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Introduction  
Certified Child Life Specialists (CCLS) play a critical role in supporting children and 
families during stressful situations. Child life interventions are grounded in 
evidence-based practice. However, the child life profession faces challenges in building a 
robust body of research. Even though a research course is required for certification, little 
is known about the consistency and depth of research training across academic programs 
that prepare students to become CCLSs. 

Methods  
Child life students completed a modified version of the Student Perception of Research 
Integration Questionnaire (SPIRQ) to learn more about their perceptions and 
understanding of research integrated into their child life education. 

Results  
Significant differences were found on three survey items for those in a graduate program 
versus an undergraduate program. Students in a graduate program reported higher 
frequency of research exposure than undergraduates. Significant differences were also 
found on seven survey items for those in an online program versus in-person. Those 
attending in-person programs were exposed to research topics more frequently. 

Conclusion  
This study highlights key factors that could impact child life students’ perceptions and 
understanding of research topics. Student perceptions are important for academic and 
clinical educators to consider as they make decisions about how to incorporate research 
principles within their child life curriculum. 

Introduction  

Certified Child Life Specialists (CCLSs) play a critical role 
in supporting the developmental, emotional, and psychoso
cial well-being of children and families in healthcare and 
community-based settings. Grounded in evidence-based 
practice, child life interventions such as therapeutic play, 
education, and family-centered care have been found to 
promote coping and minimize distress for children expe
riencing illness, injury, or disability (Burns-Nader & Her
nandez-Reif, 2016; Romito et al., 2021). While the impor
tance of evidence-based interventions in child life is widely 
acknowledged, the child life profession continues to face 
challenges in building a robust body of research, particu
larly in the volume of research being produced by CCLSs. 
A scoping review by Boles et al. (2021) found an increase 
in CCLSs serving as authors in research between 1996 and 
2017; however, the authors highlight the need for improved 
academic and clinical training related to research, as well 

as greater inclusion of CCLSs in interdisciplinary scholar
ship and research opportunities. Their review of 273 peer-
reviewed articles revealed that although references to child 
life have steadily increased over time, only a small propor
tion of studies focused on child life services or interven
tions as the primary focus of research. Furthermore, despite 
gradual growth in CCLS authorship, over two-thirds of the 
published articles referencing child life did not include a 
child life specialist as an author at all (Boles et al., 2021). 

Many topics within the child life profession remain un
derexplored in the literature. For example, Boles et al. 
(2021) found that key topics such as play, bereavement sup
port, sibling and parent support, and illness or treatment 
education are significantly underrepresented in child life 
research literature. In contrast, procedural preparation and 
support are relatively well-researched. Expanding research 
efforts is essential to strengthening child life interventions, 
ultimately benefiting both children and their families. 
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The educational requirements for certification include a 
bachelor’s degree and 10 required courses related to child 
development, family theory, play, and bereavement. The 
Association of Child Life Professionals (ACLP) updated its 
academic requirements for child life specialists in 2018 to 
include at least one course in research methodology applic
able to clinical practice and program review (ACLP, 2018). 
This change not only reflects a growing recognition of the 
importance of research literacy in preparing aspiring CCLSs 
for evidence-based practice, but also aligns with the Child 
Life Competencies, which emphasize the ability to integrate 
clinical evidence and fundamental child life knowledge into 
professional decision-making (ACLP, 2019). However, little 
is known about the consistency and depth of research train
ing across academic programs that prepare students to be
come CCLSs. For example, some programs may require a 
capstone project, thesis, or evidence-based practice project, 
while others may not. In addition to variability in training, 
it is unknown how students preparing to become CCLSs 
view research. Specifically, little is known about how rele
vant or valuable students find research, or how confident 
they feel about engaging with it. These perceptions may 
impact student involvement in research activities and their 
ability to apply research in clinical child life practice. 

Due to the varying pathways available to enter the pro
fession, some child life students may receive their educa
tional training and required research course via an online, 
in person, or a hybrid program. In a study of dental stu
dents, it was found that online programs can offer flexi
bility, but students also reported lower perceived effective
ness across core domains of gaining knowledge, acquiring 
hands-on clinical skills, and building social competencies 
(Siddiqui et al., 2024). Little is known about how the de
livery of the required research course may impact child life 
students’ experience with and perception of research. 

