HIPAA and College Students: Protecting Privacy in Higher Education

The Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) is commonly associated with healthcare
providers and the protection of patient data. However, its impact extends beyond hospitals and clinics,
also reaching educational institutions where college students' health information is involved.
Understanding how HIPAA applies to college students is crucial for safeguarding their privacy and
ensuring compliance within higher education settings.

Colleges and universities often provide healthcare services to students through on-campus clinics or
health centers. These facilities offer medical treatment, counseling services, and maintain students'
health records. While HIPAA applies to healthcare providers, certain entities within higher education fall
under different regulations, such as the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). However,
when healthcare services are provided by these institutions, HIPAA requirements come into play.

Under HIPAA, colleges and universities acting as covered entities must comply with the Privacy Rule,
which governs the use and disclosure of protected health information (PHI). This means that any
individually identifiable health information created or maintained by the institution's healthcare
services, including medical records, treatment plans, and counseling notes, must be protected in
accordance with HIPAA standards.

HIPAA's Privacy Rule grants college students several important rights regarding their health information.
Students have the right to receive a notice explaining how their health information will be used and
disclosed, as well as their rights to access, request amendments, and obtain an accounting of disclosures
of their PHI. It is essential for educational institutions to provide students with clear and concise
information about their privacy rights and how their health information will be handled.

Colleges and universities must also implement various safeguards to protect students' health
information. These include administrative, physical, and technical measures to ensure the confidentiality,
integrity, and availability of PHI. This involves appointing a privacy officer responsible for overseeing
compliance, conducting regular risk assessments, and implementing appropriate security measures to
prevent unauthorized access or disclosure of student health records.

When it comes to sharing a student's health information, HIPAA permits the disclosure of PHI without
the individual's authorization in certain circumstances. This includes situations involving treatment,
payment, and healthcare operations. However, colleges and universities must still adhere to the
minimum necessary standard, ensuring that only the minimum amount of PHI necessary is disclosed for
the intended purpose.

It is important to note that FERPA also governs student privacy rights and protects educational records.
FERPA generally gives students the right to control the disclosure of their education records. However, in
cases where healthcare services are provided by the institution, HIPAA takes precedence over FERPA for
the protection of health information.

Colleges and universities must maintain clear policies and procedures to ensure compliance with both
HIPAA and FERPA. These policies should outline how health information is collected, used, and disclosed,
as well as the rights and protections afforded to students. Regular staff training on privacy regulations
and proper handling of health information is crucial to maintaining compliance and protecting student
privacy.



By understanding the intersection of HIPAA and college students, educational institutions can create a
secure environment for the provision of healthcare services while safeguarding student privacy.
Compliance with HIPAA's Privacy Rule ensures that students' health information remains confidential,
empowering them to seek necessary medical care without fear of unauthorized disclosure. Through
effective policies, staff training, and robust privacy practices, colleges and universities can foster a culture
of privacy and trust, promoting the well-being of their student population.



