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Practice-based research is burgeoning in a number of professional areas. An Ethical
Approach to Practitioner Research covers a comprehensive range of issues and dilemmas
encountered in practitioner and action research contexts. While principally focused upon
practitioner inquiry in education, it takes account of and acknowledges that others engaged
in professional practice, such as in legal, nursing and social care contexts, face similar
issues and dilemmas. It aims to stimulate ethical thinking and practice in inquiry and
research contexts.

Following moves to promote professional learning and development in the workplace,
there is an increase in the number of practitioners engaging in action or inquiry-based
learning in the workplace supported by university staft or consultants, as evidenced in the
emergence of professional learning communities and learning networks. There are many
tensions inherent in relationships between practitioners and academics in terms of the setting
of the research agenda, the policy implications that may flow from it and the right to publish
outcomes. Negotiating that relationship requires ethical probity where each party recognises,
understands and respects mutual responsibilities. This book explores this through a wide
variety of roles from those of academic researchers, consultants and teachers to professional
practitioners as researchers and, importantly, students and children. It therefore illustrates a
number of differing perspectives about ethics and research which are allied to those roles.

Drawing on the expertise of international researchers and academics from America,
Australia and Europe, the book provides invaluable support to the novice researcher and
illuminates some of the more intricate issues for the more experienced research practi-
tioner. Packed with detailed and thought-provoking examples this book contains
theoretical analyses of ethical matters and offers practical advice to practitioner and action
researchers across the fields of schools, hospitals and community and family settings.
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Foreword: In search of better times

Judyth Sachs

In a recent article in the British Medical Journal (Wade, 2005) it was argued that
ethical considerations should apply to all forms of practice — in that case, medical
practice — but that many people ‘act as if they apply only to research’ (p. 468). In
this book it is clear that educational practices in many forms and manifestations
should be conducted in an ethical manner; that is, one that satisfies the primary
moral purpose of doing good and minimising harm. At the same time the contrib-
utors to the book, covering many facets of ethical practice, recognise that meeting
such an injunction is highly problematic. Good for whom? Harmful to whom and
in what way? Is what benefits a practitioner inquiring into a particular practice
also of benefit to the consequential stakeholders who are using that practice or
service? Is enhancing a particular practice, for some, undertaken at the expense of
others? These are fundamental but often neglected questions. This book responds
to these questions in various ways and in so doing provides a ‘road map’ for ethi-
cal practice. Marilyn Cochran-Smith and Susan Lytle indicate the terrain of the
landscape in their chapter ‘Everything’s ethics’.

I do not intend, in this preface, to enumerate all of the contents of the book;
this is covered in the opening chapter. Instead I wish to turn to a particular prob-
lem facing us in these challenging times — that is, how to engage in ethical inquiry
in the context of an audit culture. Returning to the Wade article for a moment,
there is a contrast between audit and research. For the author ‘audit’ is seen to be
an inquiry process that investigates what is being done and if not, why not?
Whereas ‘research’ has a more comprehensive and inclusive brief. For the pur-
poses of this book audit culture is the managerial environment in which the
research is conducted.

As 1 have argued elsewhere along with one of the editors of this volume
(Groundwater-Smith and Sachs, 2002) public-sector reform in the field of educa-
tion has been ongoing and relentless where the major concern has been in relation
to public accountability by ‘making practices and processes more transparent as
well as efficient, effective and economic’ (p. 341). Increasingly education bureau-
cracies conduct what amount to audits of professional performance. But such audits
are conducted in the absence of trust in the professional judgement of practitioners.
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Practitioner inquiry has at its heart a desire to know and act on specific cir-
cumstances in the interests of improving practice in an environment of mutual
trust and respect. The given situation is analysed and potential actions and their
implications identified and considered. Simultaneously, both in terms of the cur-
rent practice and the intended actions, the ethical dimensions are addressed. What
is morally acceptable? What is most compatible with overall social values as well
as with those of the participants? Each chapter in this book argues, in one way or
another, that every investigation should be examined for its ethical issues and
dilemmas and the attendant risks and benefits.

Importantly, the role of those managing human research ethics from a univer-
sity perspective is taken into account. Even in those circumstances, it is clear that
much depends upon human judgment and is not a matter of ticking off the boxes
on some kind of oversimplified checklist. As is made clear by Susanna Gorman,
writing in her capacity as a manager of a human research ethics committee, the
intention of the committee’s work is to assist in identifying concerns that may not
have been immediately apparent and thus the work of the committee can be seen
to be contributing to the improvement of the overall investigation.

The range of papers in the book does bring to mind the matter of ethical literacy
and how it might be addressed — both at institutional and individual levels. Much
practitioner inquiry is carried out in partnership arrangements between academic
and field-based operatives. Not all of these will be alert to the ethical dimensions of
their work. Take, for example, the matter of employing student voice in a school-
based inquiry. Has informed consent been sought? Who is being consulted and
under what conditions? Typically, schools are places where teachers are accustomed
to making a number of decisions on behalf of their students. They may not have
taken account of the ethical dimensions of such taken-for-granted practices. The
conscious stepping back and reflecting upon the moral purpose of teachers’ work is
not necessarily an expectation in a busy world. This book will act as an important
resource in such circumstances, but more widely also. Ethical literacy is not some
kind of tack-on skill that can be covered in a lecture or two; it is central to develop-
ing research competency for field-based and academic practitioners.

There can be no question that the quality of practitioner research rests upon
the quality of the ethical dimensions that are understood and employed. This
book makes a distinctive contribution to enhancing research quality and with it
the possibilities of improvements in practice.

In closing this brief preface I turn to the opening words of Charles Dickens’
A Tale of Two Cities:

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it
was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of
incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was
the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us,
we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to heaven, we were all
doing direct the other way — in short, the period was so far like the present
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period, that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for
good or for evil, in the superlative degree of comparison only.

Our present period is indeed one that is bedevilled by the best and the worst. By

attending, most seriously, to ethical considerations in relation to practice, this

book, I believe, contributes new and important insights into the many debates

such that we might, at least, move towards better times. And in these better times,
better and more transparent practices.

Judyth Sachs

Deputy Vice Chancellor and Provost

Macquarie University, NSW, Australia
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Chapter |

Introduction

Anne Campbell and Susan Groundwater-Smith

The origins of this book are located in the professional relationships between the
editors and authors and their quest to investigate ethical issues in practice-based
research and inquiry. In October 2005 the editors convened an international gath-
ering in Liverpool, UK, the International Colloquium on Ethics in Practitioner
Research: An International Conversation, to which all but one of the authors of
this book contributed a paper. Caroline Leeson’s chapter was based on a paper
presented at the International Practitioner Research Conference at Utrecht in the
Netherlands in November 2005 from which the editors identified her work as
essential to the book. It is hoped that the book will make a contribution to what is
now an increasingly important area of discussion and debate in the practitioner
research communities of education, health and social care.

During the period of the International Colloquium in Liverpool in 2005, the
authors demonstrated their commitment and passion to ethical issues and dilem-
mas by engaging in serious debate and questioning a number of important
concerns such as: whether anonymity for respondents and participants is always
necessary; the sensitivities involved in working with young children or vulnerable
young people or adults; the benefits and problems of collaborative research with
participants; roles, relationships and power in research; stakeholders, accountabil-
ity and responsibility within research ventures and projects, especially within
commissioned research projects; and the complex issues involved in informed
consent. The group developed shared understandings and learned much from
each other’s differing contexts, as described below.

The foci in the book move through policy and practice and consider a variety
of roles: academic researchers; consultants; teachers; professional practitioners as
researchers and, importantly, students and children. It therefore illustrates a num-
ber of differing perspectives about ethics and research which are allied to those
roles. It is distinctive in that it brings together issues and ideas about practice-
based research from a wide-ranging international context in a substantial book.

Practice-based research is burgeoning in a number of professional areas. While
this book is principally focused upon practitioner inquiry in education, it takes
account of and acknowledges that others engaged in professional practice, such as
in legal, nursing and social care contexts, face similar issues. Although not all
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practice-based research, often characterised as action research or action learning,
is qualitative in nature, the dominant methods adopted by practitioners do fall into
that category. There already exist many texts that guide practitioner inquiry in the
use of a range of research methods, and which address ethical issues, often in
relation to validity, robustness and trustworthiness questions. However, such
works do not take ethics as their central or major theme and do not relate them to
practitioner inquiry. The purpose of this book is to draw practitioner—researchers’
attention to the many ethical challenges and dilemmas that they will face when
undertaking their investigations.

Of significance is the relationship between the field-based practitioner—
researcher and the academic researcher who may be acting as a research mentor and
critical friend under the auspices of award-bearing courses or engagement in govern-
ment-initiated projects. Following moves to promote professional learning and
development in the workplace, there is also an increase in the number of practition-
ers engaging in action or inquiry-based learning in the workplace supported by
university staff or consultants, as evidenced by the emergence of professional learn-
ing communities and learning networks. There are many tensions inherent in
relationships between practitioners and academics in terms of the setting of the
research agenda, the policy implications that may flow from it and the right to pub-
lish outcomes. Negotiating that relationship requires ethical probity where each party
recognises, understands and respects mutual responsibilities. Not only that, but each
may be governed by research ethics standards determined by their institutions. These
may not always be compatible or serve the mutual interests of both parties.
Furthermore each may be accountable to their institutions in different ways; the aca-
demic researcher is expected to contribute new knowledge to the field of study or
discipline, while the practitioner—researcher is seeking to contribute to the practical
knowledge of the profession. These may not necessarily be mutually exclusive, but
institutional mores and norms will influence the aims and purposes of each. The
boundaries may become even more blurred when the academic researcher is engaged
in investigating his or her academic practice either internally or in conjunction with
the professional field, or where the academic researcher is formally engaged as a
consultant in a practice-based research project.

Within practice-based research there are also many issues that concern the
consequential stakeholders, for example students in schools or patients in hospi-
tals and clinics. How vulnerable are they? How well informed are they of the
research and its purposes? To what extent has informed consent for the study been
sought? How accountable are the practitioner—researchers to them? Are they
themselves able to become partners in the research enterprise? These are but a
few of the questions deserving consideration.

Of course practitioner—researchers will also have an audience that goes beyond
their colleagues and those consequential stakeholders. Increasingly, practice-
based research is making a contribution to the development of service-related
policy in areas such as health and education. The ways in which results are pub-
lished and disseminated have ethical implications in terms of access. Different
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writing genres, including reports, narratives, vignettes, case studies, all have their
own conventions, many of which are not immediately explicit.

These are but a few of the practical issues. But there are also difficult episte-
mological issues regarding what counts as research and what may be the varying
and competing knowledge interests.

This book is not primarily intended as a ‘how to’ text, but it will both provide
invaluable support to the novice researcher and illuminate some of the more intri-
cate issues for the more experienced research practitioner. It seriously addresses
and makes problematic many issues that those engaged in practitioner inquiry
will need to consider in their various contexts. One strength of the book is its
capacity to draw upon the knowledge and experience of a range of well-recog-
nised academic and practice-based researchers from the USA, the UK, Europe
and Australia. It contains both theoretical analyses of ethical matters and offers
practical and illustrative case studies.

Following this introductory chapter is Susanna Gorman’s chapter on managing
research ethics. She reminds us that the governance of human research ethics in uni-
versities should be directed to harm minimisation ahead of institutional risk
management and highlights how research ethics is in danger of being reduced to a
way of managing institutional risk in the complex, cutting-edge activity of today’s
research context. She provides a particular Australian perspective on the role and
conduct of ethics committees and their relationship to researchers. Challenges for
practice-based researchers are identified in the application of ethical principles. She
also perceives the challenges for ethics committees of being ‘ethical” themselves.
Partnerships between researchers and research ethics committees can contribute
positively to research design and enactment and she concludes with a consideration
of the benefits for all of mutual, educational dialogue between partners.

Marilyn Cochran-Smith and Susan L. Lytle, in Chapter 3, have a wealth of
experience of American practice-based research and they use this to illustrate
dilemmas and tensions in the different positions of those in universities and
schools with regard to a broad interpretation of practitioner inquiry. They justify
practitioner inquiry as an ‘umbrella’ term for a number of inquiry formats. They
argue for practitioner inquiry as a means of challenging a range of assumptions
regarding learning and schooling. Necessarily such challenges produce complex
tensions and dilemmas that have ethical consequences and as they put it, ‘When it
comes to practitioner inquiry and university culture, “everything is ethics™’.

Importantly, the chapter also clarifies the various terms employed by the
authors of the chapters. Coming as they do from different language groups and tra-
ditions necessarily they employ a range of terms and labels; thus those require
explication. The chapter, by providing insights into specific cases, illuminates
those tensions and dilemmas referred to earlier. Finally the writers challenge some
of the norms that govern the role of researchers, teachers, writers and partners
when inquiry is conducted as a joint enterprise within the field of practice.

It seems appropriate at this point, as editors, to allude to the variety of linguis-
tic styles in this international collection of chapters. We have decided to retain
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individual, national terms and to be consistent within each chapter. For example
the American spelling of ‘conceptualize’ will be used in Chapter 3 but the word
will appear elsewhere as ‘conceptualise’. In this way we hope to accentuate and
promote diversity as part of international collaboration. Having had the opportu-
nity for extended conversations at the Liverpool colloquium we have engaged in
serious debates and discussions about the ideas and terminology in the chapters
and feel comfortable about not standardising spellings and terms. We hope it
enriches the reading process and reminds us of the need for understanding each
other’s cultures and contexts in a global research community.

Chapter 4, ‘Ethical issues for consultants in complex collaborative action
research settings: tensions and dilemmas’, moves to look at an extended case
study example from a large, innovative initiative promoting networked learning
communities. The initiative, sponsored by the English government’s National
College for School Leadership (NCSL), is the vehicle to discuss and explore
issues for action researchers who work as consultants with schools over a sus-
tained but temporary period of time. Chris Day and Andy Townsend contextualise
the work in relation to the ethical roles and responsibilities of the research consul-
tant inquiring with practitioners in the field.

The changing roles in partnerships between school and university personnel
form the background for an exploration of five tensions in collaborative action
research as follow: individual vs group; individual and school inquiry group vs
networked learning community (NLC); school vs national policy initiatives; indi-
vidual vs higher education (HE); and finally NLC vs the agenda of HE. The
authors also identify eight dilemmas for consultants including power differentials,
organisational and occupational professionalism and managing competing agen-
das. This is a lively chapter depicting some recent developments in England and
the authors conclude that ‘consultancy, like teaching, is an inherently moral and
ethical activity’.

Lesley Saunders in Chapter 5, writing in her capacity as Visiting Professor at the
Institute of Education, University of London, England, responds to the overall
theme of ethics in practice-based research with regard to the generic values intrinsic
to teaching and research, respectively. She argues that research and teaching share
the same fundamental values, purposes and processes, whilst acknowledging that
there are deep-seated differences and divergences between teaching and research as
professional practices. She uses two sets of principles to elaborate her argument: the
professional values of teaching from the General Teaching Council for England
(GTCe) and the professional values of research from the USA’s National Research
Council. She provides an illustration of ideal typological contrasts between teaching
and research in a useful table presenting teaching as activism and research as scep-
ticism which relates to the discussion in Chapter 3 of the positioning of inquirers in
schools and universities. However, in the end these positions are not offered as bina-
ries, but as a tool for considering the overlapping contribution of each. She
concludes that practitioner inquiry provides a site for the exploration and develop-
ment of pedagogy as the constitutive professional practice of teaching.
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Of particular appeal in relation to Chapter 6, ‘Transdisciplinary enquiry:
researching with rather than on’, is the voice of the practitioner. Danny Doyle is a
member of the National Teacher Research Panel in England (NTRP). This valuable
perspective, drawing on the experience of a group of teacher—researchers, pays
particular attention to the ethical demands of their work. A number of short sce-
narios is presented which highlight ethical challenges and dilemmas for
practitioner—researchers such as: informed consent from children; the right to
withdraw from a research project; and the thorny issues involved in confidentiality
of respondents. He stresses researching ‘with’ rather than ‘on’ and suggests the use
of “participant’ rather than ‘subject’ as an ethical stance with regard to recognising
pupils’ and teachers’ contributions to research. He highlights sound and well-
defended practices and poses questions that the teacher—researcher should
consider. He concludes with the words of Lawrence Stenhouse: ‘Communication
is less effective than community in the utilisation of knowledge’.

In Chapter 7, ‘Ethics in practitioner research: dilemmas from the field’, Nicole
Mockler argues that the path to teacher emancipation through practitioner research
does not come without considerable ethical challenges and dilemmas. She sees her
chapter as a simple example of second-order action research and examines these
dilemmas through the eyes of one who supports practitioner research. The writer
adopts the notion of ‘critical incidents’ to make her case. She continues to develop
perspectives raised by Day and Townsend in Chapter 4 and asks questions about
the stories told in practitioner research. As with the chapter which follows, the lens
being employed is that of storying. She asks, “Whose story is told? Who has the
right to tell it? Are some stories privileged over others and whose stories make his-
tory?’. She continues by providing a section on theorising ethical dilemmas with a
view to learning from dilemmas. She advocates moving from a ‘project’ approach
to embedding an inquiry approach within teaching practice, towards ‘inquiry as
stance’, as Cochran-Smith and Lytle in Chapter 3 argue. She also agrees that
‘everything’s ethics’ and promotes an holistic approach. She concludes, in tune
with Saunders in Chapter 5, that the implications of ethical dilemmas are much
broader than the context in which they emerge and that the work of teaching is
‘ethical work’ and urges conversation and critique.

Anne Campbell and Olwen McNamara take the notion of storying one step
further and expand into using practitioners’ stories as stimuli for investigating and
developing ethical issues in professional practice. Chapter 8 tackles a number of
types of stories, fictional and hypothetical and positive and negative. It also dis-
cusses the use of fictionalised pen portraits to illustrate teachers’ professional
lives and their attitudes towards professional learning. Campbell and McNamara
raise ethical concerns regarding teachers’ experiences of teaching. They ask us to
consider ways in which stories can act as provocations for academics and field-
based practitioners alike to consider the ethical dilemmas inherent in the practice
of fictionalising professional issues and experience. Issues raised in this chapter
range from the power of narrative, biography and storytelling in depicting ethical
dilemmas; anonymity or visibility of participants in research; and alternative
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ways of presenting data about professional identity. The authors advocate that the-
ory and practice are brought together in an emancipatory fusion to promote
ethical engagement in research.

While the preceding chapters have focused on the experiences of the academic
and field-based practitioners, the two that follow draw our attention to the conse-
quential stakeholders in inquiry, the students or pupils. Both Chapters 9 and 10
address the important perspectives of young people in practitioner research and
the ethical challenges and dilemmas facing researchers. Susan Groundwater-
Smith, in Chapter 9, considers the case for consultation with students and reminds
us that listening to students is not a discovery of the twenty-first century by refer-
ring to Blishen’s 1967 competition asking children about the school they would
like to attend. Two powerful case studies are offered, each one raising a set of eth-
ical challenges that come about when young people become part of the inquiry
rather than apart from it. She uses the experience of working with a coalition of
schools to illustrate how students’ voices were central to the investigation of bul-
lying in a girls’ school and how boys’ and girls’ perceptions of their teachers as
learners could inform professional learning plans and advise school policy.

While young people are positioned as powerful voices, they are also paradoxi-
cally seen to be vulnerable in the ways in which their voices may be heard and
used in relation to the various and competing accountabilities. She identifies a
number of challenges and dilemmas: students’ right to say no; sustaining student
voice and the need for dissemination and action. She advocates power with stu-
dents not on students, a similar call to Doyle’s in Chapter 6.

Most chapters in this book have explored practitioner research in the context of
education. Chapter 10 takes us on a somewhat different trajectory as it considers
the ethical sensitivities associated with children in state care. Caroline Leeson in
her chapter entitled ‘Going round in circles: key issues in the development of an
effective ethical protocol for research involving young children’ urges us to pro-
mote sensitivity and robust ethical consideration in research with children. She
traces a personal journey towards effective, ethical protocols for research looking
at the levels of participation of children and young people in the decision-making
processes of the care system. Her approaches demand a child-centred approach
from the researcher and she details how she constructs ethical codes and protocols
as she structures her research to facilitate the authentic voice of the younger child.

Leeson discusses the ethical dilemmas she faced in raising what could be
called traumatic and distressing issues for young children in her investigation.
Similar to previous chapters — and a dominant theme of this book — the thorny
issues of consent and confidentiality are raised. She argues that young children
should be involved in research into difficult areas and should be active partici-
pants with a real voice that is listened to by researchers. These issues resonate
with the arguments in Chapter 2 and suggest that ethical codes must be developed
that permit action rather than stifle initiative.

The ethics of practitioner inquiry transcend national boundaries. Chapters in
this book have highlighted concerns to be found as far afield as the USA, England
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and Australia. Coming from a European perspective in the Netherlands, Petra
Ponte in Chapter 11 addresses praxis as the development of knowledge through
independent and purposeful action, and links the ideological, the technical and
the empirical areas of knowledge. She contends that action research in education
is based on social theories and could be enriched by pedagogical theories. Ponte
refers to ‘pedagogy as human science’. In developing praxis as an ethical frame-
work for action research she identifies the following: the ethic of justice; the ethic
of critique; the ethic of professionalism and the ethic of pedagogy. Ponte develops
her idea of the pedagogical ethic through reference to thinking before and after
the Perestroika period in Russia in the early 1990s. She concludes with a model
for knowledge construction by teachers doing research but reminds us that the
benefits should include the development of the relationship between the child, the
school and society. Questions such as ‘What is a good society? And what is the
place of young people in such a society?’ are raised in this chapter. The ultimate
goal is seen to be to develop education that has a place for all pupils regardless of
their social background or personal qualities.

In the penultimate chapter in this book attention shifts to practitioner inquiry
in the tertiary setting. Lin Norton has long researched research upon teaching and
learning in universities and the moral duty of the researcher to maintain ethical
balance. The chapter raises questions of power and authority, control and disclo-
sure within pedagogical action research in higher education. Questions of fairness
and opportunity costs are raised and ways in which students that are at risk may be
exposed. In addition there are matters associated with vulnerable academics who
may be experiencing transition difficulties as they move into the higher education
sector. It is not that these challenges are so very different to those raised earlier in
the book but the change of setting serves to highlight their complexity. Norton
also asks what happens when her research shows her institution or a student or a
teacher in a ‘bad light’. She analyses research articles in her field to identify how
ethical issues are dealt with in the literature and also describes how her research
into improving essay writing can illuminate difficult issues involved in feedback
to students.

In the concluding chapter to the book the major themes raised by its various
authors are revisited. Some particular concerns regarding the changing environ-
ment in relation to the burgeoning of information and communication
technologies are also considered.

It is our belief that this collective work arising from the Liverpool Hope
University Colloquium is an important contribution to the ongoing conversation
regarding ethics and practitioner inquiry around the globe.



Chapter 2

Managing research ethics

A head-on collision?

Susanna Gorman

In an increasingly nervous and litigious society, research ethics is in danger of
being reduced to an easy means of managing institutional risk rather than some-
thing that is intrinsically valuable to the research process.

Ethics is not about simplistic solutions. It provides a framework for asking
meaningful questions — and this, after all, is at the very heart of good scholarship.

Areas that have not traditionally been involved in academic pursuits have
become part of modern universities rather than ‘trades’ or apprentice/cadet mod-
els of learning as in the past. These areas include, but are not limited to, nursing,
journalism and the creative arts. Other areas, such as law, have had a different pro-
fessional understanding of what constitutes ‘research’, and may have to
reinterpret their existing codes to cater for academic research. Additionally, new
areas are emerging in the fields of information technology, which lead research
practitioners into previously uncharted territory.

Today’s research practitioners are engaged in cutting-edge activity — juggling
the demands of academia, of teaching and responding to students, of researching,
of coping with new technology and increased accountability, while maintaining
their own professional practice.

All these areas exert their own demands — they often have their own codes, cul-
tures and practice, which can be in conflict with institutional and research ethics
guidelines which are increasingly bound by external legislation, such as in the
area of privacy.

In spite of this apparent conflict, an opportunity exists for researchers and
ethics committees to navigate successfully a course in partnership, rather than
conflict, with one another. In order to achieve this, they need to be able to over-
come mutual suspicion and see the benefit of collaboration and dialogue.

Historical overview

It is useful to look back at the origins of ethics committees in order to understand
why they might be tempted to view researchers negatively.

