5Research and develop an area of practice

Handout: Ethical issues in research
Ethics have been defined as a concern for what is acceptable or right behaviour in the pursuit of a particular personal or scientific goal. As most of your research will be conducted with human participants ethical issues are a major concern. 

The following Fact sheet is based on the Revised Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research [2004] published by the British Educational Research Association [BERA]. 

Below is a potted version of the main BERA guidelines on which to base your research.

Responsibilities to participants
‘The participants in research may be the active or passive subjects of such processes of observation, inquiry, experiment or test. They may be collaborators or colleagues in the research process or they may simply be part of the context  e.g. where students are part of the context but not the subjects of a teacher’s research into his or her own professional practice’.
‘…educational researchers should operate within an ethic of respect for any persons involved directly or indirectly in the research they are undertaking, regardless of age, sex, race, religion, political beliefs and lifestyle or any other significant difference between such persons and the researchers themselves or other participants in the research. This ethic of respect implies the following responsibilities on the part of the researchers.
Voluntary informed consent

BERA define voluntary informed consent as: ‘the condition in which participants understand  and agree to their participation without any duress, prior to the research getting underway’.
BERA also stress that: ‘researchers must take the steps necessary to ensure that all participants in the research understand the process in which they are to be engaged, including why their participation is necessary, how it will be used and how and to whom it will be reported’.

Right to withdraw
‘Researchers must recognise the right of any participant to withdraw from the research for any or no reason, and at any time, and they must inform them of this right. In all circumstances researchers must examine their own actions to assess whether they have contributed to the decision to withdraw and whether a change of approach might persuade the participants to re-engage. In most cases the appropriate course of action will be for the researchers to accept the participants’ decision to withdraw’.

Children, Vulnerable Young People and Vulnerable Adults

BERA requires: ‘researchers to comply with Articles 3 and 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Article 3 requires that in all actions concerning children, the best interests of the child must be the primary consideration. Article 12 requires that children who are capable of forming their own views should be granted the right to express their views freely in all matters affecting them, commensurate with their age and maturity. Children should therefore be facilitated to give fully informed consent’.
BERA also considers ‘that the spirit of Articles 3 and 12 above should also apply in research contexts involving young people and vulnerable adults’.

‘In the case of participants whose age, intellectual capability or other vulnerable circumstance may limit the extent to which they can be expected to understand or agree voluntarily to undertake their role, researchers must fully explore alternative ways in which they can be enabled to make authentic responses. In such circumstances, researchers must also seek the collaboration and approval of those who act in guardianship [e.g. parents] or as ‘responsible others’ [i.e. those who have responsibility for the welfare and well-being of the participants e.g. social workers]’.

‘Researchers must ensure that they themselves, and any collaborators or research assistants and students under their supervision, comply with legal requirements in relation to working with school children or vulnerable people and adults’.
‘Researchers must recognise that participants may experience distress or discomfort in the research process and must take all necessary steps to reduce the sense of intrusion and to put them at their ease. They must desist immediately from any actions, ensuing from the research process, that cause emotional or other harm’.

Privacy

‘The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the conduct of research. Researchers must recognise the participants’ entitlement to privacy and must accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity’.

‘Researchers must comply with the legal requirements in relation to the storage and use of personal data as set down by the Data Protection Act [1998] and any subsequent similar acts. In essence people are entitled to know how and why their personal data is being stored, to what uses it is being put and to whom it may be made available. Researchers must have participants’ permission to disclose personal information to third parties and are required to ensure that such parties are permitted to have access to the information. They are also required independently to confirm the identity of such persons and must keep a record of any disclosures'.

Further research

The BERA guidelines can be accessed at:

http://www.bera.ac.uk/writing.html 

Additional information on research with children
Keddie [2000] stresses that among researchers there have always been ethical and moral implications of researching children in terms of their competence and vulnerability as research subjects. Hood et al, [1996]; Matthews et al, [1998] highlight that a common researcher assumption is to view children as incompetent and in need of protection and control. Historically, because of this attitude, children’s own interests, experiences and knowledge have been excluded from the research process.
However, the image of the child has changed. Marjanoviumek et al., [2003] challenge us ‘to rethink our understanding of childhood’ [p.196]. David (2002), in an inspiring piece entitled ‘Valuing Young Children’ claims:
 ‘that we, as a nation, underestimate the learning potential of young children in these first years of life, because of our assumptions and accepted notions about young children’ (p: 87).

She urges government and practitioners to move away from the stereotypical idea of the young child as a powerless, empty vessel to be passively filled with knowledge by the adult. Dahlberg et al., (1999),  echo this view when they warn that these ideas, ‘produce a ‘poor child’, passive, individualised and incapable, and a pedagogical practice to match’ (p.7). 

This new, more positive image of the child is reinforced by the famous Italian educator from Reggio Emelia, Loris Malaguzzi, who describes the young child in the immortal words as ‘rich in potential, strong, powerful and competent and , most of all, connected to adults and other children’, (Malaguzzi, 1993, p.10). 

Closely linked to these new empowering and enabling constructions of childhood is the caveat that young children are still vulnerable and their rights need to be protected. The new conceptual and theoretical developments in the sociology of childhood accentuate the premise that children are not seen as a group of ‘becomings’ but ‘beings’ whose ideas, approaches to life, choices and relationships are of interest in their own right (James &  Prout, 1997). Practitioners  and politicians need to recognise the potential of children, that childhood is a formative period in its own right during which children like adults are social actors striving to make sense of their lives and the world around them. This conceptual shift prioritises the importance of gaining children’s perspectives and listening to their voices.

In this regard, Hood et al, [1996, p.119] assert that the ethical justification for research with children and for collecting data should be ‘to help make children heard’. Hatch [1995]; Hood et al,[1996] reiterate that the following ethical questions are critical when commencing research with children and young people:
· ‘why am i doing this study?’
· ‘what is my relationship to the participants?’
· ‘who benefits from this study?’
· ‘who may be at risk in the contexts i am studying?’
· ‘should i intervene on behalf of those at risk?’
Keddie, [2000] summarises the current approach of research with children when she emphasises the: ‘strong consensus on the significance for researchers to consider particular ethical and moral issues when working with children, with concern for the issue of researcher intention and the notion of research with or for children rather than on children.’
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