Additionally, child life programs may be housed within 
public universities or private universities. Differences in re
search engagement have been found between public and 
private universities. Jalbert (2019) found that professors at 
private universities are more likely to excel in research and 
teaching than professors in public universities. Addition
ally, private universities tend to have smaller class sizes, 
which can impact a student’s ability to learn (Monks & 
Schmidt, 2011). Due to these identified differences, explor
ing how students at public versus private institutions per
ceive research is crucial. 

In other healthcare training programs, including nurs
ing, medical education, and social work, researchers have 
explored students’ perceptions and attitudes towards re
search. Studies have shown that students in these disci
plines often appreciate the value of research but struggle 
with its practical application, exhibit low confidence in con
ducting research, encounter limited research opportunities, 
and perceive research as being disconnected from their 
clinical interests (Ax & Kincade, 2001; Cuschieri & 
Cuschieri, 2021; Morgenshtern et al., 2011). These attitudes 
and perceived barriers may influence students’ engagement 
with research during their education and their willingness 
to incorporate research evidence into their future profes

sional practice (Ax & Kincade, 2001; Cuschieri & Cuschieri, 
2021; Morgenshtern et al., 2011). However, similar insights 
are lacking in the child life literature. 

Understanding child life students’ perceptions of re
search may be further complicated by the varied educa
tional backgrounds within the profession. Child life special
ists are required to obtain at least a bachelor’s degree, but 
some programs are offered at the graduate level and train 
master’s-level child life specialists. In the United States, 
graduate programs generally place greater emphasis on re
search training and independent scholarly inquiry than un
dergraduate education, as graduate programs are designed 
to prepare students to conduct research and contribute new 
knowledge to their fields (Shortlidge & Eddy, 2018). For ex
ample, most graduate programs require students to com
plete either a master’s thesis or a similar type of project, 
which is usually deeply grounded in and connected to re
search. Therefore, child life students who have a master’s 
or other graduate-level degree may have more systematic 
exposure to research during their education, which could 
shape their perceptions and confidence in conducting re
search. 

An additional educational characteristic to consider is 
the possible difference between private and public univer
sity programs. There are a variety of studies examining the 
differences in academic quality (Zafar, 2018), teaching ex
cellence (Baglione et al., 2021), and student satisfaction 
(Kruja et al., 2021), none of which specifically explores stu
dent perceptions of research. Additionally, many of the 
studies on private and public universities are conducted in 
a variety of other countries, such as Bangladesh, Albania, 
and China, potentially impacting their generalizability to 
the United States due to variation of educational and eco
nomic structures (Kruja et al., 2021; Rahman, 2012, & 
Wang et al., 2020). 

Given the increasing emphasis on evidence-based prac
tice and the child life profession’s need to contribute to its 
research base, it is important to understand how child life 
students perceive research. Gaining insight into these per
ceptions can inform educators on ways to design curricu
lum, support students, and promote a more research-dri
ven profession. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to 
address the gaps in the literature on child life students’ ex
posure to research by investigating their perceptions of the 
relevance and importance of conducting and understanding 
research within their field. 

Research Question   

1. What perceptions do child life students have regard
ing the relevance and importance of conducting and 
understanding research? 
a. Are there differences in beliefs about research be
tween students who attend public versus private in
stitutions? 
b. Are there differences in beliefs about research be
tween students who receive most of their instruction 
online versus in-person? 
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Method  

Overview  

Due to the limited research available within the field of 
child life on this topic, an online survey was utilized for ac
cessibility and to gather initial information regarding stu
dents’ perceptions of research. The academic demographic 
questions allowed the researchers to explore possible dif
ferences based on a variety of factors. The study was re
viewed by the University of Georgia’s Institutional Review 
Board. 

Procedures  

Recruitment and Eligibility    

Once IRB approval was received, participants were re
cruited via purposeful and snowball sampling through on
line student forums, social media, and direct email contacts 
with academic programs within the United States. To be el
igible, participants had to speak English and fit one of the 
following categories: (1) a student actively pursuing child 
life certification, (2) certified as a child life specialist within 
the last year, or (3) graduated from a child life academic 
program within the last year. Recruitment flyers included 
a QR code that interested participants could scan to learn 
more about the study and provide electronic consent. 

