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Abstract 23 

University placements provide valuable hands-on research experience for students, 24 

whilst allowing labs to engage in meaningful outreach. However, building and 25 

structuring these placements for college students (ages 16-18) may present 26 

challenges. Firstly, many hosts lack teaching experience towards this specific group, 27 

which differ significantly from university students in their subject knowledge and 28 

research skills. Additionally, hosts must balance creating engaging content while 29 

ensuring students develop meaningful practical skills and knowledge. Drawing from 30 

our collective experience, we provide practical guidelines in structuring placements 31 

in the fields of psychology and cognitive neuroscience. We discuss the importance of 32 

advance planning, tailoring content to student interests, incorporating practical 33 

elements, and promoting interdisciplinary engagement. In doing so, we aim to 34 

encourage more labs to host student placements, subsequently widening access for 35 

psychology and neuroscience research. 36 

 37 

Keywords: student placements, psychology education, neuroscience education, 38 

research experience, teaching resources, widening participation; outreach and 39 

engagement 40 
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Introduction 42 

Many research institutions offer structured placement opportunities for secondary 43 

school students, with established programmes like SATRO1, in2Science2 and 44 

STEMPoint3 connecting students to hands-on research experiences each year. 45 

College and sixth-form students (aged 16-18, hereafter referred to ‘school students’) 46 

seek to complete a university placement for several reasons. Doing so both 47 

strengthens their university application by gaining practical experience and can help 48 

them in feeling more prepared for higher education (STEM Learning, 2022, 49 

in2scienceUK, 2023). Indeed, school students, after completing a university 50 

placement, report improved confidence for their university applications, feel less 51 

alienated from stereotypes, and are four times more likely to receive an offer from a 52 

top university (In2scienceUK, 2023; The Sutton Trust, 2024). University placements 53 

are particularly important for students from traditionally underrepresented and/or 54 

disadvantaged backgrounds, who are less likely to consider applying to university 55 

(Atherton, 2024), and in particular to higher tariff job providers (UCAS, 2016). This 56 

discrepancy is influenced by the lack of knowledge about certain criteria (e.g., entry 57 

requirements), and of relevant outreach and engagement initiatives from the 58 

university (Bolton & Lewis, 2024). Demonstrating their importance, students report 59 

being more aware of where to seek support and advice on applying to university 60 

after completing a placement (in2science, 2024), a key approach for helping those 61 

from underrepresented backgrounds get into higher education (Torgerson et al., 62 

2014). 63 

 64 

For universities and research institutions, organising placements for school students 65 

can also be an incredibly rewarding experience, one which also enhances the lab’s 66 

individual and the departmental reputation at the university (Gentile et al., 2017). 67 

Running placements also provides practical experience in course planning and 68 

teaching, particularly useful for master’s and doctoral students. However, doing so 69 

requires specific knowledge, teaching and organisational skills in how to create and 70 

structure the placement. For example, teaching school students may be challenging 71 

– even for those with prior teaching experience - as school students typically do not 72 

 
1 https://www.satro.org.uk/satro-research-work-placements 
2 https://in2scienceuk.org/ 
3 https://www.stempoint.org.uk/en-gb/home 
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have the statistical or research experience of university students. Concepts, terms 73 

and theories that may be taken for granted as prior knowledge at an undergraduate 74 

level will certainly need to be explained, with students requiring step-by-step 75 

guidance and close supervision when engaging with STEM (Science, Technology, 76 

Engineering and Medicine) subjects (Banks & Barlex, 2020). In addition, structuring 77 

the placement to facilitate learning, whilst also being fun and engaging, can also 78 

present its own difficulties.  79 

 80 

Collating our experience of successfully hosting school students with previous 81 

guides offering practical advice for running school student placements (Lescak et al., 82 

2019), this article describes how hosts can develop their own psychology or 83 

neuroscience themed placement. In doing so, we list key considerations including 84 

planning, student engagement, practical demonstrations, and teaching resources, 85 

providing guidance for creating engaging placements that benefit both parties 86 

(Figure 1). We present these tips, mainly keeping in mind single student or small 87 

group placements of commonly 1-3 weeks (e.g., in2Science, SATRO) who are 88 

based in one hosting lab. However, most tips can be adapted and upscaled to longer 89 

placements or placements in multiple working groups.  90 

 91 

 92 
 93 

Figure 1. Tips for creating and running a successful psychology placement for 94 

school students. We broadly separate our considerations into three sections: those 95 

to be done before, during and after the placement. However, we note that some can 96 

span multiple categories. For example, tailoring the placement can occur both before 97 

and during the placement, whilst getting feedback from the students can be done 98 

both during and after. Icons by Icons8.com. 99 

 100 

 101 
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Plan ahead 102 

It is important to plan what skills and topics will be covered during the placement. 103 

