often feel a real, or perceived, influence to participate 
in research especially if the research is conducted during class time, as part of a 
laboratory or seminar, or if their Faculty Dean or Department Chair sends information 
about research being conducted by professors in their area. Students must not be unfairly 
advantaged in any way as a result of taking part in the research, since this implies a 
penalty for those who choose not to participate. For example, students who agree to 
participate in research must not receive any special attention or additional help from the 
professor or his/her TA’s associated with the course. Moreover, alternatives to 
participating in the research for the same credit or remuneration must be provided that are 
equal in benefit, time and effort. 
 

Ethical Issues – Voluntariness 



 
 

 
Confidentiality of the data collected is a concern that researchers need to consider in the 
design of their studies as students tend to sit close to one another in classes, laboratories, 
or seminar rooms and are therefore capable of reading another participant’s responses to 
the study task, survey, or questionnaire. Moreover, anonymity is a concern when 
collecting data in a group setting such as a classroom, laboratory, or seminar room as 
everyone present in the room will know who participates in the study, or who is not, 
especially if those who decline to participate leave the room or are doing another task 
other than the study task. 
 
Care must be taken to de-identify the data collected and ensure it is truly anonymous 
since professors or teaching assistant’s may know or have been exposed to personal 
information about students and therefore be able to identify students from their data set 
and/or identify who said what in an interview or survey. 
 

 
Use of education records for research purposes must comply with the Family Educational 
Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA).  
 

 
 
Is it possible to go to another professor’s class to recruit students as potential 
participants? 
 
Researchers are expected to seek prior permission from the professor of the course (or 
instructor if the teacher is a lecturer or sessional) to speak with their students regarding 
participation in a study. However, most professors or course instructors will not provide 
class time for researchers to recruit students for studies as they do not have the time to 
give up. Researchers should never assume or expect other professors or instructors to 
give up class time or that this is an endorsed or supported recruitment method within their 
department. 
 
If recruitment is to take place in the classroom minimal teaching time must be used (e.g., 
less than 10 minutes), a better practice would be for researchers to advise students to 
stay a few minutes after class or come early to the next class to learn more about the 
study or to distribute a contact card that students can complete if they are interested in 
hearing more about the research. The researchers can then email or telephone the 
students with more information.  
 
Is it appropriate to ask the students I teach to participate in my research? 
 

Ethical Issues – Confidentiality and Anonymity 

Questions & Answers 

FERPA (20 U.S.C. § 2232g, 34 CFR Part 99) 



Yes, but a third party, who is not connected with the research, nor has any power or 
authority over the students, must be part of the consent process. Researchers need to 
remove the undue influence that students can feel to be real or perceived to ensure that 
participation is truly voluntary. For example, the Chair of the Department or Dean of the 
Faculty should not be part of the recruitment or consent process as students may feel 
influenced to participate in the research. A department assistant or faculty administrator 
who has no influence or authority over the students’ marks could send a recruitment email 
to students and indicate that he/she is sending the email on behalf of the researchers. In 
addition, the information-consent letter must explain and provide assurances to the 
students that no penalties will result by not agreeing to participate in the research (or 
experience no penalties by not allowing materials/course work or grades to be used for 
research purposes). 
 
As the instructor and researcher, you must wait until the end of the professor-student 
relationship before accessing the consent forms collected by the third party (i.e., after all 
marks have been submitted to the Registrar’s Office). This will mitigate any real, or 
perceived, influence that you may have toward the student’s grades. Identifiable data 
must be analyzed only after grades have been submitted to the Registrar’s Office so that 
any real, or perceived, influence on the student’s grades no longer exists. 
 
Students under the supervision of any member of the research team (e.g., for an 
internship, co-op job, etc.), even though they may not be connected the research, should 
not act as the third party as a power relationship also exists between the researcher and 
the student. It is conceivable that a student may pressure other students to participate, 
perhaps inadvertently, to ensure the success of their supervisor’s research.  
 
Is it possible to invite some students to participate in my research and not others? 
 
If you, the course instructor and researcher, intend to involve some students as 
participants, and not others, a third party must be involved in recruitment and selection to 
provide distance between the course instructor/researcher and the student/participant 
(i.e., it should be an arm’s length relationship). You, the course instructor/researcher, 
should not be aware of who has agreed to participate while the instructor-student 
relationship still exists. 
 
Can I conduct a deception study using my students as study participants? 
 
Deception studies should only be used in conjunction with in-class experimentation when 
no other method is suitable. A clear and very strong justification must be provided for why 
deception is necessary. 
 
What do I need to do if I want to use student’s course work or access their grades 
for my research? 
 