Data Collection   

Survey data were collected using Qualtrics software. 
Once eligibility was determined and electronic consent was 
obtained, participants completed survey questions that in
cluded demographic information (e.g. age, gender, race, re
gion) and academic information (e.g. enrollment status, 
university type, degree level, delivery mode of curriculum, 
major name, university name). Following the demographic 
and academic questions, participants completed 31 items 
from the Student Perception of Research Integration Ques
tionnaire (SPIRQ). 

Measures  

Student Perception of Research Integration      
Questionnaire  

The Student Perception of Research Integration Ques
tionnaire (SPIRQ) has been modified and adapted over the 
past two decades. A 40-item version was adapted by Visser-
Wijnveen, et al. (2016), which was then narrowed down to 
31 items for this study. Items were removed based on rel
evance to the specific research questions or redundancy. 
Many items utilized the phrase “in my field” or “in my sci
entific domain”. Therefore, the term “child life” was added 
where appropriate to ensure items related to the partici
pant’s perspective as a child life student. Taking into con

sideration that students take classes in a variety of domains 
in preparation for certification, the researchers wanted to 
specify the relation of the questions to the field of child 
life. All items were measured on a 5 point-Likert scale with 
26 items utilizing a frequency response (very rarely to very 
frequently) and 5 items utilizing an agreement response 
(strongly disagree to strongly agree). The Cronbach’s alpha 
is α = 0.96 for the frequency items and α = 0.89 for the 
agreement items among the sample of students in this 
study. See table 1 for a list of survey items 

Data Analysis   

All data were analyzed using R (4.4.3). To evaluate the 
differences in responses between those who attended a 
public university versus a private university, those who are 
enrolled in a graduate program versus an undergraduate 
program, and those attending a public versus a private uni
versity, a Mann-Whitney U test was conducted due to the 
ordinal nature of the survey questions (de Winter & Dodou, 
2010). To explore differences between the course delivery 
mode (in-person, online, or hybrid), a Kruskal test was con
ducted to determine significant associations between sur
vey items and the three delivery mode groups. For each sig
nificant item, a Dunn test was conducted to identify which 
groups differed significantly, and the Bonferroni method 
was applied to multiple comparisons for corrections. 

Results  

Participants  

119 participants provided consent and began the survey. 
Participants who completed 80% or more of the survey were 
included in our analysis. This resulted in some items having 
more responses than others; these numbers are reflected in 
Table 1. Ninety-three percent of participants identified as 
female and 88% identified as white/Caucasian. The mean 
age was 24.18 years with a standard deviation of 5.89 years 
and the age range was 18-59. See Table 2 for a complete de
mographic breakdown of gender, race, and age. 

Participants also reported on their academic experience. 
Thirty-nine participants (41%) attended classes in person, 
25 (26%) attended fully online and 32 (33%) attended in a 
hybrid setting, described as a combination of online and in-
person classes. Fifty-three (55%) were working towards an 
undergraduate degree and 43 (45%) were working towards 
a graduate degree. Of the participants, 20 (21%) attended a 
private university, while 74 (77%) attended a public univer
sity. Two respondents selected “Other” and one participant 
described their academic path as “I took classes from differ
ent universities to meet the 10-course requirements.” Re
gionally, 52 (54%) respondents attended a university pro
gram in the south, 26 (27%) were in the Midwest, 3 (3%) in 
the northeast and 15 (16%) in the west. See Table 3 for a 
summary of the academic information. 

Of the 96 responses that were included in analysis, 
70.8% (n = 68) were currently enrolled in an academic pro
gram with the intention of becoming a child life specialist, 
13.5% (n = 13) had become certified as a child life specialist 

c. Are there differences in beliefs about research be
tween students who attend undergraduate versus 
graduate programs? 
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Table 1. Frequency table including all items from the SPIRQ and adjusted with child life-related terminology.               

Item Content N 
Very 

Rarely 
N (%) 

Rarely 
N (%) 

Sometimes 
N (%) 

Frequently 
N (%) 

Very 
Frequently N 

(%) 

Mean 
(SD) 

spirq_2 I learned to pay attention to the way research is carried out in child life. 95 3 (3.2) 9 (9.5) 31 (32.6) 33 (34.7) 19 (20.0) 3.59 
(1.02) 

spirq_4 There were opportunities to talk with researchers about scientific research. 96 20 
(20.8) 

27 
(28.1) 

26 (27.1) 13 (13.5) 10 (10.4) 2.65 
(1.25) 

spirq_5 Attention was paid to recent research in the field of child life. 95 3 (3.2) 9 (9.5) 23 (24.2) 35 (36.8) 25 (26.3) 3.74 
(1.05) 

spirq_6 The scientific research process was an essential part of the curriculum. 95 2 (2.1) 14 
(14.7) 

25 (26.3) 37 (38.9) 17 (17.9) 3.56 
(1.02) 

spirq_8 My understanding of the most important concepts in the research has 
increased. 

