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Guidelines for external researchers
Purpose of these guidelines
These guidelines are intended for external researchers who are proposing to undertake research which involves:
· participants (staff, students, parents) recruited on or through Department sites/schools; or 
· staff recruited in their capacity as Department employees, other than through Department sites/schools.
All research requires a formal application
All researchers should submit a formal research application using the National Application Form.
All research proposals are assessed
All proposed research is assessed to ensure that the rights, safety and wellbeing of students, parents, carers and employees are protected, and to determine whether the value of the research outweighs any impost.

Research commissioned by the Department will be assessed by the business area or school(s) commissioning low sensitivity research.

Low sensitivity research restricted to one school or site or multiple sites, only when all principals and site managers have agreed to participate, can be approved by principals and site managers.

All other research proposals will be assessed by the Central Research Assessment Team.
Research assessment overview
All research applications will be assessed against the Department’s research assessment criteria (Appendix 1), which address 8 focus areas.
Value 
[bookmark: _Hlk131676173]The research adds to the evidence-base for school education. Preference will be given to research that aligns with the Department’s priorities. 
Quality
[bookmark: _Hlk131676188]The research design and methodology are likely to achieve the stated research aims and/or address the research questions.
Impost
[bookmark: _Hlk131676230]The operational impacts of the research have been considered and the research design seeks to prevent or minimise disruptions to student learning, additional workload for staff and disruptions to the normal operations of schools/sites. 
Ethical, legislative and policy requirements
[bookmark: _Hlk131676262]The research meets the principles of the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2025), including:
· fully informed opt-in consent (Appendix 2)
· complies with all relevant legislation and Department policies.
Duty of care
[bookmark: _Hlk131676282][bookmark: _Hlk131672358]The research appropriately mitigates any actual, perceived or potential risk of harm to students, their parents and carers and Department staff.
Privacy and confidentiality
[bookmark: _Hlk131676310]At all stages of the research, individuals and schools or sites are not directly or indirectly identified and nor can disclosure be inferred or deduced.
Data security
[bookmark: _Hlk131676360]At all stages of the research, collected data are kept secure, are used only for the purpose for which they were collected and are not shared with unauthorised third parties.
Sensitivity
[bookmark: _Hlk131676380]The research identifies and addresses sensitivities related to the research topic, research methodologies and/or vulnerable participants outlined in Appendix 3. 
Research not supported by the Department
[bookmark: _Hlk134019113]The Department will not approve research that:
· uses deception, concealment or withholding of information at any stage of the research
· involves market research or is research for commercial gain, that has no direct school education value
· encourages illegal or antisocial behaviours or could lead participants to legally incriminate themselves.

Research that involves medical interventions or clinical trials of a medical nature requires approval from the Minister for Education and the Director General.
Central research assessment process
Initial screening
[bookmark: _Hlk134019584]The initial screening will include compliance checks to ensure the application is complete and that all required documents are attached. These include final versions of the data collection instruments, information letters and consent forms, evidence of insurance cover, Western Australian Working with Children Checks and ethics approval where applicable. If the application leaves any criteria unaddressed or unclear, or if any required documents are not attached, the applicant will receive a brief response outlining these deficiencies. In most instances this will be accompanied with an invitation to correct the issues and resubmit the application.

[bookmark: _Hlk134019720]Receipt of an application will be recorded and acknowledged. Under usual circumstances, applicants should expect to receive an initial screening response within 21 days of receipt of the application.
Full assessment
Full assessment will consider whether all the Department’s research assessment criteria (Appendix 1) have been met. This will usually involve reference to expert advice from business areas within the Department and liaison with the researcher(s) to clarify the specifics of the research or discuss possible amendments that would assist the research to be approved.

[bookmark: _Hlk134780667][bookmark: _Hlk134780905][bookmark: _Hlk134780861]Centrally approved applications will receive a letter authorising the researcher to approach principals or site managers to invite their school or site to participate in the research. Applications not approved will receive a letter outlining the reasons for non-approval. This letter may invite the submission of a modified application.