Ethics committees emerged from an international response to the horrors of
some of the research conducted up to and during the Second World War.
Evidence of unethical research shocked society and increased the demand for
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stronger regulatory processes. For example, during the Second World War, the
Australian government conducted mustard gas experiments on university stu-
dents and its own soldiers (McNeill, 1994: 26). In the United States, the
infamous Tuskegee syphilis case involved monitoring but not treating 400 black
men with syphilis over a 30-year period, during which time this publicly funded
research was regularly reported in peer review journals (McNeill, 1994: 61).

The fact that such research could take place in democratic societies rather than
totalitarian regimes led to a perception that researchers were not to be trusted —
and it was the job of ethics committees to ensure that they did the right thing.

The Nuremburg Trials (1946) held after the Second World War resulted in the
development of a code of conduct relating to research. The Nuremburg Code
emphasised the importance of voluntary consent, the benefit of the research, and
consideration of the degree of risk for subjects. This was followed in 1948 by the
Declaration of Geneva, a Physician’s Oath, which was also a response to Nazi
medical atrocities. Since then, ethics codes have proliferated both internationally
and in various countries as in the Declaration of Helsinki (1964) and the Belmont
Report (1978).

An Australian perspective

Originally, research ethics guidelines were seen as applying only to medical
research. In Australia, a system of formal ethics review began in the 1960s with
the release by the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) of
the Statement on Human Experimentation which could be traced directly back to
the Nuremburg Code.

Australian research institutions were encouraged to adhere to this new
approach by the linking of funding to proof of ethics approval. Institutions such as
universities and hospitals agreed to abide by these guidelines in order to receive
funding from relevant government agencies.

Since then, the original document has been refined and expanded to include all
kinds of research, not just medical, and in 1999 the current National Statement on
the Ethical Conduct of Research Involving Humans was released.

The National Statement was a breakthrough. Not only did it attempt to address
other kinds of research, particularly qualitative and social, but it had been devel-
oped in consultation with other, non-medical areas, and was endorsed by the:

Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee
Australian Research Council

Australian Academy of the Humanities
Australian Academy of Science

Academy of the Social Sciences in Australia

and supported by the:

® Academy of Technological Sciences and Engineering.
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Although still heavily medical in origin and focus, it gave ethics committees
much more room to consider other types of research. Nonetheless, it was still
heavily criticised by many qualitative researchers for failing to address their par-
ticular needs. At the time of writing the National Statement is undergoing
extensive and exhaustive review in an attempt to address earlier criticism.
Certainly anyone at all familiar with research in Australia will have heard many
anecdotal reports of medically oriented ethics committees creating impenetrable
obstacles for social researchers, and indeed health-related but non-medical
research practitioners such as, inter alia, nurses, social workers and chiropractors.

The problem

Writing from the perspective of 14 years of research ethics management at an
Australian university, | would say that in many cases problems arise not so much
from a deliberate intention to act unethically, but, perhaps more worryingly, from
a lack of awareness or thought as to what constitutes ethical behaviour. This is not
limited to the arena of research. Society is littered with examples of what one age
did not consider an ethical issue, but which is roundly condemned by the next. For
example, in Australia, the term ‘stolen generation’ was coined in hindsight to
describe indigenous children forcibly removed from their families ‘for their own
good’. Future generations will doubtless look back in judgement at our current
attitude and practice in many areas, from our addiction to private transport, our
waste of water, our erosion of social capital, and treatment of refugees.

Ethics committees

When ethics committees concentrate on assuming that researchers are incompe-
tent or unethical, they lose an opportunity to work with researchers to find a way
through that illuminates research practice, and encourages considerations of
ethics across a wider spectrum. And worse, it can encourage researchers not to
examine their own practice, and can make ethics appear unhelpful. Institutions
can exacerbate the problem by treating ethics committees as a convenient risk
management mechanism, increasing resentment on the part of researchers who
understandably see them as a hindrance rather than an important part of the
research framework.

Researchers

Similarly, when researchers take the easy way of blaming ethics committees for
delays to their own research rather than accepting responsibility or attempting to
engage in dialogue, they miss an opportunity for improving their own research
and assuring society that they take seriously their obligation to act ethically.
Researchers can view ethics committees as an impediment to academic freedom,
and another bureaucratic hurdle that they have to overcome in order to conduct
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their research. However, this attitude is ignoring the fact that when researchers
receive public money to conduct their research, they are publicly accountable for
it. Even when researchers are privately funded, they are still required to abide by
societal expectations and legislative requirements.

Role of ethics committees

Ideally, research ethics committees act to preserve the interests of researchers,
institutions and society at large. It can be too easy for ethics committees to forget
that were it not for researchers, they would not even exist. At the same time as
recognising that they do serve the interests of researchers, they also serve the
interests of institutions and research participants. An institution or researcher
might pressure an ethics committee to fast-track approval so as to access funding,
for example. But if the ethics committee does so at the expense of any concerns it
might have, it does not do that institution or researcher any favours. Scandal aris-
ing from a failure to ensure that the highest ethical standards are met undermines
the entire credibility of the institution and the researchers, not to mention the
ethics committee itself. Ethics committees must have sufficient strength and inde-
pendence to say ‘no’ when necessary.

Increasing dependence upon external commercial funding can undermine the
ability of researchers and institutions to say ‘no’ unless they actively cultivate the
ethics committee as an ally. Far from seeing ethics committees as a threat to aca-
demic independence, they are an important safeguard.

Generally, however, refusal of approval should be the last resort for ethics com-
mittees. If researchers genuinely engage in the ethics review process, such
problems are unlikely to occur and should ideally be ironed out before the
research proposal even reaches the ethics committee.

Options for ethics committees

When an ethics committee considers an application for ethics approval, it has a
number of options:

to approve without change

to approve with minor changes

to approve with major changes

to negotiate with the researcher to enable the research to be undertaken
to refuse approval.

The ideal would be to invite researchers to attend all ethics committee meetings,
but this is clearly impractical. However, it is a useful option in the case of either
refusal or a request for major amendments, and establishes a dialogue between
the committee and researchers. Committees may also encourage dialogue
through other mechanisms, such as the training and appointment of academic
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staff to act as ethics advisers in their institution. This model has been adopted
by Griffith University, Queensland.

Such initiatives are of great importance to the effectiveness of the ethics com-
mittee. A committee can all too easily earn a reputation for being unreasonably
bureaucratic or capricious. Institutions seem to thrive on gossip and bad news sto-
ries, and people remember negative experiences for years. It is therefore
important for a committee to be very sure when it says ‘no’ that it has good, defen-
sible and transparent reasons for doing so, and is able to communicate those
reasons effectively.

Relationship of ethics codes to medicine

The concept of ethics in medicine can be traced back to Hippocrates in the fifth
century BC (although the point has been made that the Hippocratic Oath is as
much about professional standards and etiquette as it is about ethics: Siggins,
1996). The Nuremburg Code and the Declaration of Geneva, referred to above,
specifically relate to medicine, and served as the model for many research ethics
codes, such as the Belmont Report.

Medicine and health professionals became accustomed to the requirement for
ethics approval for research, but only after shocking examples, such as those men-
tioned above, which were by no means limited to Nazi Germany.

These abuses are more obvious in areas such as medicine and nursing, where
there is a well established and recognised tradition of a duty of care between
health practitioner and patient. The results of unethical health and medical treat-
ment can be immediate and unmistakable, although there are still examples, even
today, of such instances of abuse. In Australia a recent medical scandal related to
a Dr Jayant Patel, dubbed ‘Dr Death’ by the local press (Kron, 2005).

So even in areas such as medicine, where there is a history of ethical codes and
an awareness of the need for ethics, unethical behaviour continues to occur. This
results in a greater level of scrutiny and concern.

Research ethics in other professions

Medicine is often referred to as the second oldest profession. What lessons can
the more recent professions draw from medicine? What are the similarities and
the differences? And what opportunities exist for ethics committees and ethics
professionals to assist them?

Professional practice

Originally, the professions were considered to be law, medicine and divinity.
This has since been expanded to include many other areas, including nursing,
journalism and education. It is not necessary to define exhaustively what makes
a profession a profession, except to state that it involves tertiary education,
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research, responsibility to clients and fellow members of the profession, includ-
ing students, and competency.

It might be useful to compare aspects of medicine and journalism as examples
of established and recent academic professions, to illustrate some of the ethical
issues involved.

Difficulties for ‘professional’ researchers

Complicating matters for journalists is the relative newness of their becoming a
member of a ‘profession’ in the accepted sense. Previously journalists learnt their
trade on the job, as cadets or apprentices, similar to the way nurses were trained.

For many professionals, entering into academia can be unnerving. They can
feel out of their depth, and if they are insecure, may resent the ethics committee
commenting upon their research.

There is often a different understanding of what constitutes research in a pro-
fessional as opposed to an academic context. Lawyers and journalists commonly
engage in ‘research’ in the pursuit of their profession. But this is quite different to
an academic understanding of research, which occurs within a theoretical and
critical framework.

The situation is further complicated because research practitioners need to
focus on professional requirements and relationships as well as research issues
that arise from the research. Relationships within a professional context may
include clients, fellow professionals, government and regulatory bodies, and pos-
sibly the supervision of students. When the professional is engaged in research,
these relationships may expand to include research participants (who may be
clients and/or students), students, employer institutions, funding bodies, and of
course, ethics committees.

In those professions where there is a clear responsibility to one’s client, such as
medicine, the duty of care remains primary. In other areas, such as the creative
arts, journalism or criminology, where there are no corresponding primary rela-
tionships with individuals, the situation can be even more complex.

Traditionally, doctors have had a relationship with, and an obligation to, an
individual patient. When doctors engage in practice-based research, their
responsibility to their patients must remain paramount, at least in theory. In
reality, this is not always simple, especially in some of the research for drug
companies, but the notion of a relationship based on trust between doctor and
patient persists.

In contrast, journalists have not so much a relationship with an individual as
one to society as a whole, except in the case of protection of sources. Freedom
of the press is recognised as being of vital importance to the health of a democ-
ratic system, and even protection of sources is seen as being an important pillar
of that freedom.
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Relationships central to quality research

In research involving direct interaction with humans, the quality of the research
will stand or fall upon the quality of the relationships. Within medicine, the
relationship will be affected by a number of factors, including the type of the
research, any pre-existing relationship between the medical practitioner and
patient, the severity of the risk, the health or illness of the patient/participant,
the ability to consent, and so forth. A surgeon or anaesthetist will tend to see a
patient only once or twice, for a specific and limited purpose, whereas the fam-
ily doctor will be more likely to have a relationship that is established over a
long period of time.

Different relationships also exist in journalism. Journalists may well consider
that they have an obligation to protect a source, and journalists have been jailed
for refusing to reveal the identities of informants. In the area of investigative jour-
nalism, however, the relationship may well be combative and quite hostile, even
aggressive. Journalists might not even identify themselves as journalists in certain
circumstances, for example, going under cover to expose a particular practice in
an organisation. In such cases, the notion of consent, which has become central to
medicine, is not possible in the same way.

It is generally accepted that it is improper to use force or coercion to ensure
participation in research. However, some journalists might try to bully and/or
coerce cooperation, either subtly or not so subtly. ‘I’m going to run with this story
anyway, so you may as well put your side of it ...’

Journalists might argue that they have an obligation to society rather than to an
individual, and express concern at the dangers of limiting their ability to be unfet-
tered in their investigations and articles.

Importance of research

Research is of vital importance to professional groups as well as to individual
professionals. It enhances knowledge and improves practice across an entire pro-
fession, and can increase the knowledge, standing and possible earning potential
of an individual member of a profession. An incompetent or unethical profes-
sional might cause harm to an individual because of poor practice, and the
capacity for such harm expands when research enters the equation. Unethical
research may harm the individual, the institution, and the profession as a whole,
and impact upon the future willingness of potential participants to engage in
research.

Just as doctors were forced to accept that they were not the sole arbiters of their
practice both as professionals and researchers, so all researchers need to accept a
greater degree of scrutiny due to increased legislation and societal expectations.
The point has been made that this is reflected in the change of language from the
term ‘research subject’ to ‘research participant’ (Allen, 2006).
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Challenges for practice-based research practitioners

There are many pressures on academics today: to research, to produce outcomes,
write papers, obtain funding, and so on. Areas that are relatively new to academia
and research, such as law, nursing, the fine arts, marketing, accountancy, crimi-
nology and journalism, often lack a great deal of experience in conducting
academic research, and their professional practice has a different understanding
of what constitutes research. A lawyer or a journalist, for example, will consider
that ‘research’ forms a part of their normal professional practice, and as such it is
governed by professional codes of conduct. However, as mentioned previously,
what might be acceptable in the context of professional research (such as engag-
ing in deception to obtain information) can be in contravention of research ethics
guidelines and expectations. This clearly has the potential to create conflict
between researchers and ethics committees.

Critical reflection on one’s own practice is part of being a professional in any
field. It is how professionals work out if what they are doing is effective,
whether their practice is in the best interests of their clients. This has always
been the case in medical research. It is not unusual for doctors to experiment on
their patients, try things out without knowing if they will work, or test new
drugs and treatment regimes.

In educational research, the ‘research practitioner’ will have varying relation-
ships and corresponding responsibilities that can be difficult to reconcile. Which
relationship should take precedence: that to students, parents, colleagues,
employers — even one’s self?

In journalism, for example, what interests would the professional be respon-
sible for protecting? Journalists have often justified their actions as being for
the benefit of society at large. But one of the underpinning ethical principles,
that of respect for persons, derives from the view that someone cannot be used
as a means to an end, especially if they have no choice in the matter. The prac-
tice of informed consent flows from this, but clearly in the case of investigative
journalism, this creates problems.

In medical research, the effects of intervention, whether research related or
not, are likely to be obvious and immediate. Sometimes they can lead to a dra-
matic improvement in outcome for the individual patient; sometimes the outcome
can be equally dramatic but less than favourable, even fatal.

In all practice-based research, complications can arise if there are any conflicts
between one’s roles and responsibilities. When anyone is engaged in researching
their own practice or institution, further difficulties can arise when it comes to
determining whose interests he or she is primarily responsible for. What of the
teacher who becomes aware that the school is impacting negatively on students?
Is a teacher primarily responsible to teaching colleagues, to parents, to students?
What does a nurse do if their research highlights conflicts in interests for their
nursing colleagues, other health professionals, or patients? To whom is a nurse
primarily responsible?



16 Susanna Gorman

The process of ethics approval will hopefully highlight these and other issues
before they become problems, at least in relation to research. The approval
process will not eliminate all such problems, but should minimise them. Further,
even with the best preparation, unlooked-for problems can arise. However, the
process of critical ethical reflection will itself increase the researcher’s ability to
deal with the problems as and when they arise. If a researcher is unprepared, then
they may not only cause harm to others, but could endanger the future of their
own research and in some cases, their career.

Regardless of the area of practice-based research one is engaged in, it stands to
reason that if there is a capacity for benefit to occur as a result of the research,
there is also the capacity for risk and harm. The degree of harm or benefit will
vary greatly depending upon the type of research, the degree of invasiveness, the
level of intervention, and the vulnerability and interests of the groups involved.

Respect for persons

However much a researcher and ethics committee might disagree on conclu-
sions, it would be hard to disagree on the importance of the principle of ‘respect
for persons’.

Section 1.2 of the Australian National Statement (1999: 11) defines the prin-
ciple of respect for persons as ‘regard for the welfare, rights, beliefs,
perceptions, customs and cultural heritage, both individual and collective, of
persons involved in research’.

This means that researchers and ethics committees must consider research in
view of:

e risk/harm
®  Dbenefit
® consent

and the degree to which the design of the research places respect for the beliefs,
rights and welfare of the potential participants ahead of academic objectives.

Risk/harm

Even where risk might be minimal, it must be considered. The very act of consid-
ering the risk of harm will reduce the likelihood of it occurring, as well as
improving the ability of researchers to deal with it positively, should it arise in the
course of their research or afterwards following publication.

Benefit

Benefit can be difficult to measure. It can be easier to see in medical research,
where the lofty aim might be to cure cancer or blindness. In other kinds of research
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and academic activity, benefit might be harder to quantify, and may be mainly the
obtaining of qualifications and/or experience on the part of the researcher. Even this
is itself a legitimate benefit, as long as it is clear to participants and the researcher.

In the case of the creative arts, benefit is even more nebulous, as is risk. Art, by
its very nature, can challenge and shock. There are many examples of art which are
revered today but were reviled or ignored at the time of their creation (and vice
versa). Some artworks are deliberately intended to shock and even offend — wit-
ness the controversy in Australia from the exhibition of a painting known as the
‘Piss Christ” by Andres Serrano. Others, such as the Impressionist artists, might
just have been ahead of their time. Van Gogh sold only one painting in his lifetime.

For many experienced researchers, the comments and input of the ethics
committee are a welcome resource, particularly for their students. They recog-
nise the importance of critical appraisal in relation to their own work, and
accept that it will increase the robustness of their research, as well as reducing
the potential for problems.

Consent

Consent is of great importance and cannot be overemphasised. It is at the heart of
the notion of respect for persons, and we overlook it at our peril. History has
demonstrated too often that those people who decide that consent is unnecessary
are often likely to underestimate risk and overemphasise benefit. This is often the
case in times of war or national crisis, and many examples exist, not just in Nazi
Germany, of doubtful research in such times.

Whilst a degree of risk is inevitable, the requirement that participants are
fully informed as to the nature and degree of risk before they consent makes it
much more likely that researchers will do their best to minimise the risk and
maximise benefit.

Pre-existing relationships can complicate consent, particularly when the
researcher is in a position of power over the potential participant.

Balance of risk, benefit and consent

In all research, there must be an accepted balance between risk and benefit. It
may even be that an individual might accept a degree of risk, knowing that they
themselves might not benefit, but in the hope and belief that it will contribute
overall to society. Providing that the participants are competent to consent
freely, that the benefit has been demonstrated, and the risk minimised, ethics
committees must learn to accept this, otherwise they themselves fail to demon-
strate respect for persons.

This is where the application of ethical principles can be of great benefit to
both researchers and ethics committees.
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Application of ethical principles

In spite of criticisms of research ethics processes being too closely attuned to
medical research, there are many useful areas of overlap, particularly in relation
to the application of ethical principles. The following common ethical principles
form the basis of bioethics:

autonomy
beneficence
non-maleficence
justice.

These principles apply equally to all types of research, not just medical. Problems
arise for researchers and ethics committees when they are distracted by the type of
research, rather than looking at the research in the context of ethics.

The principle of autonomy and the notion of respect for persons would make
us ask questions relating to consent. Have people consented? Have they fully
understood what they are consenting to? Can they withdraw at any time?

In considering beneficence (meaning to do good) and non-maleficence (mean-
ing not to do harm) we would question the balance of potential benefit with that
of potential harm and risk, and ask how that potential harm is minimised. What
are the interests of the parties involved? Who could be harmed and how? Who
could benefit, and how might they?

In looking at the principle of justice, we would look at how risk and benefit are
shared and the possible impact of the research across a wider spectrum.

These principles provide a framework for both researchers and ethics commit-
tees to ask the following critical questions.

Who will benefit?

Who might be harmed?

How might they be harmed?

Does the potential harm outweigh the potential benefit?
How can the possibility of harm be reduced?

Are there any conflicts of interests for the researcher?
Have participants consented fully?

What does the research involve for participants?

Are they aware of the risks?

Clearly there are more questions that may be asked, depending upon the type of
research, and any local or legislative requirements, such as research involving
children, but these questions provide a basis for consideration of risk.

Regardless of the context, whether in a classroom or a clinic, the questions
remain the same. It is our response that may differ, for it may be argued that what is
unacceptable in one circumstance may be acceptable in another, if the justification
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is sufficient, and if certain mechanisms are put in place to address the ethical con-
cerns that have been identified. For example, in most situations, an ethics
committee might adopt the view that it is not ethically desirable to focus on one’s
own students because of the pre-existing power relationship and associated difficul-
ties in obtaining free consent. However, the committee might accept a researcher’s
argument that they can only conduct this research on their own students, because it
is the only class teaching this particular subject, or because they are focusing on
their own practice.

The question then shifts from whether or not the research should be done, to
how such research can be conducted ethically. Additional questions will be identi-
fying the issues, including potential risk and harm, and developing strategies for
minimising the potential for negative impact on participants.

The vexed question of risk

In order for ethics committees to be effective, they need to recognise the delicate
balance between risk and benefit, and to accept that all research involves a degree
of inherent risk, however minimal. The unfortunate origin of research ethics can
lead to an overemphasis by ethics committees on risk, and an almost unconscious
assumption that researchers are not to be trusted. Similarly, it is easy for
researchers to underestimate risk and overestimate benefit. Either attitude under-
mines the relationship between researchers and ethics committees.

Generally, however, the capacity for harm in much non-medical research is not
always very high, and ethics committees need to be realistic when assessing the
degree of potential harm against the likelihood of it occurring.

There are some instances where, of course, the potential risk is greater.
Researching with vulnerable populations, such as refugees, or people in depen-
dent relationships, including one’s own clients, students, employees or patients,
creates particular problems, especially in relation to consent. This will always be
the case where there is a situation of unequal power.

Whilst the likelihood and degree of harm are important to consider, they must
be balanced with potential benefit. Where the risk has been justified, ethics com-
mittees may find it more helpful to emphasise strategies for minimising risk, than
to assume that risk can be done away with altogether.

Where an ethics committee is overly focused on risk to the exclusion of benefit,
this creates a different kind of risk — that of over-regulation and strangling of
research itself. If we accept that research is beneficial to society as a whole,
then society has a vested interest in research taking place. Thus the role of an
ethics committee is not merely to minimise risk, but to promote and support
ethical research.

This is undoubtedly a challenge for ethics committees. On the one hand, a
committee that is too lenient and insufficiently rigorous in its consideration of
research ethics might lead to researchers’ treating the process as a joke. The ethics
committee could be guilty of condoning and approving unethical or incompetent
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research. On the other hand, an overly risk-averse ethics committee might make
life so hard for researchers that they either avoid it altogether, or become deterred
from doing research.

Not all risk is unacceptable, and whilst it is also the role of the ethics commit-
tee to ensure that risk is minimised as much as possible, it could be argued that it
is the role of potential participants to choose whether or not to assume that risk,
because as members of a society that benefits from research, everyone has a
vested interest in supporting it.

Participants, if fully informed, may accept a degree of risk because they
believe in the hoped-for outcome of the research. Again, this can be easier to see
in a medical context. A person with cancer might be willing to trial a drug,
because it can give them hope that even if they don’t benefit directly, their experi-
ence will help others in the future.

Risk is an inevitable part of life, and an inevitable part of research. The risk
might be negligible, but it will be there, and must be considered. And it stands to
reason that the more a piece of research is likely to have an impact, the greater the
likelihood there will be risk associated with it. This is more difficult when we are
making those decisions on behalf of someone else. Children, for example, may
not fully comprehend the implications, and are not legally able to consent.

Challenges for ethics committees

It is important for ethics committees themselves to be ethical. In the same way
that researchers can sometimes fail to see the consequences of what they pro-
pose for participants, ethics committees can fail to see the consequences of their
comments and decisions for researchers, and to realise the impact they can have
on them.

Ethics committees have an obligation to demonstrate respect for persons, not
just in consideration of potential risk for participants, but in their relationships
with researchers. The actions of ethics committees impact significantly on
researchers as well as the researched.

If ethics committees see their role as being adversarial, or purely as gatekeepers,
then they run the danger of driving researchers underground. Researchers will have
a vested interest in giving as little information as possible to ethics committees.

If ethics committees look for problems, the chances are that they will find them.
But the question is how important these ‘problems’ really are, and whether or not
they merely reflect the prejudice or preoccupation of particular committee mem-
bers. Some members might fixate on the grammar of the consent form, for
example, while completely missing the potential for harm, or indeed good, from
the research.

If researchers are discouraged from conducting valuable research, then not
only do they suffer, but society loses out on a potential benefit, and the ethics
committee has failed to fulfil its obligation to promote ethical research.
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The role of an ethics committee, no matter what the context of the research, is
to ensure that due consideration has been given to the ethical consequences of the
proposed research, and that the researcher has ensured that risk is minimised.

Benefits for researchers

One of the most obvious benefits for researchers is that ethics approval may be
necessary for publication or to access funding. Additional benefits include the
fact that they are protected by the institution, and are less likely to make mistakes
that might negatively impact on their reputation. Going through the ethics appli-
cation process will involve greater consideration of research beforehand, and it
stands to reason that the more thought-out and planned research is, the better it
will be. This is of particular value to research degree students, who can be either
overwhelmed by the sheer size of the task confronting them, or can plunge in
before they have thought through their approach.