94 1 (1.1) 6 (6.4) 22 (23.4) 41 (43.6) 24 (25.5) 3.86 
(0.91) 

spirq_9 Attention was paid to research methodology. 94 4 (4.3) 16 
(17.0) 

27 28.7) 30 (31.9) 17 (18.1) 3.43 
(1.10) 

spirq_11 I became familiar with the research carried out by my teachers. 94 6 (6.4) 17 
(18.1) 

31 (33.0) 22 (23.4) 18 (19.1) 3.31 
(1.16) 

spirq_12 My teachers encouraged me not to be satisfied with an explanation too quickly. 95 7 (7.4) 7 (7.4) 32 (33.7) 37 (38.9) 12 (12.6) 3.42 
(1.05) 

spirq_13 We searched for answers to unanswered research questions together with the 
teachers. 

81 16 
(19.8) 

16 
(19.8) 

25 (30.9) 18 (22.2) 6 (7.4) 2.78 
(1.21) 

spirq_14 I became enthusiastic about research in child life. 81 6 (7.4) 3 (3.7) 19 (23.5) 31 (38.3) 22 (27.2) 3.74 
(1.13) 

spirq_15a I contributed to research in child life as a research participant. 81 28 
(34.6) 

16 
(19.8) 

20 (24.7) 9 (11.1) 8 (9.9) 2.42 
(1.33) 

spirq_15b I contributed to research in child life as a researcher. 81 41 
(50.6) 

13 
(16.0) 

11 (13.6) 9 (11.1) 7 (8.6) 2.11 
(1.37) 

spirq_15c My contribution to the research was valued. 81 19 
(23.5) 

13 
(16.0) 

21 (25.9) 20 (24.7) 8 (9.9) 2.81 
(1.31) 

spirq_16 I came in contact with my teachers’ research. 80 14 
(17.5) 

17 
(21.3) 

19 (23.8) 20 (25.0) 10 (12.5) 2.94 
(1.30) 

spirq_18 I got the opportunity to hear about current scientific research. 80 4 (5.0) 8 (10.0) 33 (41.3) 20 (25.0) 15 (18.8) 3.42 
(1.06) 

spirq_19 I became familiar with the results of scientific research. 80 8 (10.0 9 (11.3) 17 (21.3) 31 (38.8) 15 (18.8) 3.45 
(1.21) 
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Item Content N 
Very 

Rarely 
N (%) 

Rarely 
N (%) 

Sometimes 
N (%) 

Frequently 
N (%) 

Very 
Frequently N 

(%) 

Mean 
(SD) 

spirq_20 I was encouraged to critically assess literature. 80 2 (2.5) 7 (8.8) 10 (12.5) 31 (38.8) 30 (37.5) 4 
(1.04) 

spirq_22 My awareness of the research issues that scientific researchers are currently 
contributing to was increased. 

71 9 
(12.7) 

4 (5.6) 22 (31.0) 26 (36.6) 10 (14.1) 3.34 
(1.18) 

spirq_23 I learned what kind of studies have been carried out in my field. 72 2 (2.8) 7 (9.7) 11 (15.3) 33 (45.8) 19 (26.4) 3.83 
(1.02) 

spirq_24 My interest in research in this area was increased. 72 3 (4.2) 5 (6.9) 23 (31.9) 19 (26.4) 22 (30.6) 3.72 
(1.10) 

spirq_26 I learned the ways in which research can be conducted in this field. 72 3 (4.2) 3 (4.2) 17 (23.6) 31 (43.1) 18 (25.0) 3.81 
(1.00) 

spirq_27 The teachers encouraged us to ask critical questions about our work. 72 3 (4.2) 1 (1.4) 13 (18.1) 31 (43.1) 24 (33.3) 4 
(0.98) 

spirq_28 I was encouraged to be involved with research. 72 7 (9.7) 11 
(15.3) 

23 (31.9) 16 (22.2) 15 (20.8 3.29 
(1.24) 

spirq_29 I had opportunities to interact socially with researchers within the institute. 71 15 
(21.1) 

20 
(28.2) 

14 (19.7) 15 (21.1) 7 (9.9) 2.7 
(1.29) 

spirq_30 Links to current research practices were made. 72 8 
(11.1) 

9 (12.5) 25 (34.7) 17 (23.6) 13 (18.1) 3.25 
(1.22) 

spirq_32 My teachers encouraged personal interest and enthusiasm for research in this 
field. 

