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Considering ethical practice and 
ethical research
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What are ethics? 

 Justice?

 Rights?

 Morals?

 Duty?

 Fairness?

 Responsibilities?

 Values?

 Common sense?



What are ethics? 

 Ethics refers to rules of conduct; typically, to 

conformity to a code or set of principles (Robson, 

2002:65).

 In education, this code is set out by the British 

Education Research Association (BERA)



Why do we have ethical codes?

 Introduced after WW2 atrocities in death camps

 How do we regard the data that was collected in 

the death camps? 

 Should it be used?



Obedience or conformity

 Stanley Milgram - experiment 

 The level of shock that the participant was 

willing to deliver was used as the measure of 

obedience. 

 How far do you think that most participants 

were willing to go?

 How many of the 100 participants do you think 

continued to administer the maximum shock? 



Obedience or conformity

Yale University students

Predicted - no more than 3 out of 100 
participants would deliver the maximum 
shock. 

Reality = 65% of the participants delivered 
the maximum shocks. 

 http://psychology.about.com/od/historyofpsychology/a/milgram.htm
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Are ‘ethics’ absolute?

Ethical decisions are usually choices

related to the balance between benefit 

and risk 

These choices are guided by:

o Ethical guidelines 

o Ethics committees 

o Ethics approval processes  



Are ‘ethics’ absolute?

 Is there a ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ response to an 

ethical dilemma?



Ethical behaviour and teachers



EWC Requirements

EWC Code of Professional Conduct and Practice for 

Registrants with the Education Workforce Council

http://www.ewc.wales/site/images/documents/regulatory/EWC_Code_of_Profes

sional_Conduct__Practice_E.pdf

http://www.ewc.wales/site/images/documents/regulatory/EWC_Code_of_Professional_Conduct__Practice_E.pdf


Registered teachers must:

base their relationship with pupils on trust 
and respect;

 have regard to the safety and wellbeing of 
pupils in their care;

work in a collaborative manner with teachers 
and other professionals, and develop and 
maintain good relationships with parents, 
guardians and carers;



Ethical practice 

Is this straightforward? 

 The ethics of trust, honesty and integrity

 concealing our purposes 

 Confidentiality 

 what is confidential knowledge



Ethical practice

 … making (ethical) judgements about behaviour 

 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E3h-T3KQNxU

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E3h-T3KQNxU


In the classroom

 Teacher as role model

 In loco parentis?



Dilemma

The mood at Swansea High School is tense with 

anticipation. For the first time in many, many 

years, the rugby team has made it to the county 

semi-finals. The community is excited too, and 

everyone is making plans to attend the big event 

next Saturday. 



Dilemma

Nathan, the coach, has been waiting for years to 
field such a team. 

Only one more week to practice, he tells his team 
that not a rule can be broken. 

Everyone must be at practice each night at the 
regularly scheduled time - NO exceptions. 



Dilemma

On Tuesday, Michael is late to the practice.

Michael is late because he had to take his little 

sister to the doctor as she is very ill.



Dilemma

The rule says that anyone who breaks a rule should 
be suspended for one full week. 

If Nathan follows the rule, Michael will not play in 
the semi-finals. But the whole team is depending on 
him.

What should Nathan do?



Dilemma

On Wednesday, Ryan was late because he was given 

detention for not doing his homework.

Ryan is a brilliant rugby player.  If he does not play, 

they are unlikely to win.

What should Nathan do now?



Anonymity and confidentiality
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Anonymity and confidentiality

‘The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ 

data is considered the norm for the conduct of research’ 

(BERA, 2018:21)

 The participants in your research have the right to privacy.

 This is achieved through ensuring you manage your research 

data with confidentiality and anonymity in mind.
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Confidentiality / Anonymity

 … are not the same.

 All participants should be made fully aware of the degree of 

anonymity provided by the researcher.