Benefits for ethics committees

Ethics committees clearly benefit from engaging positively with researchers,
because otherwise they run the risk of gaining a poor reputation, of being treated
with contempt and avoidance, of having complaints made against them, but most
importantly, of failing to achieve their aim of promoting ethical research. By
engaging with researchers, they are more likely to find creative solutions rather
than taking the easy way out, that of just refusing research.

Benefits for institutions

Institutions obviously need ethics committees to meet their own regulatory and gov-
ernance requirements. Research cannot take place (in theory at least) unless it has
had appropriate scrutiny and approval. Funding is dependent upon having regula-
tory mechanisms in place. And reputation requires the avoidance of scandal and the
assurance that the staff and students of an institution can be trusted to act ethically.

Benefits for society

Society also has a clearly vested interest in the continuance of research, and in
being assured that sufficient protections are in place for them to repose trust in
the institutions and individual researchers.

Relationship between researchers and ethics committees

When ethics committees engage in a mutually educational dialogue with
research practitioners, everyone benefits. Ethics committees can inform
researchers of the ethical considerations, including how the research might be
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perceived by others. Researchers in their turn are able to inform ethics commit-
tees of the requirements of their profession, and ensure that committees are
aware of the impact of their deliberations.

Any group, whether it is the ethics committee or the researchers, which is too
narrowly focused on itself as its own reference point, courts disaster. The balance is
to know when and where to draw the line. Having that external view is invaluable,
not only in enriching the research itself, but ensuring that the research is ethical.

Well known in Australia and New Zealand is the case of the National Women’s
Hospital in Auckland, where one doctor’s research over a decade from the mid-
1960s led to the deaths of a number of women from cervical cancers that may
otherwise have been successfully treated (Women’s Health Action, 2005). The
research was considered by an ethics committee which was later criticised by a
Royal Commission for being overly medical in focus (McNeill, 1994: 77), with
little or no protection for participants.

The lack of an external view is dangerous, because it can lead to ‘groupthink’,
where everyone shares the same values and outlooks. This is why ethics commit-
tees should be established carefully to ensure that they have not only a variety of
members from different backgrounds, but that they have a mixture of internal and
external representation. In Japan in the Second World War, Unit 731 was estab-
lished to conduct biological warfare experiments. In this instance, the Unit was
deliberately isolated, as were the staff and prisoners, to ensure that there was no
other view possible. The prisoners who were the subjects of the experiments were
referred to as maruta, or ‘log of wood’ (McNeill, 1994: 24), which discouraged
any consideration of the impact of the research.

Tips for ethics committees

An ethics committee should always remember to:

listen to researchers

invite researchers to be part of the committee

rotate researchers on the committee

invite researchers to meet with and give input to the committee

learn from researchers about their needs and professional field and any con-
cerns they may have

be fair

be transparent

be flexible

be positive and encouraging in its response

always justify comments and decisions and link to ethical principles and
guidelines

differentiate between ethical and administrative/methodological comments

e be aware of the potential impact of comments and requirements on
researchers
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e always offer a way forward
® never close off dialogue
® ensure ongoing critical reflection of their own practice.

Tips for researchers

Researchers in their turn should:

not be afraid to challenge ethics committees

be open to critical appraisal and comment

seek advice beforehand

view the ethics process positively, not negatively

educate ethics committees as to the issues and needs of researchers in the field
learn from ethics committees about ethical issues

recognise that ethical research will lead to better quality research

remember that the ethics process reduces risk for researchers of problems
arising that may negatively impact on their careers

e allow sufficient time.

Conclusion

If we accept that good research benefits society, then it follows that the work of
ethics committees also benefits society and researchers. The primary focus of
ethics committees ought always to be the protection of research participants,
researchers, institutions, and indeed research itself. Good research is necessary
for an open society to flourish.

A degree of humility is needed by ethics committees in particular. Ethics com-
mittees would not even exist if it were not for researchers. And researchers in their
turn need to recognise the value of ethics committees. Positively engaged with,
the ethics review process will enhance rather than detract from research.
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Chapter 3

Everything’s ethics

Practitioner inquiry
and university culture

Marilyn Cochran-Smith and Susan L. Lytle

For two decades, we have worked with each other and with a wide array of stu-
dents, inquiry communities, and school-, program- and university-based
colleagues in order to conceptualize and engage in research about teaching,
learning and schooling. We use ‘practitioner inquiry’ as an umbrella term that
encompasses a number of inquiry approaches and genres. Over the years, we
have learned that when practitioners do research, they dramatically realign their
relationships to the brokers of knowledge and power. Along these lines, we have
argued that, when taken seriously, practitioner inquiry represents a radical chal-
lenge to the cultures of schools and universities, questioning fundamental
assumptions about: the knowledge needed to improve teaching, learning and
schooling; how knowledge is produced, interpreted, exchanged, and used; and
the tendency of those who work at universities to call for school transformation
without parallel self-examination and restructuring.

In this chapter, we make a different, but complementary point. We suggest
that when the premises of practitioner inquiry are taken seriously over a long
period of time, by those who are differently positioned in universities and
schools or other educational settings, it is inevitable that complex dilemmas and
tensions emerge. Although the particulars vary, most of these dilemmas have to
do with ownership, authorship, presentation and representation, priorities and
purposes, voice, critique, collaboration, value and evaluation, accountability,
frames of reference, language and culture, and the traditions and conventions of
university-dominated research. Our argument, which we elaborate in this chap-
ter, is that all of these issues are ethical issues and thus, when it comes to
practitioner inquiry and university culture, ‘everything’s ethics.” The chapter
begins with a brief discussion of ‘practitioner inquiry’ as an umbrella term for
describing a number of inquiry formats and genres as well as the features and
assumptions that most versions and variants share. Then we consider the role of
practitioner inquiry in the university and the major ethical dilemmas that
emerge from this work. To do so, we draw on our own experiences working with
teacher research and other inquiry communities within the contexts of large
research universities, over a period of more than 20 years. We focus explicitly on
the ethical, political, and practical dilemmas and contradictions that are created
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when practitioner inquiry and its underlying premises are taken seriously over a
long period of time and within the culture of the university.

Practitioner inquiry

In this chapter, we use ‘practitioner inquiry’ as a conceptual and linguistic
umbrella to refer to a wide array of educational research modes, forms, genres,
and purposes. It is not our intention to suggest that the terms encompassed by the
general phrase are synonymous nor do we want to blur the important ideological,
epistemological, and historical differences that exist between and among them.
Rather we hope to illuminate the differences across these forms of inquiry at the
same time that we clarify some of their commonalities.

Versions and variants

Arguably, the most common terms for practitioner inquiry that occur in the cur-
rent discourse of educational research are: action research, teacher research,
self-study, narrative inquiry, the scholarship of teaching and learning, and the use
of teaching as a context for research. ‘Action research’ is commonly used to
describe collaborations among school, university, and community-based activists
to alter curriculum, challenge common school practices, and work for social
change through a process of problem posing, data gathering, analysis, and action.
The roots of action research are in the social action traditions of Kurt Lewin and
Stephen Corey in the 1940s and 1950s in the US, the teacher-as-researcher cur-
riculum development movement in the UK, spearheaded by Lawrence Stenhouse,
John Elliott, Jean Rudduck, and others, and the Australian participatory and criti-
cal action research movement, led by Wilfred Carr and Stephen Kemmis (Noffke,
1997; Zeichner and Noffke, 2001). The phrase ‘teacher research’ is now com-
monly used to refer to the North American renewal of interest in teacher inquiry
that emerged in the late 1980s (Anderson and Herr, 1999; Cochran-Smith and
Lytle, 1993, 1999). Generally, ‘teacher research’ refers to the inquiries of K-12
teachers and other educators who work in inquiry communities to examine their
own assumptions, develop local knowledge by posing questions and gathering
data, and — in some versions of teacher research — work for social justice.

The term ‘self-study,” is used almost exclusively to refer to inquiries at the
higher education level by academics involved in the practice of teacher education,
broadly construed. Self-study has been conceptualized by members of the AERA
Self-Study Special Interest Group as a way to reinvent teacher education by con-
tinuously interrogating one’s own practice and all of its underlying assumptions
(see, for example, Cole and Knowles, 1995; Hamilton, 1998; Loughran and
Northfield, 1998; Russell and Korthagen, 1995). Closely related to and some-
times overlapping with self-study, ‘narrative inquiry’ and/or ‘autobiographical
inquiry’ refer to the narratives produced through systematic reflections by
prospective and experienced teachers and/or by teacher—educators that contain
knowledge within them. Narrative inquiry has been conceptualized by Jean
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Clandinin and Michael Connelly (Clandinin and Connelly, 1995, 1996) and by
Nona Lyons and Vicki LaBoskey (Lyons and LaBoskey, 2002) as a way to
uncover and represent teachers’ personal practical knowledge.

Another form of practitioner inquiry is ‘the scholarship of teaching and learn-
ing,” derived from a term originally coined by Ernest Boyer (1990), then President
of the Carnegie Foundation, as part of special report on the priorities of the profes-
soriate. Making a distinction between Boyer’s notion, which emphasizes ‘scholarly
teaching,” Lee Shulman, and his current colleagues at the Carnegie Foundation
(Hutchings, 1998; Shulman, 2001; Shulman ef al. 1999) have conceptualized ‘the
scholarship of teaching and learning’ as studying, understanding, and enhancing
teaching and learning across disciplinary areas and at both K-12 and higher educa-
tion levels by making the scholarship of teaching public, accessible to critique by
others, and exchangeable in the professional community. The final mode we include
under the practitioner inquiry umbrella is research carried out by university-based
researchers who take on the role of teacher in K-12 settings in order to conduct
research on the intricate complexities involved in the problems of practice. The best
known examples of this kind of inquiry are the work of Magdalene Lampert,
Deborah Ball, and their colleagues and students (e.g. Lampert, 1990, 2001;
Lampert and Ball, 1998) who conceptualize ‘pedagogical inquiry’ as a way for
teachers to learn from very experienced and expert teachers’ records of practice.

Shared features

Although there are differences in emphasis and intention, several shared features
of practitioner inquiry cut across versions and variants. In all forms of practitioner
inquiry, the practitioner himself or herself takes on the role of researcher. This is
quite different from what is usually the case with research on teaching and school-
ing where practitioners are the topics of study, the objects of someone else’s
inquiry, or the informants and subjects of research conducted by those outside the
situation. In addition, in most versions of practitioner inquiry, collaboration is
key, and the local community is the context in which knowledge is constructed
and made public to the scrutiny and consideration of others.

A second shared feature of practitioner inquiry is the assumption that the
knowledge needed to understand, analyze, and ultimately improve educational sit-
uations cannot be generated primarily outside of those contexts and then
transported from ‘outside to inside’ (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1993) for direct
implementation and use. Rather practitioner inquiry is built on the assumptions
that practitioners are knowers, that the relationships of knowledge and practice
are complex and distinctly non-linear, and that the knowledge needed to improve
practice is influenced by the contexts and relations of power that structure the
daily work of teaching and learning.

A third common feature is that the professional context is taken as the site for
inquiry, and problems and issues that arise from professional practice are taken up
as topics of study. When the practitioner is engaged in inquiry about his or her
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own professional context, the questions emerge from the day-to-day experiences
of practice and, often, from discrepancies between what is intended and what
occurs. The unique feature of the questions that prompt practitioners’ inquiry is
that they emanate from neither theory nor practice alone but from critical reflec-
tion on the intersections of the two.

The boundaries between inquiry and practice blur when the practitioner is a
researcher and a knower and when the professional context is a site for the study
of problems of practice. Most of the modes of practitioner inquiry described
above also share the assumption that inquiry is an integral, not separate, part of
practice and that learning from practice is an essential task of practitioners across
the professional lifespan.

Issues about generalizability and validity have often been used to discount the
value of practitioner inquiry, which, by definition, is prompted by the questions of
individuals or local groups of practitioners, and is often conducted in the context
of a single classroom, course, school, or program. However, an important feature
is that notions of validity and generalizability are quite different from the tradi-
tional criteria of transferability and application of findings (often, the
identification of causes and effects) to other populations and contexts.

All forms of practitioner inquiry share the features of systematicity and inten-
tionality. Stenhouse’s (1985) emphasis on research as ‘systematic’ and ‘self
critical’ inquiry emphasized this idea early on. In some forms of practitioner
inquiry, systematic documentation of issues related to teaching, learning, and
schooling resembles the forms of documentation (observation, interviews, and
document/artifact collection) used in ethnographic research, grounded theory,
and other forms of qualitative and interpretive study. Part of what distinguishes
the inquiries of practitioners from those of outside researchers who rely on simi-
lar forms of data collection is that in addition to documenting students’ learning,
practitioner—researchers also systematically document their own teaching and
learning — their own thinking, planning, and evaluation processes as well as their
questions, interpretive frameworks, changes in views over time, issues they see as
dilemmas, and themes that recur.

Finally, although the focus of practitioner inquiry is, by definition, the work of
practitioners in their own professional contexts, most forms of practitioner
inquiry are characterized by their emphasis on making the work public and open
to the critique of a larger community. Along these lines, Stenhouse (1985) defined
research as systematic inquiry ‘made public’ to others, and much of the current
North American teacher research movement is distinguished by the work of K-12
teachers, teacher—educators, and others working together to generate ‘knowledge
of practice’ within inquiry communities (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1999).
Although some descriptions of practitioner inquiry suggest that it generates prac-
tical knowledge that is quite distinct from formal knowledge, which is
generalizable and widely usable (Richardson, 1996), many of the forms of practi-
tioner inquiry are characterized by their efforts to break with the traditional
epistemological distinction between formal and practical knowledge.
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The above analysis of key shared features of practitioner inquiry not only
reveals the general ways that divergent forms of practitioner inquiry are united,
but also points to many of the issues that divide practitioner inquiry from more
traditional university-based research. For example, the discrepancies between
practitioner inquiry where roles and boundaries are blurred, on the one hand, and
traditional forms of research that makes sharp demarcations between researcher
and that which is being researched, on the other, are clear in many of the critiques
that have emerged about practitioner inquiry over the years. We elaborate these
and other tensions and ethical dilemmas that are inherent in the work of practi-
tioner inquiry in university culture in the remainder of this chapter.

Practitioner inquiry and university culture

Our argument in this chapter is that all of the dilemmas and tensions involved with
taking practitioner inquiry seriously within university culture are in a certain sense
ethical issues. This point is somewhat akin to James Gee’s (2005) comments about
the National Research Council’s (NRC) report, Scientific Research in Education
(2001), which prompted a great deal of critique and commentary. Gee argued that
the principles of inquiry formulated by the NRC panel in an attempt to define sci-
entific research in education were ‘relatively vacuous’ outside of the specific
theories of specific domains, which he pointed out were considerably smaller than
whole disciplines (like education). Gee captured this point in his title, ‘It’s theories
all the way down,” arguing that discussions about the ‘science’ of educational
research were inseparable from particular theoretical frameworks of specific disci-
plines, such as linguistics. Gee’s argument is similar in valence to the argument
crystallized in our title, ‘Everything’s ethics.” In short, we are arguing that mean-
ingful discussions about practitioner inquiry within the culture of universities
cannot be separated from discussions about ethics, and that whenever practitioner
inquiry is conceptualized, conducted, supported, used, referred to, or evaluated by
those working within the cultures of universities, all issues are in a certain sense
ethical issues. We make this argument by first tracing our own roots as university-
based educators who ‘worked the dialectic’ of conceptualizing and conducting
practitioner inquiry and then focusing explicitly on several key ethical dilemmas.

Tracing our roots

We trace our interest in practitioner inquiry to an increasing dissatisfaction with
business as usual at the university — particularly with the way practitioners were
positioned in teacher education and professional development, and with the way
university-generated knowledge was assumed to encompass everything there was
to know about teachers and teaching. From the beginning, we worked closely with
new and experienced urban teachers at the University of Pennsylvania to develop
innovative pre-service and professional development projects and programs, par-
ticularly the pre-service program, Project START (Student Teachers as
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Researching Teachers), and the school-university collaborative, PhilWP (the
Philadelphia Writing Project), an urban site of the National Writing Project.
Throughout our time at Penn, and elsewhere, we were never solely practitioners
nor solely researchers. Rather we saw ourselves as negotiating the uncertain bor-
ders of educational practice and scholarship by simultaneously wrestling with the
daily dilemmas of practice and at the same time contributing to conceptual frame-
works for the emerging domain of teacher research.

From the beginning we regarded our projects as strategic sites for both
research and practice, positioned to prompt the rethinking of fundamental
assumptions about the intellectual project of teaching and to explore the prospects
for reconstructing practice as inquiry across the professional lifespan. It was our
close work with teachers that heightened our awareness of the gap between uni-
versity discourse and the reality of daily life in schools and made us reject the
claim that universities could take the major responsibility for creating enduring
change in schools and classrooms. Early on, we realized that it was not just uni-
versity scholars who took a critical perspective on the social and political
arrangements of schools and schooling. Rather many of the urban teachers with
whom we were collaborating (particularly those who were members of the
Philadelphia Teachers’ Learning Cooperative, Teacher Educators for Social
Responsibility, and those who worked with Patricia Carini and others at the
Prospect School and the North Dakota Study Group) had a long history of docu-
menting, and taking critical perspectives on, their work with students and the
larger sociopolitical contexts of school and society.

Jointly with these and many other teachers and student teachers, we explored
teacher research as a way to rethink practice, question our own assumptions, and
challenge the status quo — not only in schools but also in the university. Over time,
we came to use the term ‘teacher research’ (and later, to be more inclusive of the
range of practitioners involved, ‘practitioner inquiry’) as a kind of shorthand for a
larger set of premises about: teachers as knowers, reciprocal school—university
relationships, teaching as both an intellectual and political activity, learning to
teach as a process that occurs within inquiry communities throughout the profes-
sional lifespan, schooling as deeply influenced by culture and history, and the
need for parallel transformation of universities and schools.

We trace the roots of our interest in teacher research to a time long before these
projects, however. Both of us began our work at the university having been K-12
teachers, and then we were part-time instructors and/or supervisors of student
teachers and lecturers for a number of years. Later, after we completed our doc-
torates at Penn in the early 1980s, we continued as lecturers or adjunct faculty for
a number of years until there was an opportunity to ‘apply for our own jobs’ as
tenure-track assistant professors.

Throughout this time period, we were actively involved in all aspects of the
academic programs at the university and also engaged in scholarly and profes-
sional work, both before and after we were ‘officially’ faculty members. Despite
the important opportunities these positions gave us to teach and to learn, it is also
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clear that during the early years, like some women at schools of education at
many other research universities, we were marginalized as members of the fac-
ulty. In addition, because of our close work with teachers and student teachers,
some university colleagues identified us with practitioner-oriented issues rather
than with ‘real’ research. At many schools of education at research universities at
that time in the early 1980s, an individual’s status roughly mapped to her close-
ness to or distance from the daily practice of schools and other educational
programs. This kind of hierarchy distinguished those who did social science (i.e.
they engaged in scholarship about education broadly construed and/or closely
identified with the concerns of a particular discipline, such as psychology, his-
tory, or economics) on the one hand, from those, on the other hand, who
identified themselves as educators working in the field of education, typically
teacher—educators and others whose work was directly focused on curriculum,
teaching, learning, and schooling.

In retrospect, we realize that our reluctance to privilege neither scholarship nor
practice contributed not only to our early marginalization as faculty members but
also to our need to construct a kind of critical integration that connected our more
grassroots work with teachers to our teaching and research at the university. This
desire to locate our work at the intersection of two worlds deeply informed and
continuously called into question our perspectives on collaboration and power,
voice and representation, culture and difference, and the interrelationships of
inquiry, knowledge, and practice.

Part of the reason we were able to work at this intersection at a major research
university was the relatively small size of our programs in pre-service teacher
education and in reading, writing, and literacy. In addition, in those early days,
both of us had a great deal of autonomy and what we now realize were unusually
rich opportunities to invent new program structures, imagine new relationships
with school-based colleagues, and figure out how to make our projects critical
sites for inquiry. Commenting on our apparent freedom to pursue these ideas, one
of our colleagues from another university once pointed out that many administra-
tors and faculty at Penn appeared for the most part ‘mercifully uninterested’ in
what was going on in our programs, even though we were by then writing about
them and beginning to draw attention to this work.

Our ideas about teacher research were also in sync with the growing interest at
Penn’s Graduate School of Education in qualitative research. Beginning in the mid-
1970s, the University of Pennsylvania was at the forefront of exploring and
fostering qualitative research as a legitimate mode of inquiry into educational
problems and issues. Led over the years by well-known researchers from anthro-
pology, linguistics, and literacy, including Dell Hymens, David Smith, Shirley
Heath, Frederick Erickson, Bambi Schieffelin, and Nancy Hornberger, Penn was
among the first to offer an array of courses in qualitative research methodology
and to permit and indeed encourage doctoral dissertations that relied on qualitative
approaches to data collection and analysis. Much of this work explored the cultures
of schools and classrooms and attempted to represent teachers’ knowledge from
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their perspectives inside schools. Efforts of this kind were intensified and made
public via the university’s Ethnography and Education Forum, which began in the
late 1970s and continues annually. This conference, in which we participated from
the beginning, has been known over time for promoting conversations about quali-
tative research among an unusually wide range of participants, both local and
national, including graduate students, school- and program-based teachers and
administrators, and university faculty.

Ours and many others’ ideas about teacher research were first made public at
‘Teacher Research Day,” a special event we initiated with teachers and student
teachers at the Forum in 1986. Since that time, Teacher Research Day has
attracted teacher researchers and inquiry communities locally and from around
the world as well as featured speakers who helped to conceptualize and dissemi-
nate the notion of practitioner inquiry as a mode for knowledge generation,
professional development, and activism for school change. As co-authors, we
used the forum as a context for sharing our emerging ideas about what it meant to
make inquiry central to teaching and learning to teach. Over the years, we had the
privilege to present more than a dozen keynote talks that introduced Teacher
Research Day by positing conceptual frameworks at once firmly rooted in our
ongoing projects and programs, and also intended to suggest generative questions
and issues for the larger field. All of these were eventually published in one form
or another in educational journals and in some cases in professional newsletters
and in-house publications. Over these same years, our student teachers and our
school- and program-based teacher colleagues also presented their work at the
forum and at a growing number of regional and national conferences related to
teacher education, language and literacy, and urban education. Over time, engag-
ing in research on our own practice became the central way of knowing for our
growing inquiry community in the Philadelphia area.

Working the dialectic

As this discussion about our roots suggests, we have worked over time to concep-
tualize and take seriously the concept of teacher research — and its underlying
premises about knowledge, teaching, schooling, and power — and to instantiate
and act on those premises in our daily university work, in various partnerships and
collaborative contexts, in K-12 schools, and in community-based adult program
literacy and other settings. We think of these efforts collectively as ‘working the
dialectic.’ By ‘dialectic,” we refer to the reciprocal, recursive, and symbiotic rela-
tionships of research and practice, analysis and action, inquiry and experience,
theorizing and doing, and being researchers and practitioners, as well as the
dialectic of generating local knowledge of practice while making that knowledge
accessible and usable in other contexts and thus helping to transform it into pub-
lic knowledge. When we ‘work the dialectic,” there are not distinct moments when
we are only researchers or only practitioners. Rather these activities and roles are
intentionally blurred.
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By ‘working’ we mean capitalizing on, learning from, and mining the dialectic
as a particularly rich resource for new knowledge. Clearly, this occurs when we
study and theorize our practice as university-based faculty members and
teacher—educators. But in our teaching and program evaluation efforts, we high-
light and learn from the work of those who have engaged in teacher research and
other practitioner inquiries. Thus, for example, in the construction of reading lists
for courses or in the synthesis of research literature for scholarly publications, we
recognize practitioners as legitimate knowledge generators and thus include in
our reviews the inquiries of school-based teachers and university-based
teacher—educators. We also ‘work’ the dialectic by collaborating with others to
develop the contexts that support the inquiries of student teachers, new and expe-
rienced school-based teachers and administrators, university-based fieldwork
supervisors and teacher—educators, community program-based educators, and
many other educational colleagues and collaborators.