72 3 (4.2) 6 (8.3) 15 (20.8) 22 (30.6) 26 (36.1) 3.86 
(1.13) 

spirq_37 My learning is enhanced when education is grounded in research. 60 2 (3.3) 2 (3.3) 0 24 (40.0) 32 (53.3) 4.37 
(0.92) 

spirq_38 It is important to me that my teachers conduct research. 57 1 (1.8) 9 (15.8) 0 32 (56.1) 15 (26.3) 3.89 
(1.03) 

spirq_39 Education in which scientific research is central enhances my learning. 57 2 (3.5) 2 (3.5) 0 27 (47.4) 26 (45.6) 4.28 
(0.92) 

spirq_40 The research culture in my department or college strengthens my learning 
process. 

52 2 (3.8) 6 (11.5) 0 27 (51.9) 17 (32.7) 3.98 
(1.08) 

spirq_41 Participating in research is important. 66 1 (1.5) 2 (3.0) 0 23 (34.8) 40 (60.6) 4.5 
(0.79) 

Note: Items 1-26 responded to a 5-point Likert scale, which ranged from “very rarely” to “very frequently”. Items 27-31 refers to agreement with the items, and participants responded to a 5-point Likert scale which ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. 
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Table 2. Participant Demographics   

Variable N (%) 

Gender 

Male 2 (2%) 

Female 93 (97%) 

Non-Binary/Third Gender 1 (1%) 

Race 

White/Caucasian 84 (88%) 

Black or African American 3 (3%) 

American Indian or Native American 2 (2%) 

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 0 (0%) 

Asian 1 (1%) 

Other 6 (6%) 

Age 

Mean 24.18 

SD 5.89 

Median 23 

Range 18-59 

Note: Age statistics are measured in years. 

Table 3. Academic Demographics   

Variable N (%) 

Delivery Mode 

In-Person 39 (41%) 

Online 25 (26%) 

Hybrid 32 (33%) 

Degree Type 

Undergraduate 53 (55%) 

Graduate 43 (45%) 

University Type 

Private 20 (21%) 

Public 74 (77%) 

Other 2 (2%) 

Region 

Midwest 26 (27%) 

Northeast 3 (3%) 

South 52 (54%) 

West 15 (16%) 

Note. One of the “Other” responses to university type described their university as “I 
took classes from different universities to meet the 10-course requirements.” The addi
tional “Other” response did not provide a description. 

within the last year, 14.6% (n = 14) had graduated from a 
child life related academic program within the last year, and 
1.0% (n = 1) had been enrolled in a child life related acade
mic program within the last year (Figure 1). 

Participants were asked to write the name of their major 
or degree. Majors and degree titles were analyzed and 
grouped into categories: child life (n = 37), human develop
ment and family science/studies (n = 30), child studies/child 
and family studies (n = 16), family and consumer sciences 

(n = 9), psychology (n = 5), health and human physiology (n 
= 4), human ecology (n = 3), and other (n = 4). Other majors 
and degrees listed included developmental disabilities, so
cial work, and primary education. 

Descriptive statistics for the survey questions can be 
seen in Table 1. Overall, over 50% of students stated that 
they very frequently believe their learning is enhanced 
when education is grounded in research and 60% felt that 
participating in research is important. Additionally, 50% of 
students stated they very rarely contribute to research as 
a researcher and 34% very rarely participate in research as 
a participant. These responses point to an interesting dy
namic, wherein students generally perceive research as im
portant and an enhancement to their learning, but rarely or 
very rarely participate as a researcher or participant. 