Review timelines will be impacted by the complexity and completeness of applications received by the Department. Full assessment of a complete research application is expected to take 6 to 8 weeks. Timeframes may be extended if there is a long application waitlist or if multiple areas of the Department are required to provide expert advice for the assessment.
Completing a research application
Provide all necessary information 
The processing of external research applications is delayed when the application does not contain all required information or where the information provided is insufficient or ambiguous.
Respond to requests for information
Responding to requests for further information or clarification in a timely manner will facilitate a timely review.
Tell us if the research application is not proceeding
As a courtesy to other researchers, advise the Department if a research application is to be withdrawn or deferred.
Conducting research
[bookmark: _Sensitive_research][bookmark: _Assessment_Criteria]Inviting participation
[bookmark: _Hlk134021174]Where research is assessed centrally, researchers must provide principals or site managers with a copy of the Department letter authorising them to approach schools or sites, along with approved information letters and consent forms.

[bookmark: _Hlk134781410]Approval to approach schools or sites does not guarantee participation. The final decision about participation in proposed research lies with the principal(s), site manager(s) and participant(s). They are not required to provide reasons should they decline to take part.

Schools and other Department sites cannot sign any agreements (such as research grants) that do not have the approval of the Department of Education. Principals and site managers will seek appropriate advice and approval.
Working with Children Check
[bookmark: _Hlk134019990]All researchers who will have contact with children must provide a copy of their current WA Working with Children Check to the principal or site manager.
Incentives
[bookmark: _Hlk134021490]Most inducements or incentives to participate in proposed research will not be approved. Reimbursement of expenses, such as teacher relief payment for schools or travel expenses for individuals, or acknowledgement of effort or time involved in participating are not considered to be incentives.
Department logo
[bookmark: _Hlk134021586]Except with written Department approval, researchers are not permitted to use the Department’s logo on documents related to their research, including consent forms, information statements, reports, presentations, webinars and other communications.
Reporting research findings
Researchers are required to provide a summary of the research findings to the approving authority and provide research participants with access to the research findings.
Insurance
[bookmark: _Hlk134082904]The research applicant must ensure that their employer or institution effects and maintains public liability insurance for the amount of $20,000,000 per occurrence; workers' compensation insurance in accordance with the Workers’ Compensation and Injury Management Act 2023; and professional indemnity insurance for the amount of $10,000,000 covering the Researcher and the other members of the research team.
[bookmark: _Assessment_criteria_1]