As university faculty members working the dialectic, we have explored the
ways we and our students and colleagues co-construct knowledge; we have inves-
tigated issues of language, culture and literacy; and, we have analyzed the
contexts that support inquiry communities and teacher learning across the profes-
sional lifespan. Drawing on data collected periodically over two decades from a
number of sites — pre-service teacher education programs, urban professional
development projects, and other university or field-based programs — we have
explored the complex relationships of inquiry, knowledge, and professional prac-
tice. Within this program of research, we have tried to understand how teachers
raise questions, collect classroom and school data, generate analyses and inter-
pretations, and alter students’ learning opportunities. We have looked at how
prospective teachers reconcile the issues of race, culture, and diversity with issues
of high standards, content coverage, and accountability as they learn to teach. We
have looked at how experienced teachers understand race, culture, and diversity
as dimensions of leadership in an urban school district undergoing dramatic
change. We have compared the literacies of women in a university program,
women in a community college, and women who are homeless, in order to
explore how individuals, differently positioned in terms of gender and schooling,
construct their learning ‘herstories’. We have traced the attempts of a large
teacher education faculty group from very different disciplinary and methodolog-
ical backgrounds, to grapple with the question of what it means to do teacher
education for social justice. We have explored the characteristics of pre-service
and in-service teacher inquiry communities as environments that support ongoing
learning in the face of continuous societal and educational change. All these
strands of our research program have informed and are informed by our evolving
theories of the interrelationships among inquiry, knowledge, and practice.

Although many of these questions could be explored by researchers outside of
their own professional contexts, something different results when one’s own pro-
fessional work is the research site and one’s own emerging issues and dilemmas
are the grist for systematic study. When university-based faculty intentionally
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work the dialectic of research and practice, it makes possible a genre of scholar-
ship in which rich new ways to ‘theorize practice’ and, at the same time,
‘practicize theory’ are developed.

In our case, as university-based faculty members, working the dialectic has
been an especially productive way to invent and direct teacher education and pro-
fessional development projects and, at the same time, theorize and analyze many
aspects of those projects. Based on this work, we have tried to conceptualize
teacher research through a series of essays presented and published over a period
of some 20 years. In each conceptual essay we wrote about teacher research, we
tried to address a particular question or set of questions that had been problematic
in our daily work as teachers, teacher—educators, and researchers. Thus, in a very
real sense, the contradictions in our own practice oriented our research just as
much as did our reading of the wider literature related to teacher learning, inquiry,
school change, and language and literacy. At the same time, the distinctions we
made in our writing provided new lenses on our practice and on our interpretation
of the theoretical and empirical literature. An early essay on the genres of teacher
research, for example, grew out of our extensive reading of the varied forms in
which teachers wrote about their daily work, and also out of our participation with
teachers in a range of oral documentary processes. These experiences contributed
to our growing discontent with the assumption that research by school-based
teachers should be expected to follow the conventions of method and presentation
developed in the university. The conceptual framework we developed influenced
us to formalize and rethink the kinds of inquiry opportunities available in our pro-
grams and projects. Working the dialectic is a decidedly non-linear process. For
us, it has been more like improvising a dance than climbing a set of stairs. As we
theorized the relationships of inquiry, knowledge and practice, based on critical
analysis of others’ work, as well as systematic inquiry into our own practice, we
saw many ways to reinvent practice, which prompted further nuances in our theo-
retical frameworks and posed new questions to analyze; these, in turn, suggested
new interpretive frameworks and strategies.

Over the years, working the dialectic changed our work, changed who we are,
changed what we do and how we do it. We have found that inquiry changes the
people who do it, and for us, in our location at the university, it also challenged
many of the formal and informal rules universities live by. It has been our experi-
ence that taking teacher research seriously at the university creates ethical issues
and tensions that are at once difficult and generative. These have to do with posi-
tions and relationships, research conventions and practices, and the broader
meanings of scholarly activity. As long as dealing with these ethical issues does
not make working within the university context impossible (as they have for some
of those involved in practitioner inquiry at research universities), they can be gen-
erative — suggesting new questions and prompting further critique about
school—university relationships.
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The ethics of practitioner inquiry within
university culture

Although there is now a substantial literature about the role of practitioner inquiry
in schools and in school—university partnerships, there is much less that focuses
on the university, particularly on the contradictions that are generated when prac-
titioner inquiry brushes up against, and sometimes collides with, what has
traditionally been valued and rewarded in university culture. Some of the most
interesting and provocative work along these lines has been written by
teacher—educators who are active in the self-study of teacher education practices
community, particularly Ardra Cole and Gary Knowles, Jack Whitehead, and Tom
Russell and Fred Korthagen (see, for example, Cole and Knowles, 1996, 1998;
Russell and Korthagen, 1995; Whitehead, 1995). Their work has exposed some of
the raw underbelly of university culture, exploring what happens when those who
engage in alternative forms of research and inquiry work in universities where
this work is not only not valued, but — much worse — is regarded as improper, sub-
versive, and worthy of censure. More recently, and along quite different but
related lines, some arts and sciences faculty members who have engaged in the
scholarship of teaching have begun also to acknowledge the ethical issues that are
raised when university teachers engage in research about their own practice and
their own students’ learning. These involve questions of privacy and respect as
well as negotiation of policies regulating human subjects research, such as insti-
tutional review board regulations and exemptions (e.g. Hutchings, 2002a, 2002b),
which often simply do not fit well with practitioner inquiry.

In a certain sense, it is not surprising that there has been relatively little work
about the ethics of practitioner inquiry within research universities to date. The
idea of university-based scholars engaging in research about their own work as
practitioners is, after all, relatively new. But it is also the case that examining the
culture of universities is in and of itself rather inconsistent with the culture of uni-
versities, which have long had a tendency to call for school transformation
without parallel self-examination and restructuring. Anderson and Herr (1999)
make this point about university-based educators who work closely with school-
based educators: ‘Academics who form alliances with practitioners or who send
practitioners out into their schools to generate knowledge about practice should
be equally willing to submit their own institutions and practices to the same level
of investigative scrutiny’ (p. 17). Similarly, Wisniewski (2000) suggests that
ethnographic studies of change in the academy are needed, but avoided, by uni-
versity researchers who prefer to direct their ‘gaze’ at K-12 school change rather
than at their own settings and interactions with students, administrators, and col-
leagues.

Below we discuss some of the key tensions and contradictions that have arisen
from our own experience as university-based teachers and researchers trying to
take seriously and act on the concepts and premises of teacher research. As our
title indicates, we see all of these issues as centrally involved with ethics.
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The ethics of inquiry as stance

As teacher—educators, we treat inquiry as a stance on teaching, learning, and
schooling (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1993, 1999) rather than as a bounded activ-
ity or project. This means that the central tenets of inquiry structure and inform
every dimension of our work, and nearly all of the courses, seminars, and insti-
tutes with which we are involved have in common posing, not just answering,
questions, taking practice as the site for inquiry, interrogating one’s own and oth-
ers’ practices and assumptions, and learning from and about practice by collecting
and analyzing the ‘data’ of daily work.

This stance is incongruent with the role that many teacher—educators, as well as
new and experienced teachers, have been socialized to expect the university to play
in teachers’ learning. For many years — and especially now in the current era of
accountability — university experts have been expected to offer the latest theories
(although often considered too abstract and thus irrelevant to ‘real’ school) or to
provide training and coaching in ‘best practices’ to be immediately applied in
classrooms. In either case, the assumption is that outside experts had knowledge
that needed to be ‘injected’ into school practice. Inquiry as a stance disrupts this
idea by controverting the expert—novice conception, challenging the knowledge
transmission model, and questioning the assumption that learning to teach is
accomplished in the early years of teaching and then needs only periodic updating.

There are a number of ethical dilemmas involved with making inquiry a
stance, however. For example, in our enthusiasm for the idea of inquiry as a pri-
mary pedagogy of teacher education, we urge and in some ways impose this
perspective. Of course, in a certain way, all teaching is imposition. And yet, there
is a fine line between inviting practitioners to engage in inquiry, on the one hand,
and, on the other, requiring them to do it in order to obtain a degree or earn credit
for an in-service course. There is a fine line between collaboratively constructing
an agenda within an inquiry community, on the one hand, and, on the other, pre-
determining content, processes, and outcomes. The contradiction between inquiry
and imposition is especially visible in discussions of the questions that emerge
from inquiry. In our writing about practitioner inquiry, we have argued many
times that practitioners’ questions come from their own felt needs and thus are
different in important ways from those of university researchers. We have pointed
out that these questions come from unique perspectives on classroom and school
life and reflect the interpretive frameworks that practitioners have developed,
based on their work inside schools and other educational contexts.

Nonetheless, sometimes we hear ourselves reframing or evaluating practition-
ers’ questions — casting them in our own language and images and subtly, or not
so subtly, promoting adherence to certain university conventions. Sometimes this
is motivated by our desire to ‘help’ the questioner locate her question within a
wider conversation, sometimes it involves distinguishing a ‘researchable’ ques-
tion from one that is more like product-testing, and sometimes it reflects the
consensus of a group not to avoid the hard issues of schooling. Whatever prompts
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our responses, our experience is that two basically contradictory things can occur
simultaneously when inquiry is a stance in the university context: genuinely invit-
ing practitioner inquiry to challenge the hegemony of university knowledge, on
the one hand, and ‘front-loading” our own agenda as university scholars in ways
that may actually discourage opposing viewpoints. The result is a set of ethical
oxymorons in connection to the concept of inquiry as stance — ‘imposed felt need’
or ‘transmitted inquiry’ or ‘coerced critique’.

The ethics of inquiry as collaboration

To make inquiry genuinely collaborative, we have tried to develop close and equi-
table working relationships with student teachers, teachers and many other
practitioners. We have also collaborated with field-based educators whose posi-
tions fit neatly into none of the traditional school or university categories, such as
teachers who divide their time between school leadership and university teaching
roles. These collaborations have made possible the design, governance, and
assessment of inquiry activities at every organizational level and across a wide
range of formats such as courses, institutes, on-site teacher research groups, steer-
ing committees, and so on.

Obviously these efforts to share power and leadership are intended to disrupt
the culture of the university in that policy-making is more inclusive, decisions are
more widely negotiated, and responsibilities are shifted. But there are ethical issues
and contradictions here as well. One set of ethical issues occurs when collaborative
relationships are nested within degree programs — here students are invited to ‘col-
laborate’ with faculty who also grade them, and fieldwork supervisors or adjunct
faculty are invited to ‘collaborate’ with those who may participate in hiring, firing,
and evaluating them. Other issues occur in school—university partnerships where
the power relationships are more ambiguous — here collaborative relationships may
in fact perpetuate privilege in more (and less) subtle ways or, in quite the opposite
direction, may be interpreted by teachers as abdication of responsibility.

Unfortunately, instances of silencing and control seem to come with the terri-
tory of inquiry as collaboration. In addition, in both degree programs and
partnerships, there are almost always ethical issues related to critique. Who can
critique whom? When is critique appropriate, and when is it destructive of the
fragile strands of collaborative relationships? Are private contexts for critique
more appropriate than public ones, or do these simply force underground a dis-
course that could make visible the very issues with which the group most needs to
engage? These ecthical issues around critique are complexly related to the
alliances and loyalties that structure the lives of practitioners in both universities
and schools — the culture of silence about the work of one’s colleagues, the culture
of social groups based on bonds of gender, race, class background, and ethnicity,
and the culture of seniority and experience that makes longevity in a group — and
sometimes age, rank, or other markers of prior status — the passports for full par-
ticipation for some, while at the same time inhibiting the contributions of others.
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The ethics of inquiry made public and accessible

As noted above, we have for a long time now focused some of the research we do
on our work with others in various inquiry communities, including at times the
learning communities we try to create in each of our courses. These communities,
which become the contexts for important inquiries about many issues related to
schooling, also function as sites for research about inquiry. By studying the com-
munities we are part of, we have the opportunity to explore the ways we and our
students and colleagues co-construct knowledge; we can investigate issues of lan-
guage, culture and literacy; and, we have a chance to analyze the contexts that
support the work of inquiry communities and the professional development of
teachers across the life span.

Organizing our teaching and research lives in these ways not only alters the
content of what can be researched but also intentionally violates a number of
research conventions that are part of university culture. Researching our own
teaching, researching the research of others, and researching our experiences as
participants in inquiry communities deviate dramatically from the more distanced
topics that many consider the proper concern of scholarly educators. In addition,
this kind of inquiry violates expectations in the research community about the
most useful research regarding programs and projects — the norm is more toward
evaluation or outcome studies based on data gathered by a researcher who is out-
side the setting itself. In that we draw on feminist, critical, and interpretive
research traditions, we make the relationships of researcher and researched prob-
lematic in our work. But because the participants in our projects are in so many
complicated ways already both researchers and researched, it is almost ludicrous
to fit some of this work into the university’s categories. Who indeed are the
‘human subjects’ in this kind of research? Who ‘signs off” on whom? Who’s enti-
tled to write about whom, and who ‘owns’ the data?

The ethical issues involved in making inquiry public and accessible to others
have primarily to do with authorship, ownership, representation, and co-opta-
tion. For example, for many years, we have written together looking broadly and
synoptically at the Philadelphia inquiry community, theorizing teacher research
and professional development by drawing on projects that involved enormous
efforts by many other people over many years. We have built our own under-
standings and arguments out of the work of communities and have explicitly
used many examples of the writing of others. In our co-authored work, we have
often chosen to represent the work of the community through our perspectives
as university-based teachers and researchers. Of course we always had the
appropriate permissions, acknowledgements, and disclaimers about not speak-
ing for others. None of these, however, really altered the reality that we, as
university-based faculty, got a generous amount of the credit for this work
within the educational community. In addition, partly because of ‘what counts’
within the culture of the university, we committed most of our time and
resources to writing for academic journals and handbooks, rather than for more
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practice-oriented and/or local outlets. The trade-off here has been that we have
not learned what we surely would have learned by writing explicitly for a wider,
more inclusive audience.

On the other hand, when we try to address some of these issues by representing
the work of communities through collaborative writing with others involved in
these projects, there are additional ethical dilemmas. What conventions of writ-
ing, what audiences, and what modes of data collection and analysis are
ultimately privileged, even when the explicit intention is not to perpetuate the
dominance of the university? How are the different roles in writing opted for, des-
ignated, and/or valued, even when the intention of the group is to make these
decisions jointly? How do the various collaborators participate in conceptualiz-
ing, drafting, revising, and editing, and what does collaboration really mean,
when often — in the final product — we retain for ourselves the ‘last word’?

At the heart of many of these decisions is how collaborative groups — in which
we as university educators are simply members, though, in a certain sense, never
simply members — negotiate priorities in purposes and goals for making their joint
work public and accessible. Some of the most significant moments in these nego-
tiations are those when we realize that even deciding what to disclose and what to
obscure or omit is an ethical issue in that it entails very different risks and conse-
quences for the differently positioned writers in the group. What is troubling is
that, as university researchers, we tend to argue for pushing boundaries, for open-
ing up and writing about unsettling subjects. But, as university researchers, we are
also much more likely to get credit for doing this and much less likely than some
of our school-based colleagues to have to deal directly in our professional lives
with the fall out of our choices.

A particularly dicey ethical dilemma along these lines is how, when, and
whether it is appropriate to make public examples from inquiry communities
that may reflect negatively on the participants, or on the group as a whole, or on
the students who are being represented. Further, the culture of the university
depends on sharp and even excoriating critique of others’ research, and indeed
we have been chastised by some university-based colleagues for not being
appropriately critical in our analyses of the teacher research that we include in
our writing, and not making public the full range of the problems inherent in the
work of inquiry communities. We realize, of course, that including more of the
messiness is probably essential to furthering the wider social, political and
intellectual agendas of the practitioner inquiry movement. Finding ways to do
this that do not undermine the very relationships that make the work possible
and do not yet again reinforce the hegemony of the university, however, is
daunting. These may require that teacher—educators and teachers together
rethink and reinvent approaches to critique that are more congruent with the
politics of this movement.
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Conclusion: everything’s ethics

Among the consequences of taking practitioner inquiry seriously over the last 20
years has been the rewriting of our own job descriptions at the university and the
blurring of our roles as researchers, teachers, writers, and partners in univer-
sity—field networks and collaboratives. As many of our colleagues involved in
similar work know, refusing to privilege the role of researcher over all others
clearly disrupts university norms and its neat demarcations — for each individual
faculty member — of contributions to research, teaching, and service, the stuff of
which tenure, promotions, and merit pay raises are made. When one chooses to do
this kind of work, much of which is invisible through the lenses of the university,
one also agrees to accept the fact that ‘everything’s ethics’ and thus, in a certain
sense, chooses to take on a number of complex ethical issues and dilemmas.

In her 1992 AERA presidential address, entitled ‘The meaning of scholarly
activity and the building of community,” Ann Lieberman (1992) suggested an
expanded view of scholarly activity:

I use the phrase, ‘scholarly activity,” despite its seeming to be a marriage of
contraries or contradictions ... an embrace of what appear to be two ideas that
do not fit comfortably together: scholarship, defined as ‘a quality of knowl-
edge and learning ... which is systematic, attempting accuracy, critical ability
and thoroughness,” and activity, ‘requiring action, producing real effects as
opposed to theoretical, ideal, or speculative’ ... . The development of a syn-
thesis from these seeming contradictions has important implications for
scholarly work: the kinds of relationships we develop, how we frame and
carry out our work, and how we give voice to both activism and knowledge
building.

(p-8)

In making this point, Lieberman recognized and clearly valued activism, asserting
that it ought to be an integral part of the work of scholarship in schools of educa-
tion and that it was one of the ways to resolve the contradictions in our
professional lives. She also implicitly acknowledged the inevitability of dealing
with contraries and contradictions, many of which are related to serious ethical
issues.

In conclusion, we wish to point out that building professional lives that are
founded on the premises of practitioner inquiry challenges many aspects of uni-
versity culture and carries with it multiple — and tricky — ethical dilemmas. We
believe that these are by and large constructive — even generative — dilemmas in
that they get at many of the issues that are at the heart of practitioner inquiry,
especially issues related to knowledge construction and use and issues related to
the purposes or ends of engaging in inquiry. In looking closely and systematically
at our own experiences with practitioner inquiry, it is evident that there are many
ethical contradictions, tensions, and dilemmas that come with this territory and
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are not easily resolved or explained away. Even as we identify and explore these
issues in this chapter, we are acutely conscious that the next task is not finding
ways to fix or resolve these issues, but rather ways to think and talk about the
ethics of practitioner inquiry differently and more openly, so that they continue to
feed (not stymie) the work and support (not interfere with) the commitment of
inquiry communities to interrogate even our most cherished assumptions and
practices.
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Chapter 4

Ethical issues for consultants
in complex collaborative
action research settings

Tensions and dilemmas

Christopher Day and Andrew Townsend

Introduction

This chapter explores issues for action research consultants who work with a
range of clients over a sustained period of time but whose interventions are rela-
tively brief and temporary in relation to their working lives. Whilst each of these
clients may have a common purpose (i.e. improvement of practice), they may also
have different notions of how this may be achieved. The clients in this case are
teachers, teaching assistants and head teachers engaged in inquiry-focused work
within schools which is part funded by a government agency. They thus have mul-
tiple accountabilities for their work, i.e. to pupils, parents, colleague professionals
and the network funding agency. These multiple accountabilities, together with
the additional commitments and work caused by their (voluntary) participation
produce inevitable tensions and dilemmas. The role of the consultant is, therefore,
more complex than would be the case in a more normal consultant—client rela-
tionship. Whilst, as in more normal relationships, the consultants must be trusted
by all their clients, appreciate the complexity of context for the action research
and exercise a range of skills, they must also hold and display a clear set of ethi-
cal principles within a particularly complex accountability setting.

This chapter discusses the consultancy process over a period of three years
with teachers and head teachers in ten schools which were formally linked in a
‘Networked Learning Community’ which was funded in equal parts by the
National College for School Leadership and the schools themselves. Its success
was reliant on the establishment of a range of partnerships between professionals
from a variety of backgrounds (including ourselves as external consultants). It is
the tensions within and between these partnerships which form the focus of this
chapter. Discussion of the ethical dimension of the consultancy roles is informed
throughout by Campbell’s definition of professional ethics:

Professional ethics is conceived of broadly as elements of human virtue, in
all its complexity, as expressed through the nuances of attitudes, intentions,
words and actions ...

(Campbell, 2003a: 9)
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We also adapt Campbell’s writing about ethical principles in teachers’ work with
students and apply these to our work as consultants, using consultants as the sub-
stitute for teachers and teachers as substitute for students.

¢ Consultants must be aware that their actions and beliefs have a fundamentally
moral and ethical influence on teachers and, therefore, they must be able to
distinguish between good and bad effects on the basis of a sound understand-
ing of right and wrong.

¢ Consultants must conduct themselves as responsible professionals at all
times — with honesty, integrity, fairness, impartiality and kindness.

® A consultant’s first moral responsibility is to the teachers in his or her care.

The increased complexity of consultants’ work has its origins in the new mar-
ket-driven economy of the public services in England, the so-called culture of
‘performativity’ (Lyotard, 1984). In essence, teachers’ roles and accountabilities
have become more intense and diverse in educational climates which, for many,
are now characterised as less values driven and more instrumental than previ-
ously. Essentially then, the nature of inquiry-based work, intended to stimulate
the growth of schools as learning communities, is itself problematic, since it
produces tensions between the desire for more democratic practices which
focus on teaching and learning and the need to produce measurable value-added
pupil attainments through batteries of national tests in important (but still nar-
row) areas of the curriculum. The general effects of this and its impact on
schools in England have been well documented (Ball, 2003; Jeffrey, 2002;
Pollard, 2005).

Networked learning communities contexts:
continuities and contradictions

The Networked Learning Communities Programme operated in England
between September 2002 and September 2006. This policy initiative champi-
oned collaboration, supporting networks of six or more schools working
together towards common inquiry foci. During its existence, over 1000 schools,
in 77 local education authorities (LEAs) were members of a total of 104 funded
networked learning communities (NLCs). Many of these communities existed
before the advent of the NLC initiative, and some continue to exist now, after
the formal end of the partial funding and programmes of support provided by
the National College for School Leadership of England (NCSL); and it should
be remembered that, important as this initiative was, it applied only to 10—15%
of all schools in England.

Each community received matched funding by the NCSL for a minimum of
£50,000 per network annually, for up to three years. Schools themselves provided
the equivalent of a further £50,000. In order to gain networked learning commu-
nity status each group submitted a bid to the NCSL outlining a core network
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focus, their plans for the implementation and establishment of the network and
their anticipated impact on the following six different levels of learning as below:

pupil learning (linked to pedagogic focus and to raising achievement)
staff learning and professional development (emphasising practitioner
inquiry, innovation and collaborative adult learning)

e leadership for learning and leadership development (at all levels, particularly
collaborative head teacher learning)

® school-wide learning (supporting the development of schools as professional
learning communities)

e  school-to-school learning (creating dynamic new learning partnerships with
a wide diversity of partners)

® network-to-network learning (spreading learning across the whole education
system).

(NCSL, 2002a: 6)

These levels of learning described the anticipated outcomes of networking, and
they were intended to be achieved through a series of innovations underpinned
by what was termed ‘practitioner inquiry’ (NCSL, 2002a). The networked learn-
ing communities team identified inquiry as ‘evidence and data informed
learning’ and described itself as ‘committed to developing collaborative, capac-
ity-building and sustainable learning programmes’ through inquiry (NCSL,
2002b). Indeed, the design of these networks and their inquiry element have
been directly related to action research in general (Jackson, 2002) and specifi-
cally to the work of Kurt Lewin (1946) whose pioneering work on community
action and participation projects in the USA is regarded as a significant, if not
solitary, foundation for action research (Adelman, 1993; Noffke, 1994). This
espoused value by the initiator of the NLC’s initiative produced tensions with
the results-driven expectations of the government on schools in general and, as
was quickly to emerge in the documentation of the NLC initiative itself and its
subsequent accountability demands, tensions between the teachers, schools and
the NLC leaders at national and regional levels.

The form of practitioner inquiry advocated and supported by the networked
learning communities had a number of different facets. These included: com-
missioning teachers to conduct pieces of research; advocating collaboratively
planned, implemented and evaluated innovations in classroom teaching prac-
tices; and encouraging networked learning walks, where pairs or groups of
teachers from different schools across a network would visit and observe each
other’s work. The networks were thus intended to be:

® driven by inquiry, emphasising knowledge creation and evidence-based
practice
® led by participants, promoting high degrees of ownership
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¢ rich in data, for example establishing baseline surveys and other data sources
for all participants, and to model innovation in data management for network
schools
e underpinned by strategies to stimulate and support the diffusion of knowl-
edge and capacity across networks, rather than defining effective practice
and disseminating it through vertical channels of support and accountability
e  contributory to school-wide growth.
(NCSL, 2002a)

In addition these networks were seen as mechanisms which could lead to
improvements in pupil performance results, for example through enhancing
teaching and learning processes and a way of providing a mechanism for sharing
these (Desforges, 2005). Through these means, policy and practice were intended
to be more closely matched (Chapman and Aspin, 2005). At the core of the work
was a series of partnerships between external consultants (academic researchers
and others) who acted as facilitators of action research and providers of support
for teacher researchers in the pursuit of generating practice-relevant knowledge.