When comparing private versus public universities, 
there were no significant differences. When comparing stu
dents in graduate versus undergraduate program, initially 
10 survey items were identified as significant. After a Bon
ferroni test for multiple corrections was applied, it revealed 
three significant items. Those in a graduate program scored 
significantly higher on “I got the opportunity to hear about 
current scientific research” (p = .0008), “I became familiar 
with the results of scientific research” (p = .003), and “My 
awareness of the research issues that scientific researchers 
are currently contributing to was increased” (p = .002). 
Table 4 outlines these results by item. 

When comparing survey items across course delivery 
mode, there were significant differences on 9 survey items 
(see Table 5). After completing a Dunn test to identify 
which groups differed and the Bonferroni method was ap
plied for multiple comparisons, seven of the nine signifi
cant items indicated there was a significant difference be
tween an in-person delivery mode and an online delivery 
mode, such that those in an in-person program generally 
scored higher than those in an online program, indicating 
generally more positive perceptions of research. 

Discussion  

The goal of this study was to examine child life students’ 
perceptions of research and its importance to the child 
life field and whether these perceptions differ based on 
the type of institution, degree type, and the delivery mode 
of the program. There were clear differences in students’ 
perceptions depending on the type of child life program 
they attended, although there were no significant differ
ences found when comparing private and public universi
ties. Students attending in-person academic programs re
ported more exposure to research during their coursework, 
as indicated by higher ratings on 7 of the items. 

Graduate-level students also demonstrated more inter
est and investment in research than undergraduate stu
dents, with higher ratings on three specific items, indi
cating more opportunities to hear about current research 
and greater exposure to and awareness of current research. 
These findings suggest that graduate students and in-per
son learners each reported stronger research-related expe
riences. This finding is not unexpected, as graduate educa
tion within child life and across other health and human 
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Figure 1. Number of Participants by Eligibility      

services professions consistently emphasizes advanced re
search literacy as a defining of graduate-level preparation. 
Studies in allied health professions indicate that master’s-
level research training is associated with higher self-re

ported confidence and capability in research skills, and may 
enhance clinicians’ motivation and capacity to use research 
in practice (Cordrey et al., 2024; D’Arrietta et al., 2022). 
This broader literature reinforces the idea that graduate-
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics for significant survey items based on degree type           

Undergraduate Graduate 

Item 
Number 

Content P-Value Mean SD Mean SD 

Spirq_18 I got the opportunity to hear about current scientific 
research. 

< .001 2.95 .74 3.21 .92 

Spirq_19 I became familiar with the results of scientific research. .003 3.03 .93 3.17 1.22 

Spirq_22 My awareness of the research issues that scientific 
researchers are currently contributing to was increased. 

.002 2.77 .96 3.37 1.07 

Table 5. Significant survey items between in-person and online academic programs          

In Person Online 

Item 
Number 

Content P-Value Mean SD Mean SD 

Spirq_4 “There were opportunities to talk with researchers about 
scientific research.” 

< .001 2.66 .97 1.88 .95 

Spirq_6 “The scientific research process was an essential part of 
the curriculum.” 

< .001 3.55 .74 2.87 .87 

Spirq_11 “I became familiar with the research carried out by my 
teachers.” 

.002 3.04 .89 2.65 .93 

Spirq_12 “My teachers encouraged me not to be satisfied with an 
explanation too quickly.” 

.01 3.35 .91 2.78 1.13 

Spirq_13 “We searched for answers to unanswered research 
questions together with the teachers.” 

.001 2.90 1.03 2.00 1.05 

Spirq_28 “I was encouraged to be involved with research.” .006 3.05 1.02 2.56 .86 

Spirq_29 “I had opportunities to interact socially with researchers 
within the institute.” 

.009 2.67 1.13 1.94 1.03 

level coursework may provide child life students with 
meaningful opportunities to engage with research in ways 
that support evidence-informed clinical practice. 

However, exposure to research methodology in academic 
coursework does not always translate into increased inter
est in conducting original research. This pattern has also 
been documented in other clinically oriented disciplines, 
where students recognize the value of research informing 
care, yet report limited motivation or encounter barriers to 
undertaking research themselves (Ax & Kincade, 2001; Cor
drey et al., 2024; D’Arrietta et al., 2022). For example, nurs
ing students expressed a need for practical, hands-on ex
perience as central to their professional preparation, which 
may diminish their interest in pursuing research activities 
(Ax & Kincade, 2001). Additionally, social work students 
tend to value research, but they expressed apprehension 
when discussing the process of learning about and con
ducting research (Morgenshtern et al., 2011). Importantly, 
a limited desire to conduct research does not diminish the 
value of strengthening students’ abilities to read, interpret, 
and use research evidence, which is a foundational skill in 
providing high-quality, evidence-based support to children 
and families. 