Initially, this may simply include the type of session (e.g., data analysis workshop, 104 

participating in an experiment) and topic that will be covered. Initial planning may 105 

begin a few months prior, with the specific structure developed closer to the 106 

placement. However, the extent to which this is possible depends on the how the 107 

placement is organised. Broadly speaking, placements are organised through one of 108 

two routes: either directly via the university, or through a third-party organization. In 109 

the latter, hosts may not be assigned their students until a few weeks prior, ruling out 110 

the possibility in finding out specific interests beforehand. On-the-other-hand, 111 

organising placements directly with the students offers more flexibility to when the 112 

placements’ content and roles within the lab are organised. In any case, as students’ 113 

expectancy of success is a predictor of persistence in work placements 114 

(Ogbaekirigwe et al., 2025), it is important that the students know what they are 115 

expected to do and learn ahead of time. 116 

 117 

If multiple individuals are involved in hosting, it may be useful for each to focus on a 118 

different skill and topic, to diversify learning and avoid repetition. For example, one 119 

member may choose to run a workshop on data analysis, whilst another gives a 120 

presentation covering the psychological theories of behaviour. This reflects the wide 121 

variety of experiences that placement students report, which include attending a 122 

lecture, giving a presentation, participating in an experiment, writing a report and 123 

reading a scientific paper (in2science, 2024). Placements should therefore aim to 124 

strike a balance between skill-based sessions, practical demonstrations, and 125 

informal discussions, which are recommended approaches for teaching STEM 126 

subjects (Felder & Brent, 2024). Doing so will also maintain interest and a persistent 127 

work ethic, particularly for longer placements. The share of responsibilities also 128 

creates a collaborative work culture of the lab, which will reduce the burden when 129 

everything is run by a single person. Nevertheless, it is often helpful to appoint one 130 

lab member who is the main coordinator for one student (or small group of students) 131 

who ensures smooth transitioning from one placement phase to the next and that 132 

everyone involved is on the same page. 133 

 134 
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In the planning phase, additional administrative aspects should be considered. For 135 

example, some institutions require placement students to be officially registered, and 136 

students may need a badge to be allowed into the lab and office spaces. Others may 137 

additionally impose specific restrictions regarding minors in the buildings and thus 138 

require specific safeguarding precautions which need to be addressed in advance, 139 

e.g., lone working, named person responsible. In the case of a privately organized 140 

placement, more thorough screening procedures for the placement student, e.g., 141 

DBS checks, may also be required.  Ultimately, it is the responsibility of the host to 142 

co-ordinate the paperwork required by the different institutions e.g., school, third-143 

party organisation and university. These forms should be stored in password-144 

protected files with restricted access. Efficiently organising forms in folders using an 145 

appropriate naming system makes the process more manageable and consistent. It 146 

also aids with facilitating information required by multiple bodies. However, only 147 

relevant forms should be sent to the students with clear instructions on which 148 

information is required, ensuring a simple process. We advise addressing these 149 

aspects clearly ahead of time, greatly contributing to a smooth and positive 150 

placement experience.  151 

 152 

Tailor the placement to the students’ interests 153 

Students may have specific skills or interests that they want to learn during their 154 

placement. For example, if the student plans to study clinical psychology, but also 155 

has a keen interest in neuroscience, they may want to understand how neuroimaging 156 

can be used to understand different mental health disorders (Sohail & Zhang, 2024). 157 

Tailoring the placement to these interests makes it more meaningful for the student, 158 

and more beneficial for their university application (in2science, 2024). Persistence in 159 

completing placement tasks is also influenced by task values, including their intrinsic 160 

value and utility (Ogbaekirigwe et al., 2025), so students are more likely to work 161 

harder and gain skills if personally motivated. Students’ interests and needs can be 162 

indicated by a short questionnaire or discussion with the host where the students list 163 

their strengths, interests, and goals for the placement. Based on the answers, the 164 

placement could be tailored accordingly. Creating an informal discussion space on 165 

messaging boards (e.g. Discord) can be useful in doing so, but permission from the 166 

organizing body should firstly be acquired.  Communicating proactively with the 167 
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students that their preferences are taken into consideration when developing the 168 

placement may further contribute to the student's engagement with the lab. 169 

  170 

Start simple 171 

School students have a (relatively) basic education in the sciences, and are often not 172 

taught about statistics, nor have any practical experience with practical research 173 

skills e.g., data analysis, programming. Thus, they cannot be expected to tackle 174 

tasks that the lab may typically entrust a university student with. It is therefore 175 

important to keep things extremely simple at the beginning of the placement, but the 176 

materials and content can become more advanced as the placement progresses. 177 

This reflects a ‘bottom-up’ approach to learning, where knowledge and 178 

understanding is gradually built from basic foundations and concepts (Anderson & 179 