Partnerships in knowledge generation:
changing roles

Partnerships between individual university tutors and school teachers are not new.
Many teacher—educators have their roots in schools; most teachers have been
trained in universities and there is a complementarity of moral purpose in their
work (Cuban, 1992; Day, 1997). Partnerships are often located in:

(1) the supervisory/mentoring relationships between tutors and teachers in
pre-service programmes
(i1) ‘provider-led’ relationships in which universities offer a ‘smorgasbord’
of modularised award and non-award-bearing in-service development
programmes to teachers
(iii) research and development relationships between university tutors and
the education community. These may be subdivided as (a) pure research
in which university scholars alone are deemed to have the technical
expertise necessary to generate knowledge about teachers, teaching,
learning and schools; (b) applied research in which university scholars
lead others in curriculum and staff development projects; and (c) collab-
orative research in which university researchers work alongside teachers
in order to generate ‘grounded’ knowledge alongside needs identified
by the teacher participants themselves.
(Day, 1997)

Such partnerships are concerned with the development of schools and practices
of individuals within them, in ways that are meaningful to those individuals.
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Networked learning communities utilise such partnerships. The role of the
higher education consultant in that process of development has been described
as providing ‘guidance on the process of inquiry and reflection’ but not extend-
ing to ‘advising teachers on curricular, pedagogical or management matters’
(Frost et al., 2000: 23).

The nature of these university—school ‘partnerships’ in general has been
changing over the last decade, partly as a direct result of educational reforms
which have altered the balance of power between those who traditionally produce
knowledge (universities) and those who traditionally disseminate it (schools). The
usefulness, rigour and relevance of university research have been called into ques-
tion and universities have been forced to compete for custom as their own
standards of research and teaching have come under close finance-led, ideologi-
cally determined, public scrutiny (for example see: Hammersley, 1997, 2002;
Hargreaves 1997, 1999; Hillage et al., 1998). Gibbons ef al. (1994) discuss this
change in the perceptions of knowledge and its application; and they identify a
transition from a position where knowledge is generated externally to the context
of its use through processes governed by a limited community, to one where
knowledge ‘is created in the context of application’ (Day, 1999). These forms of
knowledge, described as ‘Mode 1’ and ‘Mode 2’ respectively (Gibbons et al.,
1994), further reflect a greater emphasis on research which is conducted in, and
relevant to, practitioners’ working contexts.

These changes have caused a crisis of identity for many teacher—educators, who
have had to reassess their roles. No longer regarded as having the right to hold a
monopoly on legitimate knowledge production or dissemination, they have been
forced to acknowledge and encourage other stakeholders’ rights (e.g. teachers) to
participate in the generation of knowledge about schools, teaching and learning.
School-focused and school-led partnerships have become the norm in initial
teacher training and education; and in in-service school- and classroom-focused
inquiry work, where university personnel have had to renegotiate contracts in a
world of purchasers (schools) and providers of services (universities). Moreover,
university tutors have had to learn to cope with such reform-driven imperatives
alongside continuing scepticism by school teachers of the theory-bound esoteric
world of the academic, which contrasts with the perceived practice-bound action
worlds in which they work. As identities have become deconstructed and recon-
structed, so roles have changed, with teacher—employers and teachers as ‘clients’
now participating indirectly and directly in shaping the content and process agen-
das of their own development programmes, often dictating the timing, duration and
location. It is as well to remember, however, that in England over the last 20 years
it has been government that has shaped school curricula, pupil assessment and
standards for school inspection. These central dictates have provided clear bound-
aries in which teachers’ generation of Mode 2 knowledge can take place.

Leadership and control of even the ‘applied’ research agenda, too, is being
strongly contested. Governments are increasingly targeting development or evalu-
ation of particular programmes and focusing available funding upon issues of
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their choice. These do not always correspond to or complement those identified
by schools themselves and thus compliance of the latter with the former itself
causes tensions. Furthermore, governments throughout the world are demanding
that educational research results contribute more visibly and more directly to
measurable improvements in teaching, learning and achievement in schools.
Collaborative-inquiry led research of the kind which was the basis of the net-
worked learning communities survives partly because it is part of the
government’s rhetoric of lifelong learning and partly because it was, and is, based
upon the consonance of individual value systems of teachers, which is seen as
having direct practical benefit to the well-being, health and sustenance of individ-
uals and organisations.

Consultancy support for action research

The support that we provide in our role as consultants to these networked learn-
ing communities of action researchers has two main elements. The first is
advising on the most appropriate school and network structures and systems to
support the research conducted by groups of staff within and across schools. The
second is in directly advising staff on the planning and conduct of their action
research, including on the ethical aspects of this work. The advice we provide in
both instances is informed by our views and experiences of the principles and
practices of action research and their relationship with the issues being
addressed by action researchers.

Our relationships with the practices of the individuals with whom we work are
less direct than those of other educational consultants, who are directly concerned
with influencing the teaching and learning practices within schools. Schein
(1998) identifies three models for consultancy: the ‘process’ model, the ‘doc-
tor—patient’ model and the ‘purchase of expertise’ model. The focus of change
and the nature of the relationship between consultant and client differ between
these models. Of these three, it is the process consultant model which is most akin
to our role in supporting networks of action researchers. Indeed, Schein also iden-
tifies the connection between action research and process consultancy (1998).
This is in contrast, for example, with consultants who advocate particular changes
to teaching and learning practices, and guide clients through changes to their
practice in which the consultants are knowledgeable, e.g. coaching. In that model,
consultants would be operating more along the principles of the purchase of
expertise or doctor—patient models.

Consultancy, in the context of the work discussed in this chapter is, therefore,
focused upon assisting the thinkings of practitioners (often teachers) as action
researchers about their work, not only about actions specific to their roles as
action researchers but also, more fundamentally, in terms of their professional
identities — in this case as teacher—researchers whose work is closely aligned to
core educational values which inform their practices. Thus, it is expertise in
adult learning and change processes that are the primary parts of the process
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consultant’s make-up. This does not mean that consultants do not possess other,
particular, knowledge and skills, but rather that these are put at the disposal of
the client(s) when sought and in response to need. The success with which an
external consultant can influence the development of the client’s values and prac-
tices, however, is also dependent both on their own self-knowledge (of values
and beliefs) and their willingness and ability to place those of the staff with
whom they work ahead of their own. The role of the process consultant is to
‘understand, and act on the process events that occur in the client’s internal and
external environment in order to improve the situation as defined by the client’
(Schein, 1999: 20) and which ‘starts ... with the needs of the client, is client dri-
ven and involves the researcher in the client’s issues’ (Schein, 1995: 15).

Thus, a clear sense of professional identity is important, also, for the external
consultants if they are to succeed in their role of process facilitators. The essence
of the consultant’s role is in supporting others to do work which they perceive as
important, and for which the consultant is not directly responsible:

... any form of providing help on the content, process or structure of a task
or series of tasks, where the consultant is not actually responsible for doing
the task (i.e. anything a person, group or organisation is trying to do) itself
but is helping those who are. The two critical aspects are that help is being
given, and that the helper is not directly responsible within the system ... for
what is produced ...

(Steele, 1975)

Our work with action research networks is, like the process model of consul-
tancy, to support clients through processes of reflection and change on topics of
interest to them.

There are three key challenges for external consultants in action research set-
tings. Firstly, they need to support the review and renewal of educational
beliefs, values and practices and secondly, to support individuals and groups in
processes which enable them to achieve their practice aspirations. Thirdly, they
need to manage collaboration within the contexts of competing tensions, i.e. to
assist those who must manage the tensions of meeting the demands of policy
imperatives whilst also promoting individual and collaborative practitioner
inquiries, the outcomes of which are not always predictable and which may not,
therefore, result in improvement in the terms in which improvements are
defined by such policy imperatives. External consultants in these contexts are
likely to find themselves working at the nexus of inquiries which may often be
intended to democratise decision-making processes within and across schools
and thus do not sit comfortably in the broader results-driven agendas and in
schools which may not have a history of staff participation, democratic leader-
ship, or cultures of inquiry.
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Five tensions of collaborative action research in
competing contexts

During the period that we have been working as consultants in this networked
learning community we have identified five tensions. These tensions, outlined
below, are derived from the complex relationships between the values and prac-
tices of different stakeholders and stakeholder groups and from their sometimes
uneasy relationships (and, therefore, indirectly, ours) with school and external
agendas which are not always perceived as unproblematic.

Individual vs group

The network is composed of individual and groups of teacher—researchers work-
ing within and across schools. The in-school groups of teacher—researchers are
known as school inquiry groups (SIGs). We use this term deliberately to differen-
tiate our thinking from that which underpins school improvement groups since
our experience is that focus on inquiry is a necessary precondition for this. The
first tension we identified exists between the differing agendas of individuals and
of the school inquiry groups to which they belong. In this case the agendas of
individual practitioners were mediated by the SIG of which they were a part:

In a way the agenda is set higher up, I [as SIG coordinator] work with [the

head teacher] and then I open it up to the SIG and ask for ideas but the ideas

that come through have been ones that I’ve put in their minds, as it were.
(SIG coordinator)

Arranging inquirers into groups within schools has many benefits for both the
school and the inquirers themselves. School inquiry groups may be able to
achieve changes in the school beyond the scope of any one individual and they
also provide a supportive forum for individual inquirers to share progress, suc-
cesses and challenges. However, working in a group creates a tension between the
interests of individual inquirers and the shared focus and work of the group. This
creates a dilemma for the consultants who must decide to what extent they should
be advocating a shared focus for inquiry or a collective of inquirers concerned
with different issues. Taking a view which espouses the benefit to the whole
school might suppress the interests and ownership of individual inquirers, and
hence compromise the democratic aspirations of inquiry, whilst advocating the
creation of a group in which inquirers are working towards their own, separate,
interests might lead to inquirers becoming isolated and losing the support of their
colleagues. Such a position can only be taken through consideration of the con-
text, school and network, and decided through dialogue with the inquiry group
itself. The decision of the consultant to advocate a particular approach can be
informed by the articulated interests of group members, but their advocacy could
also be informed by questions such as:
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® To what extent is there commonality (explicitly and implicitly) in the inter-
ests of different members of the SIG?

®  How representative is the SIG of the school staff as a whole?

e What differences are there in the status of SIG members and, hence, could
these differences in status influence the extent to which they can contribute
equally to the work of the SIG?

® Are inquirers members of other support networks within or beyond the
school? For example, are individual inquirers working with inquirers from
other network schools?

Individual and SIG vs NLC

Just as the agendas of individuals were mediated by the agenda of the SIG to
which they belong, so those SIGs competed with those of the network as a whole.
In this case we identified three aspects to this form of competing agendas.

(1) The agendas of individual practitioners were also mediated by the influence
of the NLC.

(i) The agendas of individual schools were mediated by the demands of the
NLC for cross-school collaboration.

(i) The agenda of the NLC, whilst primarily concerned with the development
of relationships within and between networks, also included the promotion
of certain preferred forms of development, e.g. research lessons, in which
groups, or pairs of teachers collaboratively plan, implement and evaluate a
lesson; and related the success of the work to improving the measurable
outcomes of pupils.

It is hugely complicated to take on a huge project which is research based
because it is optional. It’s an extra to all of the things we have to do and it’s
really difficult to fit in all the things we need to do ... and the pressure then
to take on a new big research project and to keep with the network and other
people because you don’t want to let people down.

(Head teacher)

During the application process to become networked learning communities,
potential networks had to identify an overriding topic for their work. This was a
change for some networks which, until that point, shared the common commit-
ment to developing practices through the process of action research, but with no
unified topic for that action research. Although the establishment of a shared
focus for change provides a common area for dialogue within the network, it
also restricts the freedom that individual and groups of inquirers have, or feel
that they have, over identifying their own areas for inquiry. This tension,
between the individual nature of action research and the need for a collective
focus across the network, operates both in terms of the focus for inquiry and the
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nature of inquiry itself. The NCSL, through its support of inquiry-based net-
working, also advocated approaches to inquiry which differed from the initial
intentions of the network.

In addition, the agendas of individual schools within the network may not
match those of the network itself, or even of the staff that are a part of their SIG.
This is especially pronounced in schools under close scrutiny from Ofsted inspec-
tors or whose remit requires them to work in other collaborative partnerships. The
issue for the consultant is to question the extent to which the focus and process of
inquiry have relevance and meaning for the inquirers and then to consider how the
selection of a particular focus and the proposed approach for addressing it relate
to the school in which the inquirer works and the network as a whole. It may be,
for example, that the selection of a particular focus for inquiry might be contrary
to the position of the school, or network, and that by pursuing it the ability of
inquirers to pursue their legitimate agendas and the support they receive from the
network may be compromised. In addition, in deciding on how best to support
inquiry throughout the network, the consultant needs to consider how the conduct
of inquiry would be viewed by the funding body and, therefore, how likely they
would be to continue supporting the work of the network, and to ensure that such
issues are discussed within the network. At all times, however, it will be the
‘good’ of the network itself that will have primacy.

School vs national policy

The members of school inquiry groups need to balance not only the needs of the
individual group and the network but those of the school itself. These needs are
sometimes in contrast to the requirements of national policy. In this respect we
have identified two forms of competing interests, one referring to the influence of
national education initiatives and the other resulting from school reporting and
associated accountability measures.

(i) The influence of national assessment, an emphasis on teaching methods at
Key Stage 3, affecting teachers of children aged between 11 and 14, and an
increasing emphasis on personalised learning in primary school teaching
which affects teachers of pupils aged up to 11.

(ii) The school management agenda, e.g. (a) to measure and evaluate school
developments against targets, (b) to lead on the measurement of the quality of
schools themselves in terms of value for money and (c) to judge the worth of
individuals wishing to advance their careers against whole school targets
relating to a combination of results- and value-driven agendas.

I think what I’ve found is that [the head teacher] likes initiatives, so some-
times, I find, it’s [me] trying to say [to her], we’re already doing that or we
could tie that in to our [inquiry] work. An example of that is the building
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learning power, and I got the work of the SIG onto the school improvement
plan with that attached, because, to a certain extent, that is what we’re
doing, building learning power.

(SIG coordinator)

The challenge for consultants supporting inquiry, in contexts influenced by policy
and under close scrutiny from a variety of forms of inspection, is to consider how
any topics and processes for inquiry relate to those processes of scrutiny and
influence. For example the selection of a focus which is directly related to a pol-
icy initiative may not necessarily be contrary to the beliefs and interests of the
inquirer, but the question remains, to what extent, other than its relevance as a
policy initiative, this focus is a current and relevant concern of the inquirer.

In addition, the requirement of schools to provide evidence of their work for
public and private scrutiny influences the selection of methods and topics which
can support the school’s claims for success. In this case, the role of the consultant
is to consider the nature of evaluation in inquiry, and to champion forms and
methods of evaluation which not only assist the inquirer in understanding their
work, but also provide evidence for others of the process and outcomes of change.
This requires developing broader definitions of evidence, including collecting
data referring to personal growth and development, and consideration of evidence
beyond those used in reporting school performance.

Individual vs HE

Our work has also highlighted differences between the perceptions of inquirers,
and of representatives of HE (including ourselves), of what constitute appropriate
foci for, and process of, action research. This concerns the conflicting perceptions
of particular initiatives held by inquirers and consultants and the differing value
individuals place on the worth of action research, in particular between the action
researchers themselves and individuals dismissive of action research.

(i) The promotion of agendas of other education-driven research, e.g. enhancing
‘student voice’, ‘emotional intelligence’ and ‘teaching and learning styles’,
which profess to offer advances in teaching and learning, but which might be
contrary to existing beliefs and practices of teachers in schools.

(i) The expectations of HE of the nature of research, its validity, reliability and
ethical conduct. The cynicism displayed by some in HE which, in certain
cases, can be used to dismiss the work of practitioner—action-researchers.

I think, probably, I felt [at a conference] that I have academics telling me how
to do my job and telling you that you should do it this way, and knocking
teachers, and I was quite ... if I hadn’t done the research myself, [ would have
said ‘ok yes that’s fine’ but having done the research myself, I was able to say,
how dare you tell me what to do, because I've done research and this is what



Ethical issues for consultants in complex settings 53

this research has told me ... it was the use of the academic language, and 1
was thinking ‘I’m not really sure what you’re asking about that’ and it was in
other sessions also, the knocking of teachers, of my profession, by people
who were standing outside.

(SIG coordinator)

Development programmes initiated externally to the working context of the
inquirer represent a similar challenge to the consultant as policy initiatives.
Whilst there is more choice over the selection of such development programmes
than there is in imposed policy-initiated developments, such developments raise
the same problem, i.e. of the extent to which the chosen development pro-
gramme addresses personal and professional issues for the inquirers and their
practice. In addition, when being consulted on these developments, the consul-
tant needs to consider the influence that championing such approaches to
developing practice might have on the members of an inquiry network, i.e. how
many are excluded by such a selection?

In acting as an advocate for inquiry in schools, the consultant must also
champion the work of inquirers beyond the school community. The questions
raised about the relevance and rigour of action research can separate the educa-
tion community as a whole into separate communities of research and practice.
The responsibility for a consultant championing action research is to attempt to
break down these barriers, to identify opportunities for sharing this work and to
support inquirers in engaging in a wider debate around the purpose and practice
of educational research.

The agenda of networked learning communities
vs the agenda of higher education

Finally, we identified a contrast between the interests and beliefs of the networked
learning communities as a national policy and funding initiative and higher edu-
cation. In particular the problem posing ‘lifelong learning agenda’ of HE tends to
problematise and raise alternative ways of understanding which acted at times
against the networked learning communities which sought time-limited solutions
to pressing problems:

The review process that we have to go through, was asking for information,
but it wasn’t that we don’t have it, but it was just a perception that we should
have got to [a certain point] and then the expectation that we are going to pro-
vide them with writing, like their enquiry ... and even though we’re very
positive about what has been going on they’re small steps that we’ve been
taking, and you get the feeling that it’s got to be a sudden outcome and I sense
a tension between [consultants] and [policy pressures]. All that’s happening
here is that we’re doing something that is more about lifelong learning than
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their sudden influx of, ‘“you could try this ...” and everything is going to be
hunky-dory and it’s a quick fix, but it isn’t like that!
(Network coordinator)

This tension exists between the pressing need to present the outcomes of network
developments and the processes of inquiry which can not be easily predicted and
which, therefore, require working with doubt and uncertainties about the out-
comes of inquiry and the time that it takes to run its course. The dilemma for the
consultant, therefore, is advising on processes which preserve the uncertainty of
inquiry, but which also identify the outcomes and consequences of inquiry and
networking processes. Approaches to this differ, but network events, at which
SIGs present and share their work, provide opportunities not only for inquirers to
reflect on the progress and effects of their own work, but also for the consultant
and network personnel to gain appreciation of changes resulting from inquiry
work across the network. Once again, one element of the consultant’s role is in
advocating a view of change in which the growth and development of inquirers,
and the part that the network has played in that, are considered as being just as rel-
evant to any judgment of the success of inquiry as the contextual outcomes of the
inquiry themselves, such as any changes in pupil attainment or attitude.

Each of these tensions will challenge the capacities of those different individu-
als and groups who are engaged in practitioner research to achieve their goals;
and it is the ethical conduct of the external consultant(s) which will contribute —
positively or negatively — to the scope, direction, pace and harmony of their work.

What are tensions for participants create dilemmas for consultants.! To manage
this dynamic requires consultants not only to have and to exercise a multiplicity of
cognitive and emotional qualities and skills necessary to support collaborative
practitioner research in complex settings but also to have and exercise a consistent
ethical stance within moral purposes.

Ethical consultancy and moral purposes in
practitioner-led advocacy research

Whilst consultants are not responsible for outcomes of research within the systems
they are supporting, they, nevertheless, carry moral responsibilities for ensuring that
their clients do experience success. Because in networked learning communities
there are a number of clients with potentially conflicting and certainly disparate
agendas, they need to work within a clear set of ethical principles. Consultancy in
these settings requires the establishment and maintenance of particular ethical rela-
tionships between consultants and action researchers within and between schools
which may not always have the same inquiry focus over a period of time. Fullan
(2000: 225) states that ‘most research shows that external consultants are effective
only when they are in an internal ... team that supports their activities ... [and so
consultants] ... should establish some ongoing relationship with [staff] who will act
collectively to follow through change’. Whilst this statement is undoubtedly true, it
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is the unpacking of the meaning-in-practice of ‘some’ which is key to understanding
the nature of the ethical contract which itself informs the nature of such ongoing
client—consultant relationships. Such relationships (i.e. between consultant and
teacher, consultant and head teacher, consultant and groups of teachers and head
teachers within and across schools) are bound to be located within existing webs of
interests, relationships, practices and aspirations which will not always be conver-
gent. Thus, the establishment of an ethical contract has been at the heart of our work
in being able to understand the contexts in which the action research is set and in
sustaining the support for different individuals and stakeholder groups throughout
the duration of teacher inquiries.

Fundamental to action research is reflection in, on and upon practice and the
personal, situational and broader policy and societal contexts which moderate and
mediate practice are necessary to teachers’ continued learning. In terms of this, a
key role of the action research consultant (whether or not a co-researcher) is to act
as a catalyst for reflection not only on educational practices and policies but also,
‘what is ethically as well as instrumentally, appropriate to achieve them’ (Carr,
1993: 265). They must assist teachers and others with whom they work in reflect-
ing upon, for example, the ‘relative importance of conflicting factors ... in order
to deal effectively with messy and imprecise problems which defy a formulaic
response’ (cited in Campbell, 2003a: 60).

Most ethical protocols address three main themes.

®  No harm should be done to respondents. This, the basis of the ethical practice
of research, is elaborated in the other key principles.

e The informed consent of respondents is a ‘sine qua non’. Respondents must
be able to choose to be involved in the research from a position of having
been given sufficient information about the focus and conduct of research.
They retain the right to withdraw from the research for any reason.

e Respondents’ identities must be protected. Throughout the conduct and
reporting of research the identities of respondents are concealed and
records of their actions or words are identifiable only to the researcher and
themselves.

The conduct of any piece of research should adhere to these principles. A failure
to address them is a failure to ensure that research does not compromise the
human relationships upon which it is based. Indeed without the ethical practice of
research ‘we cannot rely on our discipline’s stock of knowledge — in which case
the collective enterprise of research collapses’ (Payne and Payne, 2004). And so
the conduct of research and our dependence on the outcomes of ethical research
practice in general are predicated on its ethical conduct.

However, these general principles do not readily relate to action research
because it is predicated on the choice of the participant to participate actively in
self-inquiry, which is designed to enhance their understanding of aspects of
their own professional practice and the personal, professional, organisational



56 Christopher Day and Andrew Townsend

and policy contexts in which it occurs, and consequently to enable them to take
decisions about change as a result of systematic inquiries designed to increase
understanding of the micro, meso and macro contexts in which they work.

Nor do the principles easily relate to the role of the ‘consultant’ or ‘facilitator’
in action research settings. The involvement of a consultant in support of action
research is by invitation only. Action researchers are not ‘respondents’ but ‘lead
participants’ and ‘clients’ rather than ‘subjects’ or ‘informants’. Those who facili-
tate or otherwise support action researchers in the process of action research will
be in different kinds of partnerships in what is essentially practitioner-led
research, and will, therefore, engage in a different order of responsibilities and
accountabilities than the traditional researcher who, in educational settings, usu-
ally seeks to co-opt others to their agendas.

As Elliott noted:

Action research cannot be undertaken properly in the absence of trust estab-
lished by fidelity to a mutually agreed ethical framework governing the
collection, use and release of data.

(Elliott, 1978: 12)

Essentially, consultants in action research must take an ‘advocacy’ role and this
implies being partial rather than neutral, continuously reconciling the standpoints
of impartiality and partiality:

More precisely, advocacy entails a willingness not just to adopt the ‘big pic-
ture’, not to act entirely impartially, but to exercise socially sanctioned (and
reasonable) partiality to one’s client.

(Cribb, 2005: 6)

Whether acting as facilitator, co-researcher, expert, partner, mentor, resource
provider or critical friend, the central function of the consultant to a networked
learning community consisting of a variety of professionals with diverse agendas
and relationships is that of broker:

Brokers must often avoid two opposite tendencies: being pulled in to become
full members and being rejected as intruders. Indeed, their contributions lie
precisely in being neither in nor out. Brokering, therefore, requires an ability
to manage carefully the coexistence of membership and non-membership,
yielding enough distance to bring a different perspective, but also enough
legitimacy to be listened to.