 Confidentiality means not disclosing information from a 

participant in any way that might identify that individual or 

allow them to be traced.

 Anonymity means the researcher or another person cannot 

identify the participant from the information provided. 
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Confidentiality 

 Confidentiality means that only the investigator(s) can 

identify the responses of individuals.

 The researchers must make every effort to prevent 

anyone from outside of the study connecting individuals 

with their responses.
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Confidentiality / Anonymity

 Anonymity is particularly tricky when using video and/or digital 

data. 

 The BERA guidelines are helpful and detailed in this regard (see 

p.21-25).

 The implications of the General Data Protection Regulations 

(GDPR) are significant and researchers should be familiar with 

the implications of these for their research. 
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Anonymisation of data

 Being able to share your research is important. 

However, ethically we must protect our participants. 

 Wherever possible, you should not collect identifying 

information (such as name, address) for your 

participants.

 You should anonymise your data at source.
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How can you anonymise data?

 The process of anonymising data requires that identifiers are 

changed in some way.

 This might mean identifying information is removed, 

substituted or generalised.

 Remember that a person's identity can be disclosed from:

o Direct identifiers such as names, postcode information or 

pictures.

o Indirect identifiers which, when linked with other available 

information, could identify someone, for example 

information on workplace, occupation, salary or age.



Behaving ethically



You will need to consider:

Consent (voluntary, informed consent)
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Voluntary informed consent 

This is a fundamental tenet of ethical behaviour in research.

 ‘It is normally expected that participants’ voluntary informed 

consent to be involved in a study will be obtained at the start 

of the study, and that the researchers will remain sensitive and 

open to the possibility that participants may wish, for any 

reason and at any time, to withdraw their consent’ (BERA, 

2018:9).



You will need to consider:

Assent 

UNCRC Article 12: children should have a say in 

matters that affect them



You will need to consider:

 Who needs to give consent?

 How will you ask for it?

 Participants’ right to withdraw



Behaving ethically

Any children chosen to take part also need to understand their 

right:

 to refuse to participate without adverse consequences;

 not to answer specific questions without having to give a 

reason;

 to withdraw from the research at any point without adverse 

consequences. 
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Ideas for ongoing consent 

 Some researchers use a smiley/sad-face or tick/cross system to 

ensure on-going assent. This can also be done with reversible 

statement cards.

 By giving children a reversible card they can simply switch the card 

over to indicate that they are happy to continue or that they wish to 

leave. 

I am happy to continue  

I would like to 

leave   
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Illustration…assent from young children 
 Some researchers use different coloured badges, 

stickers or bands for children to wear to show if 

they are happy to be observed 

 E.g., after explaining that there is a video 

recording of the Nursery session that will be 

watched later, children can choose yellow or 

green badges, stickers or bands to indicate if 

they are happy for their teachers to make notes 

about them later while watching the video. 

(They can’t, in this case, choose not to be 

videoed). 

 Children have access to the badges, stickers or 

bands throughout the session so can change their 

minds at any point.
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Example

 Llinos is researching the extent to which the Nursery children choose a variety of 

playful activities over the period of a session, or tend towards the same ones. She 

has decided that video-recording three sessions and tracking children’s movements 

between play choices and time spent at each choice will provide her with some 

useful data.  

 How might Llinos:

o inform the children about what she is planning to do?

o decide whether children can opt out of the video? If so, how does she secure 

this option?

o seek children’s assent to have their play choices tracked to help her research?

o secure ongoing assent from the children to be involved? 





Directed Task

 Read Blackburn, C. (2018) Researching with young and developmentally young 

children:  Ethical considerations, dilemmas and compromises.  In BERA Bites: 

Early Childhood, Issue 1.

 Read David, M., Edwards, R. & Alldred, P. (2001) Children and School-based 

Research: 'informed consent' or 'educated consent'? In British Educational 

Research Journal, Vol. 27, No. 3, pp.347-365.




