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Education in Wales is in the process of significant change that will impact on all stakeholders (Welsh Government, 2019). Yet existing literature regarding changes to school governance is so far limited. Therefore, the proposed research aims to review existing practice and support available to governing bodies while considering curriculum change, the potential impact and how governors will need to adapt. To achieve this, qualitative methods including questionnaires and focus group discussions would be employed to ascertain existing attitudes from 12 members of a governing body of a local primary school in Swansea. As with any proposed research study there are many ethical considerations and potential issues to consider (Fricke, 2018). Consequently what follows is a further exploration of ethical considerations (see attached PG2/E1 form), related to undertaking the proposed study. 

The sampling method would be purposive, representing the 12 members of the schools governing body. Such small-scale research is appropriate for the intended action research as it is more likely to derive rich data as first hand attitudes and experiences can be gathered (Denscombe, 2014). Participants would be known due to my own role on the governing body for the last five years, therefore it is especially important to avoid any bias when collecting and analysing data. Conversely, participants may provide answers they believe others may prefer to hear and so methods with known participants may yield unreliable data (Arthur et al, 2012). On the other hand, in knowing participants beforehand, and conducting questionnaires and focus group discussions in a familiar setting can help participants overcome any pre-existing anxiety. To further help prevent against bias, open-ended questions would be asked, objectivity maintained with briefing and debriefing offered to all participants adhering to UWTSD Research and Ethics code of practice (2017). 

The proposed research would only commence following approval from the dissertation supervisor, universities ethics committee, informed consent from the gatekeeper (head teacher), and then participants (UWTSD, 2017). The head teacher would be informed verbally and in writing of the purpose of the study, the proposed methods, any potential risk and benefit in participating, the duration of study, the extent of confidentially and anonymity, how data will be obtained, used, and participants right to withdraw at any stage (see PG2/E1 form). Any queries or issues could then be discussed and addressed. With the head teacher’s consent provided, the governing body would then be approached, repeating the same process. Participants would be given the option of participating in one or both proposed methods, at an agreed convenient time, ideally in the schools governing body-meeting room, ensuring a fully informed, voluntary decision to be made (BERA, 2018). 

Miller et al (2012), highlights informed consent can only be gained when participants fully comprehend the aims and objectives of research, their role and how data collection would be used and stored. Yet as BERA (2018), guidelines advise, even after gaining verbal and written consent, researchers must remain mindful that consent can be withdrawn at any stage of the research process. As such, participants would be informed of their right to withdraw before consenting to partake, and would be treated respectfully should they exercise their right to do so. A written summary report would be offered to participants and the head teacher along with access to the final dissertation findings (BERA, 2018).

While the head teacher may be keen for the schools governing body to undertake action research that is not to say all governors would agree. In such an instance, access would be considered an ethical issue. However, consent from the head teacher would merely be viewed as an opportunity to speak with governor members, allowing for any questions and informed decisions to be made. According to BERA (2018), researchers have a moral obligation to ensure participants are fully informed, rights are upheld and that research is beneficial to participants and not detrimental in any way, as such the ultimate aim of the research is to contribute to existing knowledge (UWTSD, 2017).


The questionnaires would be designed with ethical guidelines in mind (BERA, 2018). Ten, clear questions would be included that would be objective, to the point and so considerate of participants time. The option to omit answers would be included throughout to avoid any potential embarrassment. The questionnaires would be paper based, completed anonymously and destroyed once coded, so confidentiality could be assured (UWTSD Research Data Management Data Policy, 2016). Questionnaires were deemed most appropriate for the proposed research, as no personal information would be sought making honest replies more likely (Newby, 2014). The questionnaires, and focus group discussions would be completed in a familiar safe setting with other members of the governing body, and so minimise any risk of harm (BERA, 2018). Focus group questions would be informed by data derived from questionnaires.
Participants are likely to refer to each other by name during audio recordings of focus group discussions. However, assigning participants a letter or number to be used instead could become confusing. Instead, to ensure participants are comfortable and discussions flow naturally names would be puesdomised at the point of transcription, which would take place soon after. Participants would uphold the right to review and discuss the audio recording and transcript as a group if they so wished. Once the recording has been transcribed, anonymised and coded, the original recording would then be destroyed as recommended by GDPR (2019), guidelines. 

Simm and Waterfield (2019), suggest focus groups can be difficult to manage, and potentially pose ethical issues such as digression of discussions leading to possible embarrassment. Moreover, while internal confidentiality and anonymity could be assured, external cannot as confidentiality may be infringed where participants discuss their experiences outside of the research. Yet for Carey and Asbury (2016) such issues could be easily eradicated through good researcher management. While criticisms have been considered, having two focus groups of six participants offers a comfortable less intimidating environment, collection of more in-depth views and experiences, rich comparative data, and allocation of sufficient time for all participants to contribute. In addition, time would be spent before focus group discussion to emphasise the importance of respecting confidentiality of all participants. Any signs of emotional distress would be addressed in an appropriate, timely, respectful manner.
Ethical considerations and associated issues in using questionnaires and focus groups have been evaluated. In doing so a proactive approach can be adopted to help minimise any risk of harm to participants, UWTSD and personally. Every effort would be taken to provide participants with a comprehensive account of the study in an open and honest way, with ethical considerations remaining paramount throughout. Yet even where ethical considerations have been made, unforeseen issues may still arise. Consequently vigilance and a common sense approach would be adopted and regular contact with the dissertation supervisor would be maintained.
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