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IMPORTANT REMINDER:  RESEARCH CONDUCTED BY YOUR STUDENTS SOLELY AS PART OF A CLASS ASSIGNMENT TYPICALLY DOES NOT NEED TO BE SUBMITTED TO THE IRB COMMITTEE! This policy excludes most student research done as part of the Grinnell College MAP program, which often does need to be submitted for IRB review. For clarification or more information, see the IRB policy on student research at www.grinnell.edu/academic/research-ethics/irb, or contact an IRB member.


The following types of research are exempt under federal regulations and do not require full review by the IRB.  However, the determination of whether a study is exempt should be made by the IRB rather than the investigator(s) carrying out the research.  If your research falls under one of these categories, please mark the category and then provide a brief description of your project at the bottom of this form.  Once submitted, the IRB will review and either verify your exempt designation or request that you submit a full proposal. 

1. Research at Grinnell involving normal educational practices such as instructional strategies, curricula or classroom management techniques

(Professors who experiment with their class format to improve their teaching or use student evaluations, for instance, do not need the approval of an IRB. In addition, the use of language and other proficiency tests as part of First Year advising do not require IRB approval.)

2. Research involving use of educational tests (cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), survey procedures or interview procedures, unless: (a) the information obtained directly or indirectly identifies
individual participants; and (b) disclosures of participants' responses would place the participants at risk of legal liability or would be damaging to their financial standing, employability or reputation

3. Observations of public behavior as long as information is recorded in such a way that individuals cannot be identified

(Basically this includes observation of behavior in public places. Public places are places that are open to the public and in which there is little reasonable expectation of privacy. For example, activity observed in a public restroom is not public behavior.  On the other hand, pedestrian traffic flow on the corner of Sixth and Park is public behavior.)

4. Research of public documents

5. Oral History

Most oral history research is exempt from IRB oversight because it does not meet the technical definition of “research” under federal regulations.  Oral history deals with particular individuals who have played a role in particular historical events and does not seek to establish the types of generalizable principles or laws that characterize the technical definition of “research” for purposes of IRB oversight.

Although some universities and colleges nonetheless require IRB review of oral history projects, Grinnell College follows the lead of the American Historical Association, the Oral History Association and the U. S. Office for Human Research Protection (OHRP) in treating most oral history projects as exempt from IRB oversight.

Oral history contrasts with ethnography, most of which is subject to IRB review. Grinnell College follows the American Anthropological Association in regarding ethnography as meeting the technical definition of “research” requiring IRB oversight.

6. Journalism

Journalists and investigative reporters who are writing stories for news publications such as the Scarlet and Black are typically not engaged in research within the scope of IRB oversight and are exempt from IRB oversight. If, however, research requires IRB approval on other grounds, the fact that the author intends to publish it in a newspaper does not exempt it from IRB approval. For example, a researcher who intends to publish the results of a psychological experiment involving human participants in the Scarlet and Black is not thereby exempt from IRB oversight.

7. Interviews of Experts and Public Figures

Interviews of experts or public figures about the areas of their competence are not considered human subject research and do not require IRB review. This is because the expert or public figure is not the object of the research. For example, asking a Roman Catholic priest about church liturgy is not human subjects research; the priest is functioning as an expert consultant, not a subject. On the other hand, research that involves asking priests about the difficulties they encountered in their commitment to celibacy is human subjects research, since the priests themselves are the objects of the research.

In approximately 250 words, please briefly describe your research, with emphasis on why your research falls into the selected exemption category. 