Permission must be sought from students if any of their course materials (e.g., papers, 
assignments, tests, exams, marks, etc.) are to be used for research purposes as use of a 
student’s course materials would be secondary use of identifiable information for research 
purposes. Secondary use refers to the use in research of information originally collected 



for a purpose other than the current research purpose. This includes school records 
originally created or collected for educational purposes but are now being sought for use 
in research. 
 
Some reasons to conduct secondary analyses of data include: avoidance of duplication in 
primary collection and the associated reduction of burdens on participants. However, 
privacy concerns and questions about the need to seek consent arise especially when 
information provided for secondary use in research can be linked to individuals, and when 
the possibility exists that individuals can be identified in published reports or through data 
linkage. In certain situations, confidentiality becomes a concern because of the small 
number of participants or cases being investigated and the fact that indirect identifiers, 
including writing style, word usage, etc., will identify a particular individual. 
 
UT IRB does not require that researchers seek consent from individuals for the secondary 
use of non-identifiable information (i.e., anonymous data). Anonymous means the 
information or data never had identifiers associated with it and risk of identification of 
individuals is not possible. This is different than anonymized which means the information 
or materials have been irrevocably stripped of direct identifiers, a code is not kept to allow 
future re-linkage. In cases of secondary use of identifiable information (i.e., direct or 
indirect identifiers) researchers must obtain consent from study participants. An 
explanation as to how the materials will be used and guarantees of confidentiality must be 
outlined in the information-consent letter. 
 
If the researcher, who is not the course instructor, wishes to access a student’s grades for 
research purposes, permission must also be sought from the student to allow the 
Registrar’s Office to release this information. Researchers must contact the Registrar’s 
Office in the early stages of planning their study as it is not always possible or feasible for 
the Registrar’s Office to provide access to student grades.  
 
If you are looking for aggregate or average grades for a course, the researcher can 
contact the course instructor directly for this information. A student’s consent is not 
needed to report on the aggregate or average grade for an entire class. 
 
Do I need my student’s permission to conduct a study of reflective practice? 
 
Reflective teaching and instructor development are part of the teaching enterprise. These 
practices allow instructors to learn through their own experiences and to ultimately 
achieve better outcomes for themselves as teachers or for the students they are 
educating. Therefore, if the research is self-reflection on one’s practice there is no need to 
seek student’s consent. However, if the research moves beyond what would be 
considered standard reflective practice measures need to be introduced to minimize the 
impact of a conflict of interest (e.g., use of a third party to be part of the consent process). 
 
Do I need to declare a conflict of interest to conduct research with my own 
students? 
 
Researchers need to declare their dual role as both an instructor/professor and 
researcher in the information-consent letter to the students even if the classroom activity 



or exercise to be examined is integrated into the regular class activities, is of value to 
study, and involves the entire class. 
 
What things do I need to know before planning an in-class experiment or involving 
students whom I teach as participants? 
 
When planning a research study that will involve students, researchers need to carefully 
consider the potential negative impacts of the research on a student, their marks, or their 
education. You need to ask yourself the following questions and design the study such 
that these questions will be addressed: 
 

• Should I be concerned with research fatigue if students are constantly being asked 
to participate in my research or that of my colleagues? 

• How generalizable will my results be if I only recruit students or the students that I 
teach? 

• How will I ensure students/study participants who decline to participate will not be 
penalized or perceive they are being penalized? 

• By what means will I ensure that participation is voluntary? 

• Should I consider using another group of students, for example, those who I do not 
currently teach? Are there better alternatives? 

• How will I ensure that students/study participants are truly free to participate or to 
decline to participate? 

• What are the advantages and disadvantages of using a population with whom I 
have a prior, and ongoing, relationship, especially when that relationship is one 
where I may have authority over the population? 

 
Are there any additional statements that I need to include in the information-
consent letter when conducting an in-class experiment with students as 
participants? 
 
The information consent letter must clearly explain: 
 

• the educational value of the research and how the research relates to the course 
objectives; 

• declining to participate is a definite option and students will not receive any penalty 
by doing so (e.g., not receiving course credits); 

• students can choose to not be involved in any aspect of the study such as declining 
to complete a study task or leaving a survey question blank; 

• anonymity of participation such that the questionnaire or study task will be 
distributed to everyone and those who wish to not participate can either spoil the 
materials or leave them blank before returning them; 

• participants will not be unfairly advantaged in any way as a result of taking part in 
the research; 

• the alternative option for course credit for those who do not wish to participate in 
the research study; 



• the course instructor/professor will not be told who participated in the study or not 
until after the final marks have been submitted; and 

• participants’ responses will be summarized and no individual results to the study 
task or questionnaire will be shared with the course instructor/professor. 