Crawford, 1995). Demonstrating this, our practical workshop on data analysis (see 180 

Sharing materials), features a simple dataset with older adults’ performance in an 181 

episodic memory task. Students firstly learn about the data and study, and are then 182 

taught how to perform simple operations (selecting a column/row, calculating mean 183 

values) with software (such as RStudio), before finally plotting the data (e.g., bar 184 

plots, scatter plots). In doing so, they also develop – and subsequently test - 185 

scientific hypotheses, learning important skills associated with independent enquiry 186 

referenceable in their university application. In this structure, each section naturally 187 

builds upon the last whilst developing in complexity, creating a challenging, yet 188 

engaging exercise. Importantly, we assume no prior subject-specific knowledge 189 

whatsoever. Despite this, students have struggled with certain parts of the material. 190 

It is therefore important to actively encourage the students to ask questions and to 191 

openly share whenever they feel stuck or uncertain. 192 

  193 
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Be practical  194 

Students are likely to find placements overwhelming and disengaging if they consist 195 

solely of lectures and workshops. This is particularly the case for STEM-based 196 

subjects, which school students often report as boring, irrelevant and difficult to 197 

understand (Martinez-Borreguero et al., 2019; Wegner et al., 2014). Subsequently, 198 

incorporating practical elements (i.e., a lab visit, or study observation) can provide an 199 

engaging change from these more demanding sessions (Felder & Brent, 2024) and 200 

demonstrate how scientific research is conducted at universities. Furthermore, 201 

integrating theoretical and practical elements also improves subject knowledge and 202 

positivity among students (Núñez et al., 2023). Hosts can design these sessions can 203 

be complementary to one another. For example, one may choose to run a practical 204 

session where the students observe a brain scan following a workshop where the 205 

students learn about neuroanatomy and neuropsychology. Students can therefore 206 

see how the information learned in lectures at university are practically implemented 207 

in their course, making it more appealing and exciting for them to pursue higher 208 

education. Most placement students do not have prior experience participating in 209 

research or a science experiment outside of school (in2science, 2024).  Practical 210 

sessions are therefore often a highlight of the placement for students, and provide 211 

hands-on experience with scientific research.  212 

  213 

Reflecting the specific fields of experimental psychology and cognitive neuroscience, 214 

our placements collectively feature several workshops where students analyse data, 215 

create a behavioural experiment, and learn human neuroanatomy. In addition to 216 

these projects, we complementarily run practical sessions where the students 217 

observe magnetic resonance imaging and electroencephalography (MRI/EEG) 218 

studies. However, with practical sessions, it is vital for the host lab to complete the 219 

appropriate administrative forms e.g., Health and Safety, Insurance, as well as any 220 

specific additional screening with the students beforehand. For example, to observe 221 

an MRI study, students must firstly complete an access screening form deeming 222 

them safe to enter the MRI Control Room. Hosts, if unsure whether their students 223 

can participate in a practical session, should always consult their Principal 224 

Investigator (PI) as well as the health and safety or lab representative at the 225 

department. 226 

 227 
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Involve other labs 228 

Whilst the students spend most of their time in their primary hosting laboratory, hosts 229 

can broaden the students' academic perspectives by encouraging engagement 230 

beyond their own. Extending student involvement across multiple labs in this way 231 

allows them to explore diverse research topics and methodologies, a common 232 

approach for maintaining interest in STEM subjects (Anderson & Li, 2020; Felder & 233 