Beyond research literacy, graduate education also pro
vides advantages in professional advancement. Recent re
search has shown that access to child life internships and 
professional advancement can be influenced by educational 

preparation, specifically a graduate degree for those pur
suing child life certification (Boles et al., 2025). Boles et 
al. (2025) reported that graduate-level education was a sig
nificant predictor of internship acquisition, with applicants 
who had completed or were pursuing graduate study more 
likely to secure internship placement than those with only 
an undergraduate degree. These findings highlight the mul
tifaceted value of graduate education. 

According to the Child Life Competencies by the ACLP 
(2019), research proficiency requires the ability to describe 
and apply methodologies relevant to the field, adhere to 
ethical guidelines, access and evaluate clinically pertinent 
information, share evidence-based rationales with col
leagues and families, and produce scholarly work. Embed
ding these elements across the child life curriculum ensures 
that graduates are not only knowledgeable about research 
but also equipped to integrate clinical evidence in decision-
making and contribute to the advancement of child life 
practice. These findings and outlined competencies point 
to a need for more in-depth research education for child 
life students at both undergraduate and graduate levels, 
to increase future child life specialists’ understanding of 
the foundations for the clinical interventions they will use 
daily. More purposeful integration of research throughout 
the full range of child life courses, not only with the re
quired research course, may offer students more consistent 
opportunities to understand how research informs practice. 
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Many students in this study specifically identified becom
ing familiar with research findings as important, even 
though higher percentages of students reported contribut
ing rarely or very rarely to research as a participant or a re
searcher. 

Evidence from other disciplines demonstrates that un
derstanding research literacy at the undergraduate level is 
both common and beneficial. For example, undergraduate 
programs in nursing and other fields show that early expo
sure to reading, interpreting, and applying research helps 
students build confidence and overcome barriers to evi
dence-based practice (Gunnels et al., 2024; Spiers et al., 
2012). Graduate education then builds on this foundation; 
across fields such as social work, research competence is 
considered a core expectation of graduate-level profes
sional preparation, and programs emphasize the ability to 
critically analyze and apply research in practice (Kwong, 
2017; Magliaro & Munro, 2018). In the same way, child life 
faculty should consider integrating structured opportuni
ties for students at all levels to read, interpret, and reflect 
on child life research in order to cultivate the research liter
acy needed for evidence-based interventions with patients 
and families. 

Limitations  

This study has limitations that should be considered 
when interpreting the findings. First, the demographic 
composition of the sample, while consistent with the cur
rent demographic makeup of Certified Child Life Special
ists, was not very diverse. Most participants identified as 
female (97%) and White/Caucasian (88%). The lack of di
versity limits the extent to which these findings can be 
generalized across the broader population of child life stu
dents, including students from other racial, ethnic, or gen
der groups. Because students’ cultural backgrounds and 
lived experiences may influence how they view research and 
its role in clinical practice, future studies should seek to in
clude more diverse participants to capture a broader range 
of perspectives. 

Second, not all participants completed every survey 
item. Although surveys with at least 80% completion were 
included in the analysis, individual questions had varying 
response rates. This discrepancy reduced the consistency of 
the dataset and may have affected the analysis of particular 
survey questions. Variations in the response rates for indi
vidual items may have limited the ability to detect statisti
cal differences. 

Next, the changes made to the survey items to include 
the term “child life” instead of the original statements uti
lizing the term “scientific domain” may impact the reliabil
ity and validity of the measure. A future study examining 
the reliability and validity of this modified measure would 
be advisable. 

Finally, the use of a self-report survey introduces the 
possibility of response bias. Participants may have provided 
socially desirable responses, particularly on items that re
flect enthusiasm for or engagement with research. Because 
perceptions and behaviors are not always aligned, future 
research may benefit from incorporating additional meth

ods such as interviews or focus groups to deepen insights 
on this topic. 

