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Schools are essential settings for research that tests
the effectiveness of health educational interventions
in natural settings (classrooms). There are several rea-
sons schools are important research settings. First,
public schools serve over 50 million youth, and private
schools serve an additional 5 million youth (U.S.
Department of Education, National Center for
Education Statistics, 2015). Most school-aged children
are served by formal schools and spend most of their
waking hours in school settings. Second, schools serve
as a focus of community activity and identity. Many
schools host community events including after-
school programs, summer programs, community
meetings, and official polling locations for elections.
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Third, school settings enable health programs to effi-
ciently reach large numbers of children and their fam-
ilies. Strong partnerships with school personnel and
stakeholders enhance the reach and impact of these
programs. Although schools are an important setting
for recruitment efforts, there are also important bar-
riers to using schools as a setting for research projects.
The purpose of this article is to describe challenges to
implementing scientific studies in schools and ways to
develop effective practices to improve recruitment
and retention and to sustain partnerships in school-
based studies. A series of practical strategies for effec-
tive collaboration between schools and research
projects will be shared.

SCHOOL AND SCIENTIFIC DEMANDS
With a call for broader dissemination and translation of
research into real-world settings, the need for school-
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questionnaires, and multilevel analysis plans introduce
challenges and barriers to school-level understanding
and, ultimately, academic—school partnership success.
Without understanding the rigor required of research
methods, school stakeholders may have concerns
about withholding effective programs, delayed treat-
ment, or comparing a “new” program with an estab-
lished program. Studies that require pulling children
out of class are a major concern for schools striving to
meet core curricular demands.

Research design demands may be at odds with the
purposes and policies of the schools. Under current
federal and state laws, schools face pressures of
standardized test performance and negative conse-
quences for schools that do not produce adequate
yearly progress. Schools are focused on meeting core
curricular standards and policies. Participation in a
research study may further stretch resources (instruc-
tional time) and pose concerns about the impact on ac-
ademic progress measures. For example, schools often
do not want to use curricular time during regular school
hours as time dedicated to a research intervention. To
address school concerns, researchers and school staff
should engage in active problem solving to design pro-
tocols and procedures from the earliest stages. Early
involvement of school stakeholders in planning
phases strengthens the academic—school partnership.
It also sets the stage for effective recruitment,
improved participation in protocols, and program sus-
tainability.

BUILDING SCHOOLS INTO RECRUITMENT AND
RETENTION PLANS

One of the most challenging obstacles for researchers
conducting school-based studies is obtaining a suffi-
cient sample size. Generally, research designs require
an overall sample size for sufficient statistical power
but also an adequate sample size for each school to
ensure adequate representation of that school—that
is, one can assume that the sample reflects the student
population at a specific school. Meeting these two de-
mands in the “real world” of school-based research is
a significant challenge. Engaging school teachers and
administrators into the student recruitment process is
critical.  Schoeppe, Oliver, Badland, Burke, and
Duncan (2014) state that successful recruitment and
retention strategies should focus on building trustful re-
lationships with school partners, parents, and children;
having project champions at the school(s); and working
with the school partners to optimize consent and
follow-up procedures.

Too often, school partners and stakeholders are not
invited to recruitment and retention planning meetings
until problems arise. This is a mistake. School staff
should be engaged as early as possible. Teachers and
administrators can prevent many problems by
creatively meshing school operations with research

protocols. Researchers should foster ownership of the
research program within the school, resulting in the
school staff becoming
advocates of the pro-
gram to students, fam-
ilies, and the
community. Although
an academic institution
may promote
evidenced-based prac-
tice and cutting-edge
programs, it is the
schools that are valued
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To ensure success,
school partners should be actively involved in the
development of recruitment plans from the initial plan-
ning phases. For example, school leaders and students
can provide input on how best to present the study to
the student body or potential participants. Creative
ideas for recruitment plans generated from students
have included attending sporting events, lunch pe-
riods, and parent open houses and using text
messaging services that are commonly used for emer-
gency school closings.

School staff and stakeholders should work closely
with academic researchers to tailor all recruitment
materials sent home to families, including information
packets, compensation for time and effort, and lan-
guage on assent/consent forms. The academic institu-
tion’s human subjects committee will have useful
guidelines on conducting research with minors in the
school. Additionally, each school district may have a
local research review board that must approve the
school’s involvement. School staff and stakeholders
are essential for navigating these local approval
processes.

School staff are uniquely qualified to understand the
various perspectives of the local community. School
leaders may communicate support for projects through
school newsletters sent to parents and families, letters
of support sent home with project information packets,
and being present during recruitment sessions at the
schools. For example, principals and teachers should
attend recruitment assemblies or recruitment sessions
and briefly speak to attendees to explain the project
and why the school is partnering with the research
team. Their leadership is invaluable for explaining the
school’s participation in the research program to stu-
dents and families, identifying valued compensation
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