(Wenger, 1998: 75)

These advocacy and brokering roles inevitably present personal and professional
tensions and dilemmas for the ‘process’ consultant in building and sustaining
trust across a range of clients. Clients will be ends in themselves, rather than
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means to ends. All the more important, then, that they are aware of the need for
consistency within a variety of practices in their ethical stance and ethical stan-
dards. In each situation, they will ask:

(1) Are my principles (of honesty, fairness, integrity) clear to all?
(i) What are the possible problems in relationships; their causes and conse-
quences?
(iii) Who comes first here?
(iv) Do I always need to give an opinion?

The consultant in this kind of work must work in the middle of a web of complex
social and political relationships. Below are eight examples of dilemmas.

Problem clarification

This could involve dealing with clients in many different phases of personal and
professional development, with differing capacities/opportunities for critical
reflection and in widely differing organisational cultures. Consultants may be torn
between wishing to support and affirm the client (as part of his/her negotiated and
ethical relationship) as they strive to prepare for change. They also know that the
analysis and complexity of the problem is unlikely to be sufficient for sound
change processes to follow. Consultants have limited opportunity to encourage,
challenge and support clients in their problem identification phase ensuring that it
is fully explored and that there is a considered emotional/rational basis on which
change is to be negotiated.

Change

An example is working with clients whose value system may be at odds with the
deeper moral purposes of the consultant, e.g. in such areas as pupil behaviour
management. The implementation of change (e.g. a new discipline policy) may be
one (easy) solution to the problems identified but may conflict with that of the
consultant. However, they may have to support developments about which they
find it difficult to be enthusiastic and which involve consequences for others at a
distance (e.g. pupils).

Espoused theory vs theory in practice

There may be political and personal tensions between developing democratic
decision-making (grass-roots knowledge generation) and the top-down standards
agenda/school improvement. The need to show results as a consultant within a
funded environment may conflict with educational ideals.
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Power differentials

These may be apparent in managing tensions between wishing to encourage col-
laboration within/between schools where significant power differentials are
operating. There may be tensions in supporting the development of the thinking of
the individual against the pressures of other dominant individuals/groups. The
choice of focus and planned changes resulting from action research may also have
implications for the action researcher within this power context. The consultant
should be aware of how the choices affect their client’s position and what the
likely repercussions are.

Ethical conduct by proxy

Consultants need to be confident that clients distinguish between normal profes-
sional practice and research practice. There may be difficulties in ensuring that
clients (teachers) are fully responsible to, and careful of, ethical research conduct
with among others, pupils, colleagues, parents, governors and that these ethical
principals relate both to the conduct of research and to the ethical expectations of
the context in which this practice is based.

Managing the knowledge-power dilemma

Practitioner action researchers are recognised to have knowledge and the position
to exercise their knowledge in practice. The dilemma is in when and how the con-
sultants uses their own expert knowledge as part of the cooperative learning and
change dialogue.

Organisational and occupational professionalism

The consultant needs to be clear about the kinds of professionalism which the
action research process is promoting but within the context of experience in
which the clients are working.

Managing competing agendas

Examples of these include those between the expressed needs and interests of
individuals with low power and those with high power in organisations, i.e. who
knows what their needs are? Whose choice counts?

Conclusion

Teachers’ moral agency in classrooms is grounded in ethical principles which
advance definitions of core objective virtues such as honesty, justice and fairness,
courage, integrity, kindness, and seen through another lens, social justice.
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External consultants who seek to assist teachers in their own learning and change
must also have moral as well as instrumental purposes and so they must them-
selves hold similar ethical principles. Sockett (1993: 62) suggests five virtues
which are central to understanding the practice of teaching: courage, honesty,
care, fairness and practical wisdom. Others identify justice, integrity, trust, truth,
respect for others, compassion, consistency of treatment, responsibility, civility,
commitment, honour and balance (in Campbell, 2003b: 111).

As Weston (1997: 4) notes, ‘The real point of ethics is to offer some tools for
thinking about difficult matters, recognising from the start ... that the world is
seldom so simple or clear-cut’. Struggle and uncertainty are a part of ethics, as
they are a part of life! Ethics cannot account for specific contexts.

Professional ethics cannot be improved, for by their nature they must be
internalised to become part of the collective consciousness and the individual
conscience.

(Thompson, 1997: 1, in Campbell, 2003b: 108)

We have suggested in this chapter that consultancy, like teaching, is an inherently
moral and ethical activity and that the primary responsibility of the consultant is for
the educational well-being and advancement of the client. Struggle and uncertainty
are key components in which consultants are ‘bound by a sense of ethical dimen-
sions of the relations among professionals and clients, the public, the employing
institution and fellow professions’ (MacMillan, 1993: 11, in Campbell, 2003b:
189). Thus, since the responsibilities of the consultant are both functional and per-
sonal, formalised codes of practice are an insufficient means of establishing
authentic professional relationships and ways of working. These must — if trust is to
be built, and influence be reciprocal — be rooted in core principles or ethical virtues
if the core emancipatory and democratic purposes of action research are to be
realised. These virtues should be developed through a sustained period of support
during which the consultant develops a better understanding of the working context
of the client and so is better able to appreciate the competing agendas influencing
their work and the resulting implications in the conduct of and outcomes from their
action research.

Note

1 Dilemmas in this situation are situations which present at least two contradictory proposi-
tions. Whichever is chosen will not be entirely satisfactory. They underscore a continuing
dynamic between core personal values, consultancy functions and client demands.
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Chapter 5

Professional values and
research values

From dilemmas to diversity?

Lesley Saunders

Introduction

In this chapter, I respond to the book’s overall theme in terms of the generic val-
ues that are declared to be intrinsic to teaching and to research respectively. To do
so, I have selected two codes or sets of principles that are in the public domain and
which exert symbolic power, the one particularly for teachers and the other for
academic researchers. Discussing these codes allows me first to investigate
whether there are significant disjunctions between conceptions of ‘teaching’ and
conceptions of ‘research’ that may be especially significant for our thinking about
‘practitioner research’; and secondly to suggest a way of thinking about the roles
of research that might offer a way forward.!

Beyond the positions enshrined in the two sets of principles I have alighted
upon, the relationship between research and education — or, more specifically,
between enquiry and teaching — has been expounded and enacted in a wide variety
of ways from a diversity of epistemological and ideological stances. It is often
argued — including by this author elsewhere (see, for example, Saunders, 2004,
2006) — that research and teaching share the same fundamental values, purposes
and processes, captured in the notion of ‘passionate enquiry’ (Dadds, 1995). Such
a conceptualisation — much more fully elaborated by many educationalists, of
course, beyond that single but evocative phrase — has a long, distinguished and
still-vital provenance, and when I’ve spoken in that register myself I’ve usually felt
that I’m standing on firm intellectual and ethical ground, believing in the capacity
of research to deepen teachers’ professional learning and individual practice.

On the other hand and at other times, I have also felt — not least by hearing how
some teachers and researchers talk about each other at the group level — that there
are deep-seated differences and divergences between teaching and research as
professional practices. It’s not just about casual conversations either:
Hammersley’s (2004) carefully expounded article proposes that the characteris-
tics and aims of research and teaching may be so different as to make ‘action
research’ a contradiction in terms.

I also think the view of research and teaching as differing in significant ways is
reinforced, albeit unintentionally, by those who construe teachers’ relationship
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with research primarily in terms of their ‘use’ of (others’) research: what teachers
most need, the argument goes, in order for the aspiration of a research-informed
profession to be realised is simplified summaries of research evidence on which
to base their practice, plus the capacity to use and interpret pupil performance
data. If teachers are acknowledged as engaging in research themselves, it is often
within a discourse which manages simultaneously to be both patronising (teach-
ers’ research not being expected to be anything other than ‘small-scale’ and
localised) and over-ambitious (being asked to demonstrate a link with raised stan-
dards of pupil attainment) — I return to these points later.

So, I shall briefly explore whether and how far my impression of a disjunction
between the values of teaching and research has any underlying force, through
what I admit is the device of setting alongside each other particular codes or sets
of principles that are declared to capture the aspirations for teaching and for
research respectively. The texts I have chosen to discuss are as follows.

The values of the teaching profession have been codified for, and with,
teachers in England through the General Teaching Council’s Statement of
Practice and Values. (The Training and Development Agency’s Professional
Standards Framework for Teaching is a different way of enshrining professional
expectations and requirements, and one that has statutory leverage on teachers’
lives as well as their careers — but the revised version of these was not published
at the time of writing.)

The values of research, by contrast, are encapsulated or implied in a multitude of
different kinds of documents, including but not restricted to the ethical guidelines of
professional associations and learned societies. For the purposes of this chapter, 1
am choosing to use the ‘scientific principles of educational research’ set out by the
National Research Council in the US (2002), which has also excited much interest
in the UK. The NRC example is contentious because of its apparent preference for
an empiricist (some would also say positivist and reductionist) model of research.
Nonetheless, it is an attempt to say something general about the character and the
values of research in education, and for that reason I find it useful.

Elaboration

In repeating that I have chosen to interpret the notion of ‘ethics’ in the book’s title
rather broadly, in terms of general aspirational statements, let me add some fur-
ther clarification. The sets of principles I have selected do not attempt to
encapsulate specific criteria, minimum standards or detailed procedural require-
ments and thus they do not function as disciplinary codes or gatekeeping
mechanisms, important though those may be for the public standing and regula-
tion of a profession. The particular statements of principle I have chosen are each
also the subject of some dispute, and although that is not the reason I have
selected them, it is no accident that they are in that sort of space. Whilst ethical
codes are often, in essence, concerned with mediating, managing and mitigating,
through procedural protocols, the power relationships between participant parties,
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statements of values on behalf of an entire professional community are a high-
profile, high-stakes way of laying claim to important public territory that others
may think they have a better reason to occupy.

I next present an overview of the two sets of principles themselves before mov-
ing on to discussing some of their possible implications.

The professional values of teaching:
the General Teaching Council for England

The General Teaching Council (GTC) is the independent professional body for
teaching in England. The GTC was created by the 1998 Teaching and Higher
Education Act, and came into being in September 2000. The GTC is mandated to
maintain and guarantee high standards of teaching and learning in the interests of
pupils, parents and employers, and to enhance the standing of the profession.

The 1998 Act gave the GTC three principal functions:

®  to maintain a register of qualified teachers in England

® to regulate the teaching profession

® to advise the Secretary of State for Education and Skills on matters pertain-
ing to the profession.

As with other professional bodies, the GTC is governed by a Member Council of
— at the time of writing — 64 members, representing a coalition of the teaching
profession and education stakeholders. There are currently 42 practising teachers,
including head teachers, and 22 lay members representing the equality bodies,
faith groups, parents, governors, teacher education, employers and business.

Since its inception, the GTC has drawn up and published various guidelines
and frameworks which articulate and give guidance upon various aspects of
professionalism. A relatively early codification of professional values was the
Code of Professional Values which was agreed at a full meeting of the Council
on 27 February 2002. The code was drawn up following extensive initial con-
sultation with teachers, most of whom welcomed the idea of such a document as
affirming the high standards — based on professional beliefs, values and atti-
tudes — that exist in the profession; it was also thought that it could be helpful in
raising morale. The code was re-named the Statement of Professional Values
and Practice for Teachers and was widely distributed for formal consultation.
Around 20,000 teachers (and others) responded, with the majority agreeing that
it was appropriately aspirational, as well as helpful for guiding practice.

The Statement was revised in March 2006 to reflect changes in the policy and
legislative environment, notably the Children Act of 2005 (see Box 5.1 or visit
www.gtce.org.uk/standards/disc/StatementOfProfValues).

Readers may also like to know that, so far as ‘minimum standards’ for regula-
tory purposes are concerned, the GTC has also published a Code of Conduct and
Practice which is complementary to the GTC’s Statement of Professional Values
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and Practice for Teachers (visit www.gtce.org.uk/standards/regulation/CodeOf
ConductAndPractice/). The Code of Conduct and Practice was agreed at a full
meeting of Council on 30 June 2004 and came into effect on 1 November 2004. It
is a codification of minimum standards for use in regulating the conduct and com-
petence of registered teachers, and in particular in guiding the judgements that are
made by the Council in individual cases of alleged misconduct, incompetence or
conviction of a criminal offence.

Summarising the principles enshrined in the 2006 Statement of Professional
Values and Practice, we could say that professional practice in teaching is charac-
terised and indeed recognised as such by:

being grounded in pedagogical knowledge and skills
being client-focused and having a sense of personal vocation

e active conformity with legislative requirements, including those concerned
with promoting equality of opportunity

e working in close partnership with other professionals, parents and young
people themselves

e taking responsibility for improving practice through the continuing develop-
ment of skills and knowledge at whatever stage of career.

The important thing in the context of this chapter, however, is that these are values
concerned with moral purpose, and with realising intentions for the future, of
individual young people and of society.

Box 5.1 The GTC'’s Statement of Professional Values and Practice for Teachers

The GTC’s Statement underpins the Council’s advisory and regulatory work.
This version was agreed by Council in March 2006 in the light of changes
to policy, legislation and the Professional Standards Framework. The GTC’s
Statement is kept under review to ensure it continues fully to reflect society’s
expectations of and aspirations for teachers, teachers’ own values and aspi-
rations, and the context in which teachers work.

General introduction: the high standards of
the teaching profession

First and foremost, teachers are skilled practitioners.

They have insight into the learning needs of children and young people.
They use professional judgment to meet these needs and to choose the best
ways of motivating pupils to achieve success. They use assessment to inform
and guide their work. They are highly skilled at dealing with the rigours and
realities of teaching.
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Teachers inspire and lead children and young people to learn, in and
beyond the classroom. They enable them to get the most out of life and
develop the knowledge, skills and attributes for adulthood — so that they
can achieve their potential as fulfilled individuals and make a positive con-
tribution to society — while staying safe and healthy.

Teaching is a vital, unique and far-reaching role requiring high levels of
individual knowledge, skill and judgment, commitment, energy and enthu-
siasm. It is one of the most demanding and rewarding of professions.

Teachers work within a framework of legislation, statutory guidance and
school policies, with different lines of accountability. Within this frame-
work they place particular importance on promoting equality of
opportunity — challenging stereotypes, opposing prejudice, and respecting
individuals regardless of age, gender, disability, colour, race, ethnicity,
class, religion, marital status or sexual orientation.

Teachers recognise the value and place of the school in the community and
the importance of their own professional status. They understand that this
requires judgment about appropriate standards of personal behaviour.

The professionalism of teachers in practice
Children and young people

Teachers place the learning and well-being of young people at the centre of
their professional practice.

They use their expertise to create safe, secure and stimulating learning
environments that take account of individual learning needs, encourage
young people to engage actively in their own learning, and build their self-
esteem. They have high expectations for all young people, are committed to
addressing underachievement, and work to help young people progress
regardless of their background and personal circumstances.

Teachers treat young people fairly and with respect, take their knowledge,
views, opinions and feelings seriously, and value diversity and individuality.
They model the characteristics they are trying to inspire in young people,
including enthusiasm for learning, a spirit of intellectual enquiry, honesty, tol-
erance, social responsibility, patience, and a genuine concern for other people.

Parents and carers

Teachers respond sensitively to the differences in the home backgrounds
and circumstances of young people, recognising the key role that parents
and carers play in children’s education.
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They seek to work in partnership with parents and carers, respecting their
views and promoting understanding and co-operation to support the young
person’s learning and well-being in and out of school.

Professional colleagues

Teachers see themselves as part of a team, in which fellow teachers, other
professional colleagues and governors are partners in securing the learning
and well-being of young people.

They recognise the importance of effective multi-agency working, are clear
and confident about their own role and professional standards, and under-
stand and respect the roles and standards of other colleagues. They are keen
to learn from others’ effective practice and always ready to share their own
knowledge and expertise. They respect young people’s and colleagues’ con-
fidentiality wherever appropriate.

Learning and development

Teachers entering the teaching profession in England have met a common
professional standard.

Initial education has prepared them to be effective teachers, and they take
responsibility for their continuing professional development.

They reflect on their own practice, develop their skills, knowledge and
expertise, and adapt their teaching appropriately to take account of evi-
dence about effective practice and new technology; they understand that all
of these are vital if young people are to receive the best and most relevant
education.

Teachers make use of opportunities to take part in mentoring and coaching,
to evaluate and adapt their own and institutional practice, and to learn with
and from colleagues in the wider children’s and school workforce.

The professional values of research:
the US National Research Council

In its report, Scientific Research in Education, the US National Research
Council (2002) was concerned to make a strong case for the quality and rigour of
educational research which have been challenged, as we are all well aware, on a
number of fronts in the UK, the US and elsewhere. The report intends to show
how and under what conditions ‘scientific’ research can illuminate ‘the increas-
ingly complex and performance-driven US education system’ (p. 1). The report
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is so sanguine about the need for a scientific approach, which it defines as the
capacity of knowledge to meet the test of conceptual and empirical adequacy
over time, that it does not discuss alternative or postmodernist construals of
knowledge creation. However, it defines scientific inquiry fairly broadly, as ‘a
continual process of rigorous reasoning supported by a dynamic interplay among
methods, theories and findings. It builds understandings in the form of models or
theories that can be tested’ (p. 2).

To pre-empt detailed critiques of the report — critiques which are necessary
but will be better served through other fora than this chapter >— I also want to
point out that the report is clear that ‘advances in scientific knowledge are
achieved by the self-regulating norms of the scientific community over time,
not, as sometimes believed, by the mechanistic application of a particular scien-
tific method to a static set of questions. The accumulation of scientific
knowledge over time is circuitous and indirect ... and depends on a healthy
community of researchers’ (p. 2). By these two or three prominently placed sen-
tences I take the authors to distance themselves from three of the ‘bétes noires’
that enrage many educational researchers: firstly, the notion that there is a sin-
gle methodological ‘gold standard’ such as random controlled trials or
systematic research reviews; secondly, the narrow empiricism encapsulated in
the demand to know ‘what works’; and thirdly, the idea that so-called scientific
methods can and should be enshrined in state or federal legislation governing
educational research and evaluation.

Here is my summary of the National Research Council’s definition of the six
guiding principles of scientific research:

e Research should pose significant questions, in the form of one or more
testable hypotheses, that can be investigated empirically; the questions
should reflect an understanding of the relevant theoretical, methodological
and empirical work that has come before.

e Research should be linked to relevant theory, which explicitly or implicitly
underpins every scientific inquiry.

® Methods should be relevant to, and permit direct investigation of, the
research questions — and usually this requires a variety of different methods
to be deployed.

® Researchers should provide a coherent and explicit chain of reasoning: expla-
nations, conclusions and predictions should be based on what is known and
observed. The validity of inferences depends upon identifying limitations
and biases, estimating uncertainty and error, and — crucially — ruling out
plausible counter-explanations in a rational and compelling way.

e Knowledge is always provisional and partial; accumulation of knowledge is
hard-won and proceeds when promising studies are replicated in different
populations and settings, and — if possible — generalisations drawn from
resulting studies carried out.
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e Studies need to be disseminated and subjected to professional scrutiny by
peers — the security of knowledge does not reside in the design features of
particular studies, still less in the character traits of individuals, but in the
publicly enforced norms of the professional community.

Plainly, there is an assumption here that scientific research represents the most
rigorous mode of knowledge production and a further assumption that scientific
enquiry is essentially an empirical undertaking. Neither of these assumptions has
passed — or should pass — unchallenged. Nonetheless, the principles are useful for
my purpose in their unequivocal advancement of the claim that the core profes-
sional values of research revolve around a concern with the quality of knowledge
and knowledge creation.

Contrasting teaching and research as ideal types
of activity

Well, if readers can agree that these two explications of the professional values of
teaching and research are at least worth considering, then I will try to go a little
further and set out the ways in which, as statements of principle, they might logi-
cally lead to some contrasts between teaching and research, especially with regard
to the creation of knowledge. Table 5.1 expresses these contrasts in a shorthand
way. | want to stress that these are abstractions, and not typical descriptors of
teachers or researchers.

Table 5.1 Some ideal typological contrasts between teaching and research in relation
to knowledge

Teaching as ‘activism’

Research as ‘scepticism’

Social-relational
Vested interest

Priority question: ‘What use is this
work?’

Looking for confirmation
Concerned to identify extent
of applicability

Insights for action

Priority outcome: ‘How will this knowledge
enable me/my colleagues to take action(s)
and/or make decisions?’

Management issues concerned with
implementation

Epistemological—scientific
Neutrality

Priority question:‘How valid is this
work?’

Looking for refutation

Concerned to identify type/extent
of error

Insights for understanding

Priority outcome:‘How does this
research enable new theory and/or
knowledge to emerge?’
Management issues concerned with
quality assurance
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The drift of my argument then makes me wonder whether practitioner—researchers
themselves think of teaching and research as having different values, in the way I
have attempted to outline them above; whether they think these differences are suffi-
ciently important to worry about; and how they manage the tensions in their own
practice arising from the differences. Other and wiser educators than I have explored
such issues, of course, and one solution offered is to turn practitioners into scholars:
‘Labaree’s (1998) notion of teachers moving from the normative to the analytical,
from the personal to the intellectual, from the particular to the universal and from the
experiential to the universal’ (Turner-Bisset, 2005). But such a solution (and there are
several variants of it) seems to assume that research values should predominate over
teaching values, and thus begs the question rather than addressing it.

Another solution is to try to collapse the differences, pretend they do not exist —
sometimes this has problematic consequences. I'd like to give you a concrete exam-
ple, as follows. Hilary (not her real name) is doing some groundbreaking work in
setting up and managing a multidisciplinary research institute based at a school for
young people with severe autistic spectrum disorders. The school was recently
adjudged by the official school inspectors to be an excellent school providing an
outstanding quality of education. The research projects hosted by the school are
intended to be pedagogically developmental as well as empirically grounded in
biology, physiology and psychology. In order to provide a framework for the con-
duct of research with such vulnerable young people that respects their individual
conditions, needs and wishes whilst acknowledging the need to gather, analyse and
interpret data in the most rigorous way possible, Hilary has been engaged in writing
some ethical guidelines. (It is interesting as an aside, that she found nothing ‘oft-
the-shelf” that she felt was sufficiently elaborated and explicit for their
circumstances.) In the first draft of the guidelines which she sent to me for com-
ment, there were two or three requirements that seemed to me to sit at odds with
each other, justifiable though each might be in its own terms. One was concerned
with minimising the scale and perceived impact of interventions, given that these
young people are likely to be averse to change in their routines; another requirement
was concerned to ensure that sufficient data be gathered to give statistical signifi-
cance, in order that decisions could be made with firm knowledge; a third was
concerned to arrange that any interventions would have a positive impact, because it
would be hard to persuade carers and the young people themselves to give informed
consent if the interventions were not going to make a difference for the better.

One way of understanding these requirements and their dissonant relationship
to each other is as an expression — in authentic and, I hope, sympathetic terms — of
the tabular contrasts I presented above.

As I mentioned earlier, another more straightforward expression of a similar
phenomenon — and often, I’'m bound to say, initiated by grant-givers and policy-
makers as much as by practitioners — is to be found in the encouragement, or even
the requirement, to link interventions (changes in teaching styles or the curricu-
lum, innovations in the organisation of the school day, particular professional
development provision for teachers and so forth) causally to measurable changes
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in pupil learning outcomes — but without resourcing the kind of research design
that is a prerequisite for such inferences, including ways of ruling out plausible
counter-explanations. And sometimes there is encouragement to go even further
and move towards a statement of generalisability without having gone through the
necessary methodological and logical disciplines.

Contrasting research as ‘evidence’ and research
as ‘pedagogy’

Yet, as I have continued to reflect on these issues, I have started to develop a
rather different pair of comparisons that may offer a way forward in explicating
these discourses a little further. It is the contrast between research when it is
understood and deployed as evidence with research when it is understood and
enacted as something different, that I would wish to call pedagogy.

This is how I would put it: one set of expectations people — whether academic
or practitioner—researchers — have of research, one way we have of talking about
its quality and significance, can be encapsulated in the word ‘evidence’, the now-
famous, or notorious, demand to know what works. I think this sense or function
of research has some characteristic terms, concepts and activities clustered
around it, such as:

‘Mode 1’ knowledge creation, in the sense described by Gibbons et al. (1994)

an apparatus of systematic reviews, databases, portals

® an expectation that the knowledge produced will be generalisable, objective,
public

e metaphorical turns of phrase that tend to the materialist: ‘accumulation’,
‘building” an evidence-’base’, and the like

® an intention that the knowledge created will be applied in some way to some-
thing

¢ and that it will be moved around the system through dissemination and com-
munication (as a specialised form of information)

® because its main justification is about use — so the knowledge should be rele-

vant, accessible and impactful.