[bookmark: _Assessment_criteria_2][bookmark: _Appendix_1:_Assessment][bookmark: _Department_of_Education][bookmark: _Appendix_1:_Research]Appendix 1: Research assessment criteria
1. Value
The research adds to the evidence-base for school education with preference given to research that aligns with Department priorities.
Value will be evident when, for example, the research:
· directly or indirectly aligns with Department priorities
· offers direct or indirect benefit to the participating school(s) or site(s)
· contributes to supporting or improving student learning, wellbeing and/or engagement
· focuses on building the capacity of leaders, staff and parents to improve and support school education
· supports education jurisdictions, government agencies and community partners to better lead and support schools.
2. Quality
The research design and methodology are likely to achieve the stated research aims and/or address the research questions.
Quality will be evident when, for example, the research:
· questions are formulated from a review of existing evidence
· is logistically viable and appropriate to the context of the school(s) or site(s)
· acknowledges and mitigates any research bias
· data are reliable, valid, relevant and fit for purpose
· is conducted or supervised by researchers with the qualifications, training, experience and competencies required
· plans strategies for disseminating findings, in ways that increase the likelihood that findings will be applied, including the provision of a summary of the research findings to the Department and participating sites
· design is culturally appropriate
· proposes teaching and learning interventions that are age or developmentally appropriate and that align with the Western Australian Curriculum.
3. Impost
The operational impacts of the research have been considered and the research design seeks to prevent or minimise disruptions to student learning, additional workload for staff and disruptions to the normal operations of schools or sites. 
The impost on schools/sites and individuals is acceptable when, for example, the research:
· benefits outweigh the impost on schools, sites and participants
· minimises the burden on staff caused by recruitment strategies, administrative tasks and data collection
· provides funding to compensate for staff time required for research activities
· clearly states and minimises the use of Department resources to support participants, including the Employee Assistance Program, student services staff and school psychologists
· clearly states and minimises the use of school or site spaces, facilities and physical resources
· minimises disruption to the school or site timetable
· proposes appropriate data collection and data collection methods
· limits the amount of data collected to those required to answer research questions and contribute to the findings
· limits the number of schools/sites and participants recruited to those required to answer research questions and contribute to the findings
· does not compromise the relationship between the school(s) or site(s) and their community.
4. Ethical, legislative and policy requirements
[bookmark: _Hlk131671940]The research meets the principles of the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2025), including fully informed opt-in consent, and complies with all relevant legislation and Department policies.
Ethical, legislative and policy compliance will be evident when, for example, the research:
· attains Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) or the WA Aboriginal Health Ethics Committee (WAAHEC) approval
· declares and addresses any actual, perceived or potential conflicts of interest or power imbalances
· meets the Department’s intellectual property and copyright requirements for student and teacher work samples
· seeks fully informed consent for the publication and use of photographs, video recordings and work samples
· adheres to the Department’s Students Online in Public Schools policy and Child Protection in Department of Education Sites policy 
· adheres to the Department’s Conflict of Interest policy for staff undertaking research for a tertiary qualification in their own school
· is in compliance with applicable regulatory requirements in relation to public liability, workers’ compensation and professional indemnity insurance.
5. Duty of care
The research appropriately mitigates any actual, perceived or potential risk of harm to students, their parents and carers and Department staff.  
Acknowledgement of the Department’s duty of care will be evident when, for example, the research:
· identifies potential risks associated with participating in the research, including risk of physical or psychological harm, and proposes appropriate strategies to prevent, mitigate and manage these risks
· adheres to the Department’s Duty of Care for Public School Students policy 
· observes the requirements under the Department’s Working with Children Checks in Department of Education Sites policy.
6. Privacy and confidentiality
At all stages of the research, individuals and schools/sites are not directly or indirectly identified and nor can disclosure be inferred or deduced.
Privacy and confidentiality will be evident when, for example, the research:
· complies with the relevant privacy legislation concerning the collection, use and disclosure of personal information, including the Australian Privacy Principles and the Privacy and Responsible Information Sharing Act 2024 (WA)
· respects and protects the privacy of individuals participating in the research
· recognises that the disclosure of official information related to students, staff and schools is restricted under Section 242 of the School Education Act 1999 (WA). 
7. Data security
At all stages of the research, collected data are kept secure, are used only for the purpose for which they were collected and are not shared with unauthorised third parties.
Data security will be evident when, for example, the research:
· restricts the use of cloud data storage services to only those with Australian-based servers
· restricts access to collected data only to authorised researchers
· ensures that online survey platforms used as part of the research encrypt data and store it securely
· immediately advises the Department and research participants of any data breach.
8. Sensitivity
[bookmark: _Hlk131672034]The research identifies and addresses sensitivities related to the research topic, research methodologies and/or vulnerable participants outlined in Appendix 3.
This will be evident when, for example, the research:
· recognises sensitivities, including those specific to schools or sites, particular contexts and/or individuals and 
· proposes strategies to prevent, mitigate or remedy the identified sensitivities.

[bookmark: _Appendix_2:_][bookmark: _Appendix_4:_Sensitive][bookmark: _Appendix_2:_Sensitive]
Appendix 2: Fully informed, opt-in consent
Fully informed, opt-in consent is the default standard for all research undertaken on Department sites or where research participants are recruited through Department sites.
[bookmark: _Hlk134102719]Only in rare instances will the Department consider opt-out consent, with approval from the Director, System and School Performance.

The Department is guided by the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2025) which specifies a ‘requirement for consent’ in the context of proposed research, where the consent is a voluntary choice, based on sufficient information and an adequate understanding of both the proposed research and the implications of participation in it.

[bookmark: _Hlk134084384][bookmark: _Hlk134084476]Research proposed in or through a Department site, requires consent from the principal or site manager for participation of the school or site, consent from all direct participants and consent from parents/carers for student participants under the age of 18 years.

Parents and carers may have 2 roles in research – as the parent or carer of a child being asked to participate and as a participant themselves. These roles must be clearly delineated in information provided and each role requires separate consent.

Principals and site managers may also have 2 roles in any research – as research participants themselves or as the senior officer giving consent for the research to be conducted on or through their school or site. These roles must be clearly delineated in information provided and each role requires separate consent.

The purpose, methods, demands, risks and potential benefits of the research must be fully explained. This information should be presented in cultural, linguistic and age-appropriate ways. The process of communicating this information should include the opportunity for participants to ask questions and to discuss the information and their decision with others. They should also have time to consider their decision about participation.

