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Context 

Student research applications for ethical review have been variable in quality, even acknowledging 

their educational rather than scientific value.  The National Research Ethics Service (NRES) has 

identified that approximately 40% of studies submitted to Research Ethics Committees (RECs) are 

stated to have educational value as a named objective. The NRES has been keen to support research 

with educational objectives1 but sometimes the varying quality of student research has placed a 

disproportionate burden on its services.   Initiatives such as the proportionate review service are not 

specifically for educational projects, but capture a great deal of such research.  These have helped to 

address concerns that the ethics review process prevented educational research.   

Recent conversations with NHS Research and Development (R&D) have made the Health Research 

Authority (HRA) aware that there are similar concerns at Trust level in England.  The HRA has 

received reports of a high volume of poor quality applications taking a disproportionate amount of 

resource locally, and thereby distracting from support for good quality applications.   

This project sought to review educational research across the research approval process to consider 

how we can better improve our support to research in the NHS.   

What we did 

At the end of 2013, the HRA set up an independent Working Group chaired by Professor John 

Saunders to review what research can the NHS support with a specific focus on student research; 

that is research conducted with an educational objective.   After taking evidence from a range of 

individuals (a list of respondents is at Appendix A) and analysing data relating to the submission and 

approval of student research, the Working Group published a report for comment in March 2014 

(http://www.hra.nhs.uk/about-the-hra/consultations-calls/educational-research/).  The comment 

period ran for 30 days from 17th March 2014 and closed on 11th April 2014.  The opportunity to 

comment was extended to Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.   

A summary of the comments received and our response to each comment can be found at the 

website link above. 

This document 

 This document summarises the final recommendations of the HRA on how we best support research 

in the NHS – educational research.   This project is part of our work to develop a new policy 

framework for research in the NHS.  The revised recommendations will need to be considered in the 

development of the newly announced HRA approval process.  Further information about the 

development of the new policy framework can be found at the website below.   

This document covers: 

 the background to the report and the process we followed 

 revised recommendations 

 the next steps following this call for comments. 

                                                           

1
 For convenience we will term this ‘educational research’ in this paper, that is, research with an educational 

objective for its investigators, regardless of whether the student or the supervisor is the named Chief 
Investigator. 

http://www.hra.nhs.uk/about-the-hra/consultations-calls/educational-research/
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Further copies of this report can be found at   http://www.hra.nhs.uk/about-the-hra/our-plans-and-

projects/replacing-research-governance-framework/ or can be obtained from Gordon Harrison at 

gordon.harrison@nhs.net. 

  

  

http://www.hra.nhs.uk/about-the-hra/our-plans-and-projects/replacing-research-governance-framework/
http://www.hra.nhs.uk/about-the-hra/our-plans-and-projects/replacing-research-governance-framework/
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Revised recommendations 

Following comments received on the original report of the Working Group, the recommendations 

have been revised as follows: 

Recommendation 1 

The HRA should develop a section of its website dedicated to supporting students and their 

supervisors. 

A dedicated student section of the website could address the specific needs of students including 

frequently asked questions, definitions, flowcharts of the approval process together with signposting 

of key issues such as consent and patient information sheets.  This section of the website could also 

provide a range of case studies covering different methodologies and clinical disciplines which could 

be added to over time.  The website could promote proportionate review as well as non-research 

options. 

Recommendation 2 

The HRA should develop IRAS so that it can be used for teaching and assessment purposes. 

For some students just completing IRAS can be an assessed activity in its own right and some courses 

currently require their students to complete the form as an educational activity with no intention of 

actually submitting the application or carrying it out.  The HRA could facilitate this approach by 

developing a version of the form specifically for this purpose with drop down boxes within each 

section of the form explaining what each question means and giving examples of the type of 

answers that might be expected, together with some exemplar applications.  A team of students 

could then contribute to different elements of the project as required, for example: 

 Writing the research proposal 

 Developing and piloting questionnaires 

 Feasibility testing 

 Data collection 

 Validity and reliability testing 

 Patient and public involvement 

 Data analysis   

 Report writing. 

Some courses already operate in this way but a greater adoption of this approach would be 

welcomed. 
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Recommendation 3 

Course leaders/supervisors should be encouraged to develop and lead research projects that 

individual students at Masters level and below can contribute to at different stages 

Given the lack of time experienced by both Masters and undergraduate students and the length of 

time required to work through the research approval process,  it is recommended that more 

students undertake the research element of their course as part of a larger research project 

developed and led by a member of their faculty, such as the course leader or supervisor.   The 

member of staff would act as the chief investigator and would take the project through the research 

approval process.   A team of students could then contribute to different elements of the project as 

required, for example: 

 Writing the research proposal 

 Developing and piloting questionnaires 

 Feasibility testing 

 Data collection 

 Validity and reliability testing 

 Patient and public involvement 

 Data analysis   

 Report writing. 

Some courses already operate in this way but a greater adoption of this approach would be 

welcomed. 

 

Recommendation 4 

Allow academic staff to make a single ‘batch’ application for ethical review on behalf of a number 

of different students for very low risk projects under proportionate review. 

It is recommended that course leaders or supervisors could make single applications for research 

approval on behalf of a group of students undertaking the same course.   The projects would have to 

be low risk and involve an identical or very similar research exercise. 

Unlike the previous recommendation, students would not be expected to work as part of a team but 

would instead conduct their own research project.  However all the students would be undertaking 

an identical or similar exercise within agreed constraints.  This approach would require careful 

piloting to ensure its feasibility but has been used extensively with research projects outside of 

health at Masters level.  As with the recommendation above, the members of academic staff would 

take the role of chief investigator and could seek approval for the project before the identity of the 

students is known.   

