Ethical consideration when working with children.

Questions 
You want to carry out cognitive tasks with 7 and 8 year olds. How will you gain access to this group. What is the first thing you need to think about in regards to ethical consideration. 
The first thing to do is find out who are the gatekeepers? The school or childcare facility in question? Parents? Health and social care authorities? In many countries, access to children and young people is controlled by a range of individual and institutional gate-keepers. In the UK – you would start with the HoS, then speak with the year teacher, then parents and children. 
A Head of School has greed that you can carry out research on their children, but not in lesson time. What should you do – how will you negotiate this?
Researchers need to consider the extent to which using children’s free time at school, when they may want to play or be with their friends, raises ethical issues. You will need to gain permission from the children – ask if they are willing to give up their time or negotiate with the teacher to do it at the very beginning or end of class sessions. 
What happens if a few parents do not give permission for their children to participate in research being carried out in a classroom context, when the majority of children are participating.
Researchers need to consider how they will manage this sensitive situation: such children may have wished to participate and may, consequently, feel excluded.
While researchers will need to be guided by the requirements placed upon them by the local context with regard to accessing children (e.g. any conditions set out by the head teacher of a school), it is of primary importance that, where possible, children themselves have the right to decide about their participation in research. It may be therefore that the best strategy for accessing children is to send an opt-out letter home to parents/guardians (i.e. parents/ guardians only reply if they wish their child not to participate) rather than an opt-in letter. This approach means that the decision about whether to participate is more likely to be made by children themselves. 

What ethical issues would you need to consider if you asked children whether they wish to participate in research taking place at school?
Consent: Consider the extent to which children may feel obliged to give consent.  How do you make sure children’s consent can be given freely.
Consent should be seen as an ongoing process and as something that is renegotiated verbally at each stage of the research. This enables children to withdraw from the research at any time should they wish to do so. Since children are often less familiar with what research entails they may initially wish to participate but later feel less keen as they get to know what is involved. Consideration needs to be given, therefore, to ways in which children can be made to feel comfortable with ending their involvement in the research should they choose to do so.
While obtaining verbal consent is often sufficient, and perhaps preferable in qualitative research, researchers need to consider when it might be appropriate or necessary to also obtain children’s written consent. Sometimes this may be a formal requirement set out by gate-keepers. At other times – when photographs of children are to be taken as part of the research process for example – obtaining written consent from both children and their parents may be advisable in the light of concerns about child protection and privacy issues. If the research is to use and publish children’s artwork, researchers should consider whether verbal and/or written consent for this is also desirable. Many children may wish to see their published artwork attributed to them, raising further issues in relation to questions of anonymity.
How will you ensure that young children understand what the research involves and what, therefore, they are consenting to?
Researchers need to consider how best to tell children and young people about the research and whether, for example, information leaflets about the research, need to be produced in different formats for different age-groups of children, or whether a group discussion is a better means of explaining a research project. Consideration needs to be given to the use of age appropriate language and visual images so that children and young people can easily access the information about the research, ask questions and understand their involvement. Researchers need also to consider whether they have left sufficient time for children and young people to think about their involvement before agreeing.
One of the children in your study wants their name on the publication because you are using their artwork. What will you do?
The reasons for the anonymising of research participants in publications will need to be explained to children who may often wish to have their own names used. Researchers may wish to encourage children and young people to choose their own pseudonyms to overcome this problem. Anonymity is not always necessary and the decisions about this will need to be negotiated with everyone involved, including some loss of confidentiality in research reporting.
When might you need to break confidentiality in research with a child. How will you explain this to the child?
Confidentiality needs also to be explained to children and young people in terms that they understand and researchers need to consider the extent to which confidentiality can be fully assured in the event of issues around safeguarding and child protection arising during the research process.. Consideration needs to be given to a form of words that can be used to explain to children that, if they choose to reveal something to the researchers that raises concern, then their confidentiality will need to be breached. Researchers need also to plan, prior to the commencement of the research, how any safeguarding issues will be dealt with. 

You want to use images of children. What are the ethical issues involved with this? How can you mitigate against this?
Children are often asked to take photos and are also the ‘subject’ of photos taken by researchers and others involved in a project. Sensitive thought and careful negotiation needs to be put into the use of all images that feature children and young people: might the image be misused if it falls into the wrong hands; what are the dangers of images posted on the web being maliciously manipulated for exploitative purposes; might the young person be later embarrassed by the picture? These and other questions have sometimes been resolved by pixilating images of children’s faces, even if full consent of everyone involved has been given. Researchers need to consider their reason for using photographs and film of children and, if they feel the need to pixilate, they may need to reconsider the usefulness of such methods and choose an alternative. Use of images in dissemination needs careful thought and negotiation.
You want to publish the research – how will you ensure that children can see the results of the study they have taken part in – they are not likely to be able to read the final published article.
Although the main audience for our research may well be fellow academics, interested professionals and other adults, it is always important that research subjects should be able to see, and understand the results of their investment of time in participation. How will the research results be disseminated to the children and young people involved, and to other children and young people more generally? What is the best format? Verbal presentations? Written material? How should one decide which is the best format? These are important questions, which should, if possible, be considered at the beginning of the research (not least because they form part of the information on which informed consent depends).