For principals or site managers, consent for their school or site to participate in the research must be based on clear information about the purpose of the research and how the school/site might benefit from participation. It must make explicit what the school will be required to do and when they will be required to do it. This should include details about staff expectations, the use of school or site resources, spaces or locations and disruptions to the normal school/site operations.

Targeted participants must be informed about the purpose of the research and how they and their school/site might benefit from participation. Information should make explicit what participants are required to do, when they will be required to do it and how long it will take. Any disruptions to their normal routine should be identified and communicated.

Information letters and consent forms must be included with the research application and all signed consent forms must be retained. A range of sample information letters and consent forms are available.

Written consent
The Department prefers consent in a written form (including electronic communication). It is recognised that in some circumstances written consent may not be possible or appropriate. Other forms of consent will be accepted if the researcher demonstrates that it is the most appropriate means of gaining consent, that consent is independently verifiable and that consent can be permanently recorded.

[bookmark: _Appendix_3:_]Appendix 3: Sensitive research 
Research is sensitive when it directly or indirectly investigates sensitive topics, adopts research methodologies that are sensitive to the context, or targets participants who may be vulnerable to the proposed research.

The Department recognises that sensitive research topics and vulnerable participants may be precisely the research that is required to enhance the school education evidence-base and that some research methodologies may be the best means of gathering that evidence. As such, no sensitive research is precluded.

All sensitive research will be assessed centrally by the Central Research Assessment Team and cannot be authorised directly by principals or site managers.

Research applications should identify how and why the research may be sensitive in a school education context and explain how the risks associated with these sensitivities will be prevented, mitigated or remedied.

[bookmark: _Hlk134172531]Low sensitivity research commissioned by a school or site may be assessed and approved by principals or site managers. Principals or site managers can seek advice from the Central Research Assessment Team to confirm low sensitivity. They can also request that the researchers submit an application to the Central Research Assessment Team.

Research topics that are likely to be sensitive

· Bullying or other anti-social behaviour
· Violence, abuse or neglect, including family violence
· Grief, trauma and/or death including suicide or self-harm
· Use of alcohol or drugs
· Gambling or gambling-like behaviour
· Mental health and wellbeing
· Race, culture or ethnicity, including Aboriginality
· Sexuality, gender identity, sexual behaviour, contraception and pregnancy
· Religion 
· Radicalisation to violent extremism
· Body image
· Parenting strategies
· Money and pocket money
· Personal domestic circumstances including housing, socio-economic status and family relations
· Employment conditions, including occupational safety and health and personal injury
· Research topics that may stimulate stress responses or risk-taking behaviour

Research methodologies that may be sensitive in context
In a school education context some research methodologies carry with them potential risks to individual participants, to the smooth-running of participating schools or sites, or to the Department’s reputation.

Most research methodologies are not in themselves sensitive. It is their use in school education contexts that may present potential risks. Researchers should identify these risks and show how they will be prevented, mitigated or remedied.
 
For example, video or audio recording of classroom activities is not in itself sensitive. However, the ways in which students without consent are excluded from these recordings and the ways in which information unrelated to the research questions is excluded from the research findings and reporting are important in managing privacy and reputational sensitivity.

Similarly, ethnographic research methodologies need to address sensitivities related to the researcher status in relation to the school or site and the participants, how social interactions unrelated to the research will be managed and how information and observation that does not address the research questions will be managed.

Vulnerable research participants
All research participants are potentially vulnerable to a sensitive research topic or a particular research methodology. However, some categories of participants are particularly vulnerable. Research targeting these groups will need to recognise that vulnerability and show how risk will be prevented, mitigated or remedied.

Students, parents or staff may be vulnerable because they are in one or more of the groups below, or because the research will deal with topics, such as inter-generational trauma.

Vulnerable research participants may include those:
· with a disability
· in out-of-home care
· who are refugees, asylum-seekers or detainees
· receiving behaviour support
· with social, emotional or physical difficulties
· with cognitive impairment or neurological difficulties
· from a specific cultural, religious or ethnic group
· whose parents are unable to give informed consent because of language or other difficulties
· students who are unable to give informed consent because of language or other difficulties or because they are too young.
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