In other situations or contexts, however, the same people may find themselves
talking about research in a quite different register, and entertaining quite other
expectations of what it can provide and achieve. I want to call this the discourse of
research as pedagogy, which I would characterise like this:

e ‘Mode 2’ knowledge creation (Gibbons ef al., 1994)

® an apparatus of case studies, networks, collaborative enquiry and so forth

® an expectation that the process of creating knowledge will be heuristic
(exploratory), hermeneutic (seeking to interpret and make sense), intersub-
jective (seeking to be in relationship to other minds) — even intimate
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metaphors of ‘engaging’, of ‘catching’ (as of fire or a virus)
an intention that the knowledge created will be transformative of something
or someone

® and that it will be moved around the system through active mediation and
dialogue

®  because its main drive is for learning — knowledge in this sense should be
generative, meaningful and influential.

These are, nonetheless, not mutually exclusive categories or discourses: they are
both, for example, rationalist and truth-seeking, rather than revelatory or theolog-
ical, ways of knowing. And they both depend on deliberation and the exercise of
professional or expert judgement. Another way of putting this is to say that it’s
important to be clear about whether it’s what you’re for or what you’re against that
matters most in stating your position. It could be argued that a fully realised prac-
tice of teaching needs both the ‘evidential’ and the ‘pedagogical’ affordances that
research offers.

Coda

Well, and so what? Despite the impression I may have given in some places, [ am
really not interested in adding to the unhelpful distinctions that are made between
academic and practitioner research — usually to the detriment of the latter — on the
grounds, for example, that the one is ‘big research’ and the other is small-scale; or
that the one is done by professionals and the other by amateurs — although it’s not
usually put that way, that’s the implication. Distinctions that are made essentially
on the basis of institutional location or allegiance are unsustainable in reality; and
they also smack of producer interest on the part of universities. Nor am I con-
cerned to differentiate between pure and applied educational research, or indeed
to pursue any of the other distinctions that advocates and critics of evidence-based
or research-informed practice have found it helpful to draw.

So I think the tentative conclusion I am drawing is something different and
altogether less ‘grand plan’. It is that, especially when designing programmes that
aim to support teachers’ creation of professional knowledge through research, it
may be useful to consider more explicitly the underlying values of teaching and of
research; and to plan carefully how to deploy the appropriate kinds of support and
expertise that will help teachers to become even more aware of, and capable of
engaging fully with, the demands of the enterprise they are engaged in. This
means, amongst other things, developing a more fully articulated and widely
shared conceptualisation of the pedagogy of teachers’ engagement in and with
research: in other words, an understanding of which forms and modes of profes-
sional learning are integral to the creation of professional knowledge.

We might then go on to ask ourselves how, in both conceptual and practical
terms, we can work together across different initiatives explicitly to respect the
diversity, whilst protecting the integrity, of practitioner research: diversity, in
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order that teachers at different stages of their careers can be supported with their
teaching of widely varying subjects and skills over highly diverse social settings
and learning contexts; integrity, in order that teachers can be supported in creating
trustworthy professional knowledge that can justifiably lay claim to the major
educational territories of the curriculum, pedagogy and assessment in a political
environment where government and government agencies are exerting increasing
control over such terrain in the name of raising standards.

For one of the dichotomies that has dominated the discourse of teaching in
recent years in England is the idea that teaching is grounded in a kind of ‘craft’ or
tacit knowledge (in contrast to the explicit and elaborated knowledge of academic
research). One might view the political appropriation of professional practice —
together with the rhetoric of ‘what works’ — in terms of having taken its justifica-
tion from this notion. The discourse of pedagogy has become particularly
impoverished and the thought I want to end with is this: that practitioner research
is appealing, both in reality (as witness the number of teachers engaged in school-
based research with no major streams of funding to support them) and in theory,
precisely because it creates a site for the exploration and development of peda-
gogy as the constitutive professional practice of teaching.

Notes

1 My background means I have a vested interest in this issue: at different times in my life
I have been a teacher, in primary and secondary state schools, and adult education, in
England, and a researcher, at the National Foundation for Educational Research for
England and Wales; and in my role at the General Teaching Council for England I have
been responsible for a research strategy which, among other things, seeks to promote
and encourage engagement in and with research by teachers.

2 For example, a project funded under the Economic and Social Research Council’s
(ESRC’s) Teaching and Learning Research Programme and led by David Bridges is
exploring the epistemological basis of educational research findings.
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Chapter 6

Transdisciplinary enquiry

Researching with rather than on

Danny Doyle

Introduction

‘Teachers as researchers’ took off in Britain in the mid-1970s. In 1975 Stenhouse
led the way and published his ideas about curriculum research and development.
He argued that there was a frustrating gap between the many exciting educational
proposals and ideas student teachers experienced during teacher training and the
reality of teaching in schools (Stenhouse, 1975). To close this gap, and extend the
teachers’ professionalism, Stenhouse advocated the teacher as researcher. Instead
of implementing the theories of educationalists and outside researcher, in their
classrooms, he called for teachers to become researchers and research their own
teaching, either alone or in a group of cooperating colleagues. He argued for an
evolving style of cooperative research by teachers and using full-time researchers
to support the teachers in testing out theories and ideas in their classroom. Today,
partnerships of universities and schools for teacher research empower teachers
and facilitate collaboration and autonomy in professional development:

Teachers researching their own contexts, sometimes alone, sometimes in col-
laboration with colleagues or even pupils from their own or other schools,
debating their findings and working in partnership with universities and local
authorities are a powerful force within the profession to frame a vision for the
future. Teacher research is an idea whose time has come.

(Campbell, 2002: 12)

In England the Training and Development Agency for Schools (TDA) has devel-
oped the Postgraduate Professional Development (PPD) progamme to ensure
teachers’ learning and development after initial teacher training. The TDA is pro-
viding funding for 31,000 training opportunities for teachers in England by
2008. Fifty-seven different providers/consortia will run programmes for the
PPD. In order to receive funding from the TDA, there must be a research element
to the award bearing courses at master’s (M) level or above leading to postgradu-
ate certificates, diplomas, masters’ and doctorates. In addition, the General
Teaching Council for England (GTCe) builds enquiry into all of its teacher
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learning academy work. The National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth
(NAGTY), the British Educational Communications and Technology Agency
(BECTA), Creative Partnerships, and the National Centre for Excellence in
Teaching Mathematics (NCETM) all offer research awards to teachers, thus seri-
ously increasing the scale and status of teacher research beyond the PPD
programme. With so many teachers researching, questions of ethics and ethical
guidelines will arise including the importance and rights of the individuals
involved. These individuals will include the researcher, colleagues and parents.
Children will inevitably be participants in the research.

Educational research students in England have to satisfy their higher education
institute’s (HEI) ethical requirements. These vary between institutions. They can
include submitting a research proposal to an ethics committee or adhering to the
institution’s guidelines under the supervision of the course supervisor. Some insti-
tutions, as part of their guidelines/rules/code of practice, refer students and
school-based researchers to the guidelines of a professional research organisation
such as those of the British Educational Research Association (BERA). HEI staff
researchers usually need approval from their institution’s ethics committees and
quite often when conducting research funded by an external body the researchers
need to obtain ethical approval before applying for the funding.

So what does ethics look like in practice? This chapter draws on the experi-
ences of a group of members of the National Teacher Research Panel (NTRP)
while participating in research with colleagues or academics, or while conducting
practitioner enquiry themselves. The National Teacher Research Panel is a group
of teachers with expertise in research, funded by the General Teaching Council,
the Department for Education and Skills Innovation Unit, and the National
College for School Leadership, to provide an expert teacher perspective on
national research policies, initiatives, priorities and proposals; and to promote
teaching as a research and evidence-informed practice. The experiences discussed
are in the form of short scenarios that highlight ethical challenges and dilemmas
for the practitioner—researchers when involved in research, as either researcher or
participant, in their schools. The teachers portrayed in the scenarios are not neces-
sarily NTRP members.

Informed consent

A fundamental requisite of research involving children is the care of those chil-
dren and that care begins before the data collection starts, by obtaining informed
consent. Covert research ignores the tenet of voluntary participation and is usu-
ally considered unethical even with adults. When used, the public’s right to know
usually justifies it and the researcher balances the potential benefit of a research
project against the potential harm to the participants. It would be difficult for
teachers researching in their classrooms to justify covert research and BERA
guidelines call for the participants in educational research to give voluntary
informed consent.
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In the first scenario the teacher/researcher took it upon herself to gain consent
from every parent for the research she was about to undertake. When the research
was outlined to the parents many were unconvinced that their child would get any
benefit from being withdrawn from class to be interviewed and they refused to
allow the participation of their children. This threatened the research. The teacher
found it difficult but did manage to persuade them in the end and consent from
parents was obtained for every child.

The first point to make here is that while the research may be part of the
teacher’s professional development, the children are not there for the teacher’s
development. The opposite is the case. The teacher is there for the development of
the children. Of course the two are linked because it is in the interest of the child
that the teacher is a better teacher, but the child’s participation should not be taken
for granted. An analogy might be the learner driver in her one-hour driving lesson
spending ten minutes of her time being interviewed for the instructor’s research.
The findings of the research could mean the instructor will be a more effective
teacher and the learner will pass her test more quickly or be a more competent and
safer driver. Knowing this the learner might well agree to the interview giving up
some of her learning time when she knows the purpose and the benefits she might
get. She is informed.

Following the initial refusal by parents for their children to take part in the
research in the scenario above, the persuasion by the teacher changed the parents’
minds resulting in unanimous consent. The refusal of most of the parents may
have been because they considered time out of class would result in missed learn-
ing or being interviewed by the teacher in a place away from the classroom would
have been intimidating for their childen. What did the teacher say to cause the
parents to change their minds? Two possible reasons for the change are that the
parents were not informed when asked for permission initially and, as in the dri-
ving analogy, after the purpose and benefits were explained, they agreed; or they
were coerced into giving permission. If the teacher had fully informed the parents
about the research initially then the response may have been better and the need to
persuade could have been avoided.

The information given should include:

what the research is for
who will conduct the research and how

® how data will be collected and what will happen to the data including where
it will be stored and who will see it

e  whether there are any risks, physical or psychological

®  how confidentiality will be dealt with; when the research is finished whether
it will be published and who will read it; and finally

e the benefits participants will enjoy.

It can be assumed the teacher—researcher in the scenario hopes to develop profes-
sionally and so benefit from the research especially if the research is to be used to
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achieve a goal or an end such as a postgraduate certificate, diploma, master’s or
doctorate. But will the children benefit? If not, then they are being used as a
means for that end. Of course there may be benefits to the child’s being inter-
viewed by the teacher that we cannot know from a brief scenario, such as a better
understanding of the child’s learning or any concerns the child might have. Indeed
the benefits might not just be for the children taking part in the research. One
result from the research may have been the development of more effective teach-
ing methods that will have benefits not only for the children in that class but
throughout the school or other schools.

It would have been unethical of the teacher to coerce the parents into giving
permission. Teachers are in a powerful position. Students and parents may feel
they have to give consent or upset the teacher if they withhold it. Teachers have
the institutional powers to create curriculum, lesson content and what is learned.
They decide groups, sets, forms, rules, punishments and they use teacher assess-
ment to decide grades, and levels. The organisation of the curriculum,
standardised testing and grading send messages to students about their worth and
place in society (Shor, 1993, 1996). Teachers can decide if a student passes or
fails. Teachers as researchers need to be aware of the differential power relation-
ships between the teacher and student. These are social and historical and not
personal; they already exist in the classroom before any teaching takes place
(Shor and Freire, 1987).

Not all research in an education involves children as participants.

Gatekeeping

In 2005 teachers from different schools within one local authority (LA) went to a
course organized by a famous university team for continual professional develop-
ment on a new and popular national initiative, only to find themselves being
interviewed individually and recorded on tape by a team of researchers. It was
only after the interviews, when the teachers reassembled and discussed this, that
they found out that the taped interviews were part of ongoing qualitative research.
It appears the researchers had informed the teachers’ head teachers but not the
teachers. The head teachers assumed the teachers were informed and had given
their own consent.

Surely professional people would not sit down with an interviewer, watch them
turn on a tape recorder and then be interviewed if they did not want it to happen?
In the scenario above that is exactly what happened. Foucault (1978) argues that
power and knowledge are closely interwoven. When there is power, there is also
knowledge and power increases through knowledge. When these teachers were
put in a similar differential power relationship as teacher—student by attending a
course for their professional development, they too felt pressure not to question
the ‘famous university team’. Professional researchers must adhere to some code
of ethics. They sought permission from the head teachers. Can that be enough? Of
course the detail from the scenario is brief but the interviewers may have sought
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‘implied consent’ (Berg, 1989). This is used in interviews when the researcher (or
the participant) does not want the participant’s name recorded, for example on a
consent form. Alternatively, if the researchers did not know who was going to
attend the continuing professional development that day, and could not seek and
receive permission from each individual before the course, implied consent could
have been sought. The important point here is that the process of informing the
participant be not by-passed. Before the interview the researchers must explain
the purpose of the interview, as well as the potential benefits and risks. The poten-
tial participant should be properly informed and not feel obligated to take part and
the researchers must not take advantage of the power differential outlined above.
The researchers should be aware of the power constituted in the relationships they
have with their research participants and their ethical responsibility. Completed
interviews imply consent. In the scenario above, it appears the informing hap-
pened after the interviews; therefore the basic notion of informed consent
outlined earlier was disregarded. The participants had no information about the
research prior to the data being recorded. There may have been communication
problems between the head teacher and the participating teachers, which is unfor-
tunate, but the ethics of the research and the duty to obtain informed consent are
the researcher’s responsibility. The role of the head teacher in this scenario is that
of gatekeeper. Other gatekeepers could be parents or guardians, or teachers. They
give access to researchers, insider or outsider, to conduct research in the school.
In this scenario, having received the head teachers’ consent, the researchers
assumed the teachers’ consent (Heath et al., 2004).

In the UK people under the age of 18 are legally considered to be children and
in some cases the consent from the child is all that is needed to carry out research.
Parents need not be asked or informed but this does not depend on chronological
age. The precise criteria for a researcher to decide if a child is ‘Gillick’' competent
are not clear, but probably include the understanding of key facts, being of suffi-
cient maturity to understand the consequences of making a particular decision and
coming to a reasoned decision. Seeking parental permission can reduce agency, the
capacity for the child to make choices and to impose those choices on the world,
but when considering consent, it is important that giving the child the decision to
participate or not should be in the best interest of the child rather than the research.

The gatekeeper role is usually to control access to children of the school who
are not legally capable of granting informed consent (Homan, 2002: 23).
However, teachers researching their own practice are insider researchers and as
such have an advantage over outsiders: they know the children and are in a good
position to judge each child’s maturity and reasoning ability when deciding
whether they need to seek parental consent or allow the child to decide. Yet as
Dewey (1963) argues, with the best interests of the student in mind, formal edu-
cation is responsible for creating authority-dependent subordinates deprived of
citizen status by teachers and academics. Nevertheless, as Masson makes clear, if
a child has the capacity to make the decision then it is the child’s to make:
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Where children have the capacity to make a decision, parents’ power over
that area of their child’s life is ended unless preserved by statute law.
Consequently, a parent cannot consent to research on behalf of a competent
child.

(Masson, 2000: 39)

Coyne (1997) found that most children aged seven to 15 in her research were keen
to give their own consent, rather than rely on the consent of their parents and cites
an example where not only consent but also confidentiality was tested:

On one occasion a father asked about the content of the child’s interview when
it was completed. The request was made casually in front of the child (boy aged
13 years). His request was politely refused with the explanation that all inter-
view data was confidential. It was suggested that he could ask his child directly
for information. The child seemed pleased with the researcher’s response and
immediately said that he did not want to share the data with anyone.

(Coyne, 1997: 414)

The difficulty here, as outlined above, is that there is a fine line of judgement as
to whether a young person is competent and therefore capable of granting
informed consent or not. It is a difficult decision to make for a gatekeeper,
whether a parent, teacher or head teacher, to make, and care must be taken to
avoid denying a young person the right to consent as outlined above in the Gillick
case and supported by Articles 3 and 12 of the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1989).2 One person’s opinion may not be the same as the next
person’s. Clearly there are very different perspectives of discourse depending on
whether you are a researcher, a teacher, or both. As Usher (1996: 27) claims,
‘knowledge, being relative to discourses, is always partial and perspectival’. The
decision to give permission for research should be made on the behalf of the chil-
dren in the school but as Heath er al.’s (2004) report into researchers’ views and
experiences shows this is not always the case with regard to consent.

However, most [respondents] could provide examples of what they consid-
ered to be bad ethical practice in relation to research ... in particular in
relation to a denial of young people’s rights to exercise consent in school
based settings.

(Heath et al., 2004: 25)

There is the added difficulty in that the head teacher has responsibility for the
professional development of the staff in their school. Head teachers across
England will have to make some difficult decisions with 31,000 teachers engag-
ing in postgraduate professional development with a research element in
partnership with HEIs.
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Withdrawal

A colleague worked with an arts group on a week-long cross-phase (primary)
project to ‘trial” an approach to arts in school. Two of the children working with
the group were from the special needs unit attached to the school, with moder-
ate learning difficulties. Parental permission was sought and received. One of
these children produced stunning work during the course of the week and
absolutely thrived working in the way that the group was approaching the tasks.
Although she and the teacher had discussed the various aspects of the week very
carefully and clearly at the start of the project and she was more than happy to
be involved, by the end of the week she had forgotten everything about the dis-
cussion, arrived from home in a very bad mood and said she didn’t want to be
involved at all. The research group had to decide whether this invalidated every-
thing relating to her from the week as a whole. Two days later, she forgot the bad
mood and remembered the original conversation and wished the group was still
working with her. This example was a matter for much discussion in the group.
Since consent had clearly been withdrawn, whatever her understanding of it
might have been, the teacher felt it was inappropriate to do anything other than
respect that. During the project the child had produced some stunning artwork,
and the group all felt that was something they wanted to use in presentations
about the project — the girl was asked for her permission to use that, which she
was more than happy to give.

Permission was sought from the girl and her parents to participate in the research
but, by withdrawing, the agency of the girl was exercised and accepted. Benefits for
the girl were evident in that she thrived from the new approach, yet she decided to
withdraw. She may have enjoyed the work up to a point, then not. The girl may have
wished to withdraw but could not or did not want to articulate why. Perhaps she did
not fully understand all the aspects of the week so was not as informed as the
researchers had believed. Whatever the case, she withdrew her consent as BERA’s
ethical guidelines suggest she is fully entitled to do without duress, prejudice or
future repercussions. The research group acted ethically in recognising there was
distress and discomfort and respecting her decision to withdraw without pressure to
re-engage and then by considering her understanding of any consent given. Would
using just the parental consent be an ethical decision or a way to get around using
her work and completing the research? The research group could have decided that
the girl was not Gillick competent and relied on the consent of the parents to justify
not invalidating her contribution, although BERA guidelines are clear in that
researchers must make known any detriment to the girl to her parents who should be
given the opportunity to reconsider their consent. The research group acted ethically
in respecting the agency of the girl in what Dewey calls an ‘educative relationship’
where there is recognition of the girl as a human being capable of making her own
decisions and speaking for herself (McNiff, 2001).

The dilemma appears to be that the researchers, by invalidating everything
related to the girl, lost a lot of data. It is a research problem that may have been
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brought about by following ethical principles but not an ethical problem or indeed
dilemma BERA guidelines suggest researchers examine their actions to assess
whether they contributed to the decision to withdraw. In a case such as this, where
the participant forgets the original discussion and consent, the researchers might
also use implied consent before each data collecting activity, as well as the dis-
cussion at the beginning.

Confidentiality

Maintaining confidentiality is considered the norm for educational research
(BERA, 2004). It means not having identifying characteristics such as a name or
description of physical appearance disclosed so that the participants remain
unidentifiable to anyone outside the permitted people promised at the time of
informed consent. Anonymity is only one aspect of ensuring confidentiality. It
involves using a fictional or no name rather than a participant’s real name.
Anonymity is usually easier during quantitative research involving the analysis of
numerical data when unnamed and unmarked questionnaires or surveys can be
distributed and collected in such a way that even the researcher cannot associate
an answer with a person. Quantitative research methods quite often involve analy-
sis of data such as words from interviews or interpretations of observations.

This next scenario involves a teacher who had never undertaken educational
research but agreed to assist a leading educational sociologist, as did all those
working in the school. On reflection, the teacher feels he was too naive to ask the
researcher about how he would be represented in the study. At the time a man
teaching in Key Stage 1 was most unusual. Everyone at the school was flattered
that this researcher had chosen their school for a major piece of research. It was
only after a book had been published that the teacher saw ‘himself’ in print. All
the female teachers were attributed a colour, e.g. Mrs Green or Mrs White. This
teacher was Mr Black. Everyone throughout the area knew who Mr Black was,
while his female colleagues remained anonymous.

Were anonymity and confidentiality considered? While the man was not iden-
tified by his name, the fact that he was the only man involved in the research, and
the term ‘Mr’ was used, meant he was easy to identify by people familiar with
the context. Single-setting research such as this makes it even more difficult to
conceal the identity of participants. Measures to keep data confidential are
needed and consideration of how a participant’s identity will not be disclosed in
any publication should be decided before publication; unless of course it is the
participant’s wish to be identified with, or credited for, aspects of their input in
the research or with a product of the research. Of course, it may have been the
intention of the sociologist to make it known there was a man in Key Stage 1 to
give the reader a sense of the research population. In the absence of a promise or
an agreement for confidentiality was he being unethical? Alternatively, because
he is an experienced researcher of education, should he not have a personal def-
inition of ethics or an ethical code that includes the ideas of fairness and respect
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for the privacy of his participants? Should the experienced researcher have done
more? Should the school have done more?

The NTRP is concerned about schools’ reluctance to take part in research car-
ried out by outsiders, and in particular the problems that arise when schools feel it
necessary to pull out of research projects once they have started. It believes that
whilst knowledgeable and discerning hosting by schools may pose initial chal-
lenges to research teams, it will also provide the most fruitful context for
improving the quality and accessibility of research outputs. In 2003 the NTRP
produced a document after consultation with schools aimed at securing benefits
for schools, teachers and researchers while hosting research in schools. The panel,
rather than lay down a set of guidelines, developed a series of questions to help
schools through the issues involved and to help them negotiate confidently with
research teams to inform dialogue between teachers, schools and research teams
about how to make the processes of large-scale research activities, as well the
eventual outcomes, mutually beneficial. One part of the NTRP document
addresses the questions schools need to ask about the conduct of the research:

Is there a code of practice for the ethical conduct of the research? Are there
assurances about the following?

e Will the school and/or teachers remain anonymous?

e Will the contribution of the school and the teachers be acknowledged and
how?

® How is the data to be collected about teachers, teaching and learning or
other aspects of school organisation and how checked with those involved
in generating them? For example, will teachers who are interviewed have
access to records of the interview? Will the teachers or the school have a
chance to comment on profiles, draft questionnaires, proformas, interview
schedules?

o Will the sample target a range of teacher effectiveness and how is this to
be defined? If so, what will teachers need and want to know about how
their work is being evaluated?

¢ Will the teachers and/or the school have the chance to comment on written
outputs?

¢ How will disagreements about data or reports be negotiated and reconciled?

® Are there are proper arrangements in place for observing pupils and for
parental permission?

Reliability

In the final scenario, the teacher, for her MEd dissertation, wanted to report a sen-
sitive situation that involved a head teacher that she had worked for. In her view it
was a vital piece of evidence. It would not have taken much detective work to dis-
cover who this person was and that discovery would have caused embarrassment
on all sides. In the end, she did use the information about her head teacher but she
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had to think long and hard about the implications. She decided it unlikely that he
would ask to read her dissertation and that she would dream up some excuse for his
not seeing it if he did. No one else at school asked to read the dissertation either so
she escaped any embarrassing situations. She still feels uneasy about it though.