This approach would require careful piloting and if successful, could perhaps be rolled out to other 

methodologies such as interviews on non-sensitive topics. 
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Recommendation 5 

NHS organisations should provide local universities with research questions/priorities that they 

want addressing locally. 

The extent to which students can carry out research which is of benefit to the NHS is questionable.  

Students can be helped to undertake potentially helpful research if they are given some direction by 

Trusts and CCGs.  Some universities are already working in partnership with local Trusts to identify 

suitable realistic research questions for students to address, either individually or as part of a team;  

local CLAHRCs  may wish to take a role in facilitating this process.  These questions might be 

addressed by research but equally could take the form of an audit or a service evaluation and could 

be small scale projects.   

  

Recommendation 6 

Foster a research culture amongst undergraduate students by encouraging an awareness of 

research and enabling them to develop skills in research methods.   The development of 

systematic research skills could be achieved by engaging in the following activities: 

 Systematic review 

 Writing research proposals/protocols 

 Audit 

 Critical appraisal  

 Service evaluation  

 Laboratory based research where applicable. 

In addition undergraduate students could be encouraged to take part in research projects led by 

academic members of staff (as in Recommendation 3) which has the added benefit of fostering a 

team approach.  Undergraduate students leading individual research projects in isolation which 

involve direct patient contact should normally be discouraged unless supervisor to student ratios 

would safely permit this and the risk is judged to be low. 

 

Recommendation 7 

Students should not normally take the role of Chief Investigator (CI) at any level of study.   

 An academic member of staff, not necessarily the supervisor, should normally take the role of CI in 

all student applications for research approval and ethical review.  This should apply to all students 

undertaking health research including those at PhD and doctoral level.  Exceptions to this might 

include:  

 when an experienced clinicians or manager is undertaking doctoral level study  and is employed 

by either the NHS or the university   

 a researcher undertaking doctoral level study in receipt of a fellowship.   
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Where the CI is a member of staff, the application for review should be presented in a near finished 

form and should not require multiple iterations of review by R&D and REC staff/members. 

 

Recommendation 8 

Students from non-health related courses such as business studies or IT wishing to undertake 

research which involves accessing patients or their data in an NHS setting should be offered a co-

supervisor with a health-related background to help them negotiate their way through the 

research process. 

It is the responsibility of the University as sponsor to ensure that students on non-health related 

courses are given access to a co-sponsor with a health related background.  This individual might be 

based in the NHS organisation where the student wishes to conduct the research. 

 The role of the co-supervisor would be to: 

 help the student minimise the burden placed on the NHS, 

 make students aware of the issues around patient data access,  approaching patients and 

consent, and  

 help them achieve a feasible research design. 

Local CLAHRCs may have a role in facilitating the linking of students with co-supervisor s with a 

health background. 

 

Recommendation 9 

Establish an early filter to poor quality research 

The research approval process should have a mechanism in place to identify and send very poor 

quality student applications back to chief investigators at an early stage rather than spending any 

more time on them. 

 

Recommendation 10 

Universities and colleges should accept the role of sponsor for all educational research conducted 

by their own students unless it is more appropriate for an NHS organisation to do this. 

Occasionally, where NHS staff are also undertaking educational research within their own workplace, 

it can sometimes make more sense for their NHS employer to act as the sponsor of their research.  

However in the first instance, the educational organisation requiring the research component of a 

course should be prepared to act as sponsor of the research in relation to its own students.  NHS 

organisations should not be obliged to take on the sponsorship role for students simply because the 

educational organisation is unwilling to do so.  There may also be occasions when joint sponsorship 

is more appropriate.  
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Recommendation 11 

Sponsors of educational research should ensure that their supervisors are competent to fulfil this 

role. 

Specifically it is recommended that it is the sponsors’ responsibility to ensure that: 

 Supervisors should be able to demonstrate that they are either adequately experienced 

and/or have received training in the research methodology their students are proposing to 

use.  

 Supervisors should be able to explain the research approval process including key ethical 

issues, such as consent, to their students and guide them through it.   

 The ratio of students to supervisors should be small enough to allow supervisors to provide 

adequate support to their students. 

  

Recommendation 12 

NRES should give feedback to universities on the quality of the applications that they receive. 

Feedback to universities should take two forms: 

 Firstly at individual REC level, where a REC detects a discernible pattern of poor quality 

applications either from a particular academic department or supervisor, these facts should 

be fed back to university academic staff at a senior level within the organisation.  It might 

also be useful for RECs to feedback to universities what is working well and to seek 

permission from researchers to use good applications which could be used in the training of 

others. 

 

 Secondly NRES should conduct an annual audit of the decisions made in ethical review for 

each university; in effect producing a league table of universities showing the percentage of 

favourable and unfavourable opinions.  It is recommended that information on each 

university and their ranking together with anonymised bench marked data for comparison 

should be sent to each individual university. 
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Next Steps 

 

We will look at how each recommendation can be best communicated and implemented.  This will 

include considering the implications for both operational guidance and policy including the 

development of future policy to replace the Research Governance Framework. 

Further information about the recommendations will be given on the HRA website: 

http://www.hra.nhs.uk/about-the-hra/our-plans-and-projects/replacing-research-governance-

framework/ as one of several projects informing the replacement of the Research Governance 

Framework. 

  

http://www.hra.nhs.uk/about-the-hra/our-plans-and-projects/replacing-research-governance-framework/
http://www.hra.nhs.uk/about-the-hra/our-plans-and-projects/replacing-research-governance-framework/