Future Directions   

This study highlights the experiences of students’ learn
ing about research in child life courses. To provide a more 
complete picture of research in child life academic pro
grams, we also recommend surveying the instructors teach
ing child life courses to determine their research back
grounds and perspectives on the importance of research for 
the child life field. Specifically, exploring the educational 
background of child life instructors is crucial as those with 
a doctorate of philosophy degree may have different per
ceptions and experiences than those with a master’s de
gree. Further, faculty whose appointments include a re
search component may be more willing and prepared to 
integrate a focus on research into child life courses than 
faculty whose primary responsibility is classroom teaching 
and clinical supervision. Collecting the perspectives of fac
ulty with a variety of educational and clinical experiences 
will provide more information about the research-related 
content taught to child life students and may point out new 
ways of incorporating research information into child life 
coursework. 

In addition, it is important to understand the perspec
tives of child life specialists currently working to fully un
derstand the role of research in child life clinical practice. 
Surveys, interviews, or focus groups with a diverse popu
lation of CCLSs currently in clinical practice could provide 
a valuable additional perspective on how research con
tributes to their clinical work, which could further inform 
faculty about the most effective ways to incorporate re
search into child life coursework. Future studies should also 
consider using qualitative methods to gain a deeper un
derstanding of child life students’ perceptions of research. 
Methods such as focus groups and individual interviews 
could encourage students to explain the deeper meaning 
behind their survey responses, which can provide valuable 
information about the specific areas related to research that 
need to be strengthened in child life course content and 
where students’ misconceptions about child life research 
may lie. 

Implications  

This study highlights the ways in which program format 
and degree level shape child life students’ research literacy 
and perceptions of evidence-based practice. Although grad
uate-level and in-person programs provided greater expo
sure to research, students across all pathways emphasized 
the importance of understanding research even when they 
lacked in their contributions to research as a participant 
or a researcher. These findings emphasize the need for in
tentional, scaffolded integration of research competencies 
across child life curricula and the value of faculty schol
arship in supporting this development. Future research 
should continue to explore how program structures and 
student motivations influence research engagement and 
how research literacy contributes to professional readiness. 
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Strengthening research integration within child life educa
tion will help prepare future specialists to deliver evidence-
based, high-quality care to children and families. 

These results have several implications for child life ed
ucation. First, the results contribute to the ongoing discus
sion about the value of graduate-level preparation in a field 
that emphasizes evidence-based interventions. Secondly, it 
highlights the importance of aligning child life curriculum 
design with a competency-based framework for child life 
certification. Research literacy is not only a desirable learn
ing outcome, but also essential for evidence-based practice 
and professional responsibility in child life. By incorporat
ing the outlined competencies for child life specialists, aca
demic programs can strengthen professional readiness and 
contribute to the long-term goal of a research-driven field. 
In addition to graduate-level preparation and curriculum 
design, faculty engagement in research is another critical 
factor. Child life faculty who conduct and publish research 
are well-positioned to integrate it into their teaching and 
coursework, mentor students in developing research and 
clinical skills, and model the importance of inquiry and 
scholarship for professional growth and development. 

There are some specific ways that child life academic 
programs can help students be more prepared for research. 
Providing professional development opportunities for fac
ulty may help them find creative ways to embed research 
thinking into their teaching. This suggestion may be espe
cially helpful for faculty who teach online. Child life cur
ricula can incorporate more purposefully designed research 
engagement opportunities into the curriculum. These op
portunities may include virtual seminars with child life re

searchers, informal researcher Q&A sessions, faculty re
search overviews, discussions focused on reading and 
interpreting current studies, and research mentorship op
tions. To support online learners equitably, programs 
should intentionally replicate relational aspects of research 
culture in virtual spaces. Online programs can incorporate 
robust opportunities for online students to engage with and 
contribute to research projects, both within specific courses 
and as an additional learning experience. Other teaching 
practices, such as using research examples in course con
tent, modeling an inquiry mindset, and practicing how to 
pose research questions, may also help improve child life 
students’ perceptions of the importance and accessibility of 
research. 

Conclusion  

This study adds to the limited knowledge base about re
search integration within child life education. As the pro
fession continues to grow, preparing child life specialists 
who are both clinically competent and research-informed is 
essential. By fostering child life students’ ability to engage 
with and apply research, and by encouraging faculty to re
main active in scholarly work, academic programs can help 
ensure that future child life specialists are equipped to pro
vide high-quality and evidence-based care to children and 
families. 
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