Brent, 2024). Depending on the length of the placement, students can benefit from 234 

participating in lab meetings and conversations with academics from diverse fields, 235 

activities likely to help them improve their understanding of underlying theories and 236 

concepts (Linn et al., 2015). For instance, students could engage with a secondary lab 237 

with a focus on clinical psychology in a complementary field to the primary research 238 

focus of cognitive neuroscience. This illustrates the growing importance of 239 

interdisciplinary research, demonstrating the vast applications of scientific principles 240 

across domains.  241 

 242 

Practically connecting research to its real-world applications is also crucial. The 243 

students may not have a specific focus on scientific research initially, often driven by 244 

curiosity or interest in exploring open-ended questions. However, during their lab 245 

experience, students can learn how research has practical applications that impact 246 

daily life, making the subject more relevant and interesting. Examples from our own 247 

experience include learning about studies which use MRI with Ecological Momentary 248 

Assessments (EMA) to understand adolescent behaviour and using EEG to 249 

understand the effect of specific foods/diets on brain activity.  By illustrating these 250 

connections between the ‘real-world’ and scientific research, students are better able 251 

to appreciate the relevance of scientific inquiry beyond the academic setting. 252 

 253 

Concluding a placement and getting feedback 254 

It is commonplace for students to work on a project throughout their placement, to be 255 

presented to at its conclusion. This is commonly by delivering a presentation or 256 

writing a report (in2science, 2024). Whilst not strictly necessary, we strongly support 257 

doing so, as students learn important communication and writing skills required for 258 

higher education (Grangeat et al., 2021). However, the hosts should explicitly 259 

communicate that any presentation/assessment will be conducted in a relaxed 260 

environment, as students may be nervous presenting to postgraduate students and 261 
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senior faculty. Any feedback should be framed positively (“You presented really well, 262 

but to make it even better you could … “) to improve the student’s presentation and 263 

communication skills (Stuart, 2013). 264 

 265 

At the placement’s conclusion, it is important to hold a debrief session with the 266 

students to review and celebrate what they have achieved. They are often surprised 267 

to see what they have been able to accomplish! Positive feedback also enhances 268 

students' sense of belonging and self-efficacy in the subject, leading to improved 269 

interest in STEM fields (Park et al., 2024). Equally, students can discuss whether 270 

they gained insight on career paths they want to pursue, and if they have increased 271 

confidence for their university applications. These represent key objectives and are 272 

commonly reported benefits of university placements from the students’ perspective 273 

(in2science, 2024).  By providing feedback on key outcomes, and reflecting on what 274 

they enjoyed the most and the least, hosts can also make future placements more 275 

enjoyable and beneficial for the students.  276 

 277 

Sharing materials 278 

Hosts may not have the previous experience in teaching or organising placements 279 

and may find it difficult developing the required materials. Therefore, we advocate 280 

publicly sharing placement materials (e.g., GitHub or Zenodo), which allow for others 281 

less experienced to use directly if covering a similar topic, or as a template when 282 

creating their own materials. Sharing one’s materials also confers many rewards, 283 

building one’s portfolio and showcasing teaching and mentoring skills to potential 284 

employers. This reflects the ever-increasing practice of open science within 285 

(psychological) research (Open Science Collaboration, 2015), which psychology 286 

students may not be familiar with (Beaudry et al., 2024). It is therefore important to 287 

instil such practices for students involved with running the placement.  288 

 289 

To this end, we share a key component of our placement materials, where students 290 

are tasked with analysing a simple dataset, creating plots in R and hosting the 291 

results on a webpage (https://github.com/sohaamir/placement_materials). These 292 

materials have been refined over the course of multiple placements, both to expand 293 

the content and skills learned, and in response to student feedback. We encourage 294 

https://github.com/sohaamir/placement_materials
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others to not only use these resources but also to contribute their own materials, 295 

fostering a growing repository of diverse content. 296 

  297 
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Conclusion  298 

Hosting a school student placement is mutually valuable and beneficial for both 299 

researchers and students. The guidelines outlined in this article collectively 300 

emphasize the importance of careful planning, student-centred teaching approaches, 301 

and the value of practical demonstrations in making a placement accessible and 302 

engaging. Intended to reflect the personal opinions and practices of the authors, this 303 

article aims to encourage and facilitate hosting placement students, though it is more 304 

advisable to collect empirical data from the students’ perspective when running 305 

future placements. We therefore advise others to flexibly integrate our suggestions 306 

with their own according to the specific circumstances and individual needs of the 307 

placement. We ultimately aim to subsequently encourage more universities and labs 308 

to host school students, emphasizing their importance, particularly for students from 309 

disadvantaged backgrounds. Doing so can ultimately provide opportunities for new 310 

perspectives on your lab, offer a valuable way of outreach to the public, and 311 

contribute to nurturing the next generation of scientists. 312 

  313 
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