In this scenario the researcher was not a professional researcher but a teacher
researching and the work was not for publication (beyond the postgraduate super-
visor) but for a postgraduate qualification. As an inexperienced researcher
conducting research for a postgraduate degree, she must have been guided by a
supervisor about including the vital information that would cause embarrassment,
yet, from the little detail given, the decision to include the ‘vital bit of evidence’ is
difficult to justify. It clearly cannot be justified by the public’s right to know
because the public would not be allowed see it. Research, particularly at post-
graduate level, is about adding to knowledge. It could be argued that this research
was a vehicle for a master’s in education and what this research was about is
almost irrelevant because the vital piece of evidence that was used resulted in the
work’s being buried rather than shared with colleagues. However, that argument
does not take into consideration the nature of practitioners as researchers.
Teachers as researchers quite often conduct action research: researching their own
learning, reviewing their current practice with a view to understanding it and tak-
ing action, or changing it while conducting the research rather than as an
afterthought at the end. It could be that the purpose of this research was not to
represent the world but to represent the case (Stake, 1998). As in the PPD pro-
gramme, research is a part of the teacher’s professional development, therefore
the findings of the enquiry may not be as important as the personal enquiry itself.
The outcome of research can result in action from dialogue rather than a dialogue
of results typical of traditional, scientific research.

It may be that the head teacher was unaware of his appearance in the research
and that a person other than the head teacher or researcher, possibly someone with
a grudge, may have contributed the evidence used in the dissertation. In which
case, how reliable is the data? Because people construe the world in similar, but
not the same ways, there are different understandings of what is real and it is
therefore unsurprising that people have different views of the world (Bassey,
1999). As a result, the data recorded can be no more than the researcher’s under-
standing or interpretation of the construction of others’ interpretations. It may
have been the researcher’s observations that were recorded. Therefore, in either
case, it is no more than the researcher’s construction. It would be important for the
teacher above to show how those interpretations are arrived at during the research.
Clandinin and Connelly (1998) describe the process of writing research text as
being on a knife edge — struggling to capture the participants’ experiences and
representing their voices, while attempting to create a research text that will
reflect upon those voices. Non-participants should not expect to find themselves
identified in the text of another’s research without the informed consent,
anonymity, confidentiality and care from the researcher they would be entitled to
if they were a willing participant in the research. Further, the head teacher should
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have been made aware of any expected detriment arising from the research, or
informed immediately if unexpected detriment arose (BERA, 2004). If he were a
willing participant then how credible would the data appear if the head teacher, or
another participant, were to challenge it once completed, and possibly published
without having had the opportunity to check, correct or validate their responses?
If the data was collected by interview, then it is good research practice to give
transcripts of interviews back to the respondents to validate. This may appear at
first to be another job to do that prolongs the research write-up process, or could
mean longer contact with the participant, but researchers must not falsify, sensa-
tionalise or distort findings (BERA, 2004). Stake (1998) goes further and
suggests allowing the participant to review the material for palatability as well as
accuracy. Respondent validation is a helpful way of triangulating the researcher’s
observations and interpretations. Koch (1998) emphasises a reflexivity that
acknowledges interpretations exist in a ‘complex matrix of alternative representa-
tions’, and that the constructions represented are ‘faithful descriptions’ so that the
head teacher in this case can recognise the description when confronted with it.

Researching with rather than on

The term ‘participant’ has been used throughout this chapter rather than the other
often used term ‘subject’. Participant suggests an active, willing engaging role
rather than a passive and possibly oblivious character in the text. The dilemmas
from just about all of the scenarios offered for inclusion in this chapter involved
the participant somehow losing out, but the only problems identified for the
researchers were dilemmas in acquiring data and the danger that the research
could not be completed. A lot of time, effort and commitment are needed for prac-
tising teachers to successfully complete a postgraduate certificate, diploma,
master’s or doctorate, so the threat to that success cannot be underestimated given
the rigours faced in completing. There is something to be gained for the
researcher in that success. New qualifications can open doors to a promotion or a
change of employer. In addition, because research is a process and not simply a
product, such as a report or a text that forms a dissertation, the research process
can, and probably should, give the researchers the opportunity to reflect on their
practice and improve it as well as present the opportunity to generate and share
new knowledge — ends that are worth working towards. Yet we cannot get away
from those that have contributed by way of data, time and effort for the research
to be conducted. Detriment may have resulted, or oppression, from those in more
powerful positions when an ethical stance based on care, duty, fairness and empa-
thy has not been considered and adopted. Ethics cannot be ignored in research,
nor should actions that ensure an ethical position, such as seeking informed con-
sent and ensuring confidentiality, be ignored or worked around like tax avoidance.
In the world of educational research, ethics avoidance is ethics evasion.
Guidelines such as those of BERA (2004) are just that, a guide or foundation
to build an ethical stance upon. Teachers conducting research need to fuse the best
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of each of the disciplines of teaching and researching to develop a new perspec-
tive that considers not only the teaching or researching aspects but also the
participants. It is perhaps appropriate to finish here with the final sentence of the
visionary book by Stenhouse (1975), An Introduction to Curriculum Research
and Development, to highlight the benefit of researching with rather than
researching on people — whether adult or child: ‘Communication is less effective
than community in the utilization of knowledge’.

Notes

1 In 1986, the House of Lords decided in the case Gillick v West Norfolk and Wisbech
Area Health Authority that parental rights are not absolute rights. They are rights exer-
cised by parents on behalf of children too young to exercise them for themselves. The
case concerned a teenage child’s right to consent to medical treatment without the par-
ents’ knowledge. Lord Fraser said that the degree of parental control varied according to
the child’s understanding and intelligence.

2 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, 2004: 7).
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Chapter 7

Ethics in practitioner research

Dilemmas from the field

Nicole Mockler

Introduction

The ‘emancipatory’ or ‘democratic’ project of which the teacher-as-researcher is
a key component has long been assumed as ‘given’ in scholarly work on practi-
tioner research. This path to teacher emancipation, however, comes not without
considerable ethical challenges and dilemmas relating to the processes, products
and contexts of the work being undertaken. This paper will examine ethical
dilemmas for school-based practitioner—researchers through the eyes of one who
engages with and supports practitioner research teams in a variety of capacities
and contexts. Taking as its starting point a number of illuminating ‘critical inci-
dents’ (Tripp, 1993, 1997), it will address some key ethical challenges and issues
for teacher—researchers, contextualised within an understanding of practitioner
inquiry as a vehicle for ethical and transformational teacher professionalism.

‘I’'m telling you stories. Trust me.’
(Jeanette Winterson, 1987: 5, 13, 69, 160)

This is the refrain of The Passion, Jeanette Winterson’s novel about truth, story
and perception set during the French Revolution. Far from the way it was origi-
nally imagined, this chapter has turned out to be its own reflection on story, truth
and perception, for it is the story of a number of ethical dilemmas framed within
an cthical ‘meta-dilemma’ which emerged only at the point at which I set about
committing my thinking to the writing of an account. The meta-dilemma cuts to
the heart not only of issues relating to ethics, but also to those relating to the
telling of stories, the nature of evidence, and the ontological and epistemological
perspectives which frame thinking, research and practice.

In this chapter I argue that the ethical enactment of practitioner research relies
on an alignment of a number of different ethical ‘frames’ — those of consent, con-
fidentiality and transparency. It uses the narrative form to demonstrate and
describe the ways in which both data and researcher become compromised when
alignment of these frames is absent, and the ways in which such alignment cre-
ates conditions and circumstances within which a story such as this might itself
be regarded as trustworthy.
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This chapter began life as what was intended to be a simple example of ‘sec-
ond order action research’ (Elliot, 1991), utilising a research method which I have
assisted and supported many teachers in using over the past years, as a way of
reflecting on or evaluating aspects of their practice, as well as developing a capac-
ity for professional judgement. Based on David Tripp’s (1993, 1997) notion of the
‘critical incident’, the methodology I had initially intended to use to explore the
dilemmas, but rather have used to explore the meta-dilemma itself, involves three
distinct phases: initially, the description of an incident from which an ethical
dilemma issued; secondly, the explanation of the incident in the light of the ethi-
cal dilemma, and finally, the broadening of the implications of the incident to
draw a more general meaning and interpret the events in the light of the broader
context of the school, society, and in this case, the field of practitioner research.
My original intention had been to use this methodology as a framework within
which to discuss three ethical dilemmas, variously related to the context, the
processes and the outcomes of practitioner inquiry. The ethical meta-dilemma
emerged from consideration of the dilemmas themselves, and as I grappled with
questions such as ‘Where do I start?’, “What do I tell?’, “What do I include and
what do I leave out?’ and ‘How do I tell these stories in ways which are both sen-
sitive to the players but true to their essence?’. The ensuing discussion is the result
of the meta-dilemma which emerged.

Describing ethical dilemmas in practitioner
research: a simple task?

Having decided to use a number of dilemmas as the starting point, I set about
writing the story of the ‘incident’ which had been the catalyst for each of the
dilemmas, from my own perspective. Because of my commitment to write these
stories of research and practice in ways that were sensitive to the players and the
context within which they took place, it soon became apparent that the task was
not as easy as it seemed. Plagued by questions about the evidence I was drawing
on, the origin and validity of the perspective I held and the ethics of using this
very methodology, I came to the realisation that the task of discussing the ethics
of practitioner research was more complex than I had initially taken into account,
and that perhaps this task needed to be approached in a different way.

Explaining ethical dilemmas:
more complex than they look?

The decision to use a number of ethical dilemmas ‘from the field’ as the basis for
this chapter was an easy one. For the past ten years I have been engaged in prac-
titioner inquiry, as a practitioner—researcher, facilitator and leader of practitioner
research, and advocate for practitioner research within both schools and acade-
mic circles. During that time, I have worked with teachers within and across
diverse backgrounds, and encountered and engaged with a myriad of ethical
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dilemmas, relating variously to the ethics of consent, the ethics of anonymity and
confidentiality, the ethics of purpose and outcome and so on. The process of
choosing three discrete dilemmas to use as a starting point was slightly more dif-
ficult — I felt that the dilemmas themselves had to be significant enough to
justify constituting a ‘dilemma’ rather than a ‘question’ in the first place and be
such that they were substantially different from each other so as to highlight a
range of ethical dilemmas within practitioner research. Eventually, I settled on the
framework of context—process—product as a useful one and chose one substantial
dilemma for each.

In all three cases, the dilemma came about as the result of a complex chain of
actions performed by a group of people which in some way produced a situation
where the team, the facilitator or both were led to grapple with a range of ethical
issues. One dilemma related to the ethics of confidentiality, where a group of
teachers felt that they were unable to ‘opt out’ of being participants in a research
project for which they were to be interviewed for fear of reprisal, as it would be
possible to identify from the data collected who had chosen to participate and
who had not. The second related to the ethics of transparency, where a group of
practitioner—researchers who had been given, and in turn had themselves given,
assurances that the results of a research endeavour would be made available to the
entire community had presented their report to the school executive to find it cen-
sored prior to being released to the community. The final dilemma related to the
ethics of consent, where a group of teachers had given their informed consent for
participation in a focus group interview. A senior member of staff, however, want-
ing access to the data for reasons other than those for which it had been collected,
put significant pressure on the staff member who had facilitated the focus group
to release the recording of the interview.

These descriptions, brief as they are, are offered as a concise overview of the
dilemmas themselves, rather than a detailed account. The writing of the detailed
account, however, posed a number of problems, and it was at this point that the
ethical meta-dilemma emerged. For while, as I have indicated above, the stories
were mine insofar as in each case I and others had been pushed to take a particu-
lar ethical stance, which reached resolution with various degrees of personal
satisfaction, in another sense, it felt as though these stories were not entirely mine
to tell. Implicit in the telling of the detail of each one in the context of an ‘ethical
transgression’ was a passing of judgement on the actions of others. Torn between
an unwillingness to claim my own truth as ‘the truth’ and an equally strong
unwillingness to condone what, as a leader in each of these situations, I regarded
as questionable behaviour by my silence, to take ‘the option of least risk’ (Calland
and Dehn, 2004: 4), I struggled with what to do.

As a student of feminist history in years past, I have long been aware of the
impact of my background as a historian on my life as an educationalist and
researcher, and in this particular case I found myself grappling with questions
which were as much historical as overtly ‘ethical’. For while the earlier ethical
dilemmas were about the mechanics of research ethics, this second-order
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dilemma, the meta-dilemma, is about the ethics of story. Winston Churchill
offered a very particular insight into the ethics of story when he wrote, ‘History
will be kind to me, for I intend to write it’, and for me, this dilemma cuts to the
centre of age-old questions about the nature of story and the nature of history,
such as those below.

Whose story gets told?

Who has the right to tell it?

Whose story is privileged above others and why?
Whose story makes ‘history’?

On a very practical level, considering the dilemma through the lens of the ethics
of story raised some interesting ethical questions, around, for example,
anonymity and nuance, consent on the part of the players, and reflexivity and
negotiation. In writing the stories in such a way as to make the contexts and the
players anonymous, a variety of nuances and particularities were necessarily
omitted. While, on the one hand, this was essential for the protection of those
individuals and communities involved, on the other hand, the omission of some
salient details seemed to me almost to be ‘tampering with the evidence’.
Further, relating to the issue of anonymity, it became apparent to me that
regardless of how I tweaked or omitted finer details of the stories to preserve
anonymity, it might be possible for people to recognise themselves or their col-
leagues within the stories. In addition, while these stories are the stories of my
own experience, consent had not been sought from other key players, and had it
been sought, given the purpose of the request, would probably not have been
given by all involved. Whether that meant that in fact the reporting of my own
experience would be unethical, I was unsure, but as a researcher committed to
the notion of reflexivity and negotiation with research participants, my sense of
unease grew. While I knew from experience that my perspective on the inci-
dents which would form the basis of the stories was shared by some others, 1
was unsure that that was enough to justify the documenting of such judgements
in a forum such as this.

Almost in direct opposition to these concerns, however, a range of others
grew. For while the earlier concerns related to the ethical consequences of
telling the stories, a similar range of concerns emerged at this stage in relation
to the consequences of not telling the stories. Does my silence in relation to
these events and unwillingness to subject them to the tides of debate and dis-
course in fact condone ethically questionable practices? Does an unwillingness
to tell these stories represent a ‘moral muteness’ (Bird and Waters, 1989) and in
fact compromise my professional integrity, contributing to a greater culture of
individualism which sees injustice perpetuated within organisations and society
at large?



92 Nicole Mockler

Theorising ethical dilemmas: what can we glean?

The notion of ‘moral muteness’ itself raises some interesting issues in relation to
this dilemma. First developed by Bird and Waters in their study of organisational
ethics and managerial collaboration (1989), it refers to what they observed as a
lack of willingness on the part of organisational leaders to discuss ethical prob-
lems and dilemmas. They identified three key causes of ‘moral muteness’,
concisely summarised by Simon Longstaff (2001: 1) as:

e A perceived threat to harmony caused by the possibility of conflict when
underlying values are made explicit and used to assess actual behaviour
in the organisation

e A perceived threat to efficiency caused by ‘moral talk”s being a waste of
time or even a ‘barrier’ to getting the job done

e A perceived threat to a preferred image of power and effectiveness by
seeming too idealistic or utopian or even being exposed as inadequate
when it comes to the task of talking about ethics.

While it is apparent to me that each of these ‘perceived threats’ played a part in
this context, the parameters of Bird and Waters’ study are such that their discus-
sion is confined to the enactment of moral muteness within the organisation in
question, not necessarily beyond it. The discussion of ethical dilemmas in
forums and arenas broader than the organisation, such as this, raises an addi-
tional range of ethical considerations. Of teacher research itself, Lawrence
Stenhouse wrote:

What seems to me most important is that research becomes part of a commu-
nity of critical discourse. But perhaps too much research is published to the
world, too little to the village.

(1981: 17)

In terms of ethical dilemmas such as those which formed the basis for this paper,
perhaps they too, are best published to the village rather than to the world,
becoming part of the village-based community of critical discourse within the
school. What then, of the village-based community of critical discourse within
the practitioner research community more broadly? If ethical dilemmas relating
to practitioner research are situated at least partly within the school context, and
should therefore be confined to the school context for discussion and debate,
then how does the broader practitioner research community engage in generative
debate and discussion across schools, universities and other institutions? At what
point does ‘moral muteness’ in terms of the outside world stop being generative
for the ‘inside community’ and become, instead, oppressive?
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In an attempt to begin theorising this dilemma, I turned initially to the grow-
ing literature on practices and cultures of ‘whistleblowing’. While the act of
whistleblowing itself is construed in the literature as one riddled with ethical
dilemmas (Calland and Dehn, 2004; Lovell, 2003; Campbell, 1996), prevailing
thinking on whistleblowing is focused specifically on criminal, rather than
unethical, activity, and as such seems infinitely more clear-cut than my meta-
dilemma. In addition, in terms of my own professional identity, having forged a
role and image of myself as one who is actively engaged in ‘working alongside’,
assisting teachers to build on their professional knowledge and develop their
professional judgement as a means for both professional development and what
Stenhouse would refer to as ‘emancipation’: ‘The essence of emancipation, as I
conceive it, is the intellectual, moral and spiritual autonomy which we recognise
when we eschew paternalism and the rule of authority and hold ourselves
obliged to appeal to judgement’ (1979: 163), the notion of ‘blowing the whistle’
seems counterproductive. In the first place, where might the adoption of such
an approach begin and end: if the only approach to take in this case is to ‘blow
the ethical whistle’ and call ‘foul’, what of the situation where I observe what
might be seen by some as unethical practice in the classroom in the form of, for
example, transmission-style learning and children deprived of any sense of
power and agency in their learning? To approach this situation with whistle in
hand would be to transgress all that I believe and understand about teacher pro-
fessional learning and the importance of trust within the learning relationship.
In addition, such an approach brings to bear a more adversarial than forensic
approach (Groundwater-Smith and Mockler, 2003) to evidence and truth, and
while I can appreciate the similarities between the two in this context, as
Anthony Weston points out:

The real point of ethics is to offer some tools for thinking about difficult mat-
ters, recognising from the start — as the very rationale for ethics, in fact — that
the world is seldom simple or clear cut. Struggle and uncertainty are part of
ethics, as they are a part of life.

(Weston, 1997: 4)

No conversation about ethics is simple, for as Weston indicates, the field of ethics
itself exists as a response to ‘hard questions’ and ‘hard issues’, and as such the
ensuing conversation is almost always about shades of grey. An additional level of
complexity is brought to this particular conversation when one considers that the
ethics of practitioner research lies at the crossroads of the ethics of research and
the ethics of practice, so the conversation is confined neither to the usual consid-
erations of research ethics and the intent therein that one should ‘do no harm’ nor
to the applied, or ‘implied’ (Todd, 2001) ethics of professional practice, but must
instead straddle both. Just as practitioner research itself blurs the line between
research and practice, so too does due consideration of the ethics of practitioner
research take both into account.
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I offer this observation not because I believe that one operates out of a dual or
conflicting ethical framework as a practitioner—researcher, indeed I agree with
Elizabeth Campbell’s (2003) argument that ‘professional ethics is simply an
extension of everyday ethics into the nuances of the professional’s practice’
(p.12), in the same way as I would claim that the research ethics is a similar exten-
sion of everyday ethics into the researcher’s sphere of work. Yet this would be
simply because we cannot talk about research ethics in relation to practitioner
inquiry without discussing professional practice and therefore professional ethics
and the ethical dimensions of teaching.

Furthermore, if we are to embrace teacher research and practitioner inquiry
in a way that pushes beyond a ‘project’ approach and embeds an inquiry
approach within teaching practice itself, reaching toward what Marilyn
Cochran-Smith and Susan Lytle have termed ‘inquiry as stance’ (2001, 2007),
then we are further confronted with the research/practice nexus. Because, for
teacher inquiry and teaching practice to be seamlessly integrated, ethical con-
cerns which might previously have been thought to be the province of research
suddenly become salient for practice and vice versa. To borrow from the title of
Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s chapter in this current volume, under such circum-
stances, ‘everything’s ethics’. Clearly a holistic approach to teacher research
and professional practice is required in order to think robustly about ethics
within this context.

Ethics and ethical approaches to teaching are very much a part of the emerg-
ing discourse of ‘new professionalism’ (Sachs, 2003) and related thinking about
the potential of practitioner research for professional renewal. Mike Bottery
(1996) nominates five ethical aspects of new teacher professionalism which he
argues are essential in the formation of authentic professional practice. They are
as follows:

®  An ethic of truth disclosure which must override personal advantages.

®  An ethic of subjectivity, for each individual must recognise the limits of his
or her perceptions, the individuality of his or her values.

® An ethic of reflective integrity, as each professional recognises the limits of
personal perception, of the need to incorporate many understandings of a sit-
uation.

®  An ethic of humility as each professional recognises that such subjectivity
means that personal fallibility is not a failing but a condition of being human.

®  An ethic of humanistic education of the duty to help [others] help themselves.

(p.193)

Elsewhere (Groundwater-Smith and Mockler, 2007), Susan Groundwater-Smith
and I have posited a series of ethical guidelines for practitioner research, some of
which are linked to a traditional conceptualisation of research ethics, while others
flow from the discourse of the ‘ethical professional’:
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e That it should observe ethical protocols and processes. Practitioner research
is subject to the same ethical protocols as other social research. Informed
consent should be sought from participants, whether students, teachers, par-
ents or others, and an earnest attempt should be made to ‘do no harm’.

e  That it should be transparent in its processes. One of the broader aims of prac-
titioner research lies in the building of community and the sharing of
knowledge and ideas. To this end, practitioner research should be ‘transparent’
in its enactment, and practitioner—researchers accountable to their community
for the processes and products of their research. Publication whether to the
‘village’ or to the ‘world’ (Stenhouse, 1981: 17) is part of this transparency.

e That it should be collaborative in its nature. Practitioner research should aim
to provide opportunities for colleagues to share, discuss and debate aspects of
their practice in the name of improvement and development. The responsible
‘making sense’ of data collected from within the field of one’s own practice
(through triangulation of evidence and other means) relies heavily on these
opportunities.

e That it should be transformative in its intent and action.
Practitioner—researchers engage in an enterprise which is, in essence, about
contributing to both transformation of practice and transformation of society.
For as Marion Dadds (1998: 5) writes:

At the heart of every practitioner research project there is a significant
job of work to be done that will make a small contribution to the
improvement of the human condition in that context. Good practitioner
research, I believe, helps to develop life for others in caring, equitable,
humanising ways.

While these aspects and guidelines go some way toward developing and enacting a
practical, ethical teacher professionalism and research protocol, on their own they
are not enough to ensure that the conditions and circumstances for the alignment of
the ethics of consent, confidentiality and transparency are created. For while guide-
lines and protocols and charters are useful for the formation and development of
individual teachers and groups of teachers, work which a truly mature profession
undertakes as a self-regulatory duty, the prior question relates to context and cul-
ture. The alignment of the ethics of consent, confidentiality and transparency grow
out of, and in turn feed into, the development of organisational cultures which are
themselves ethical in nature and framed by trust and ‘generative politics’ (Giddens,
1994). Such organisational cultures do not develop by happenstance, and neither are
they, contrary to much writing and thinking on the notion of ‘organisational ethics’
(see, for example McDaniel, 2004), created through the behaviour modification the
so-ethical-employer performs on the less-than-ethical employees who through hav-
ing ethics ‘instilled’ in them, come to behave in ethical and appropriate ways.

In making a case for the development of what might otherwise be seen as
ethical classroom practices, in the form of ‘critical pedagogy’, Michael Apple
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(2001: 154) cites the following elements as the central tenets of a community
within which such an ethical approach might flourish:

caring and connectedness

a sense of mutuality, trust and respect

a freedom to challenge others

a commitment to challenge the politics of ‘official knowledge’ whenever
and wherever it is repressive.

It is through the building of such school cultures and contexts, where active trust
and truly generative professional discourse flourish, that not only are the ethics of
consent, confidentiality and outcome more likely to be aligned, but the threats
identified by Bird and Waters as conditions for ‘moral muteness’ are more likely
to be minimised. Furthermore, the very act of discussing and critiquing ethical
dilemmas such as these thus becomes a much less risky affair, both within and
without the immediate context, as the process of discussion and debate itself
becomes part of the collegial professional learning process, and dissonance and
dissent become opportunities for growth and development rather than threats to
the world order.

Conclusion

In the final analysis, these ethical dilemmas hold implications which are much
broader than the context within which they emerge, and also broader than the con-
text of practitioner inquiry itself. Given that much of the work of teaching is in its
very nature ‘ethical work’, and that judgements taken by teachers about students,
learning, welfare, leadership and a range of other salient issues are inescapably
related to ethics, unless the door is open to conversation and critique around ethical
issues, we risk losing the scope for professional discourse around the core issues of
education and schooling. Furthermore, the residual effects of such misalignment
hold the potential to give rise to ongoing mistrust of people and processes, and
diminish the very process, not only of practitioner research but also the professional
learning of which it is a part, for, in the words of Margaret Somerville:

Many people believe that the beginning and end of doing ethics is to act in
good personal conscience. They are right that this is the beginning, but wrong
that it is the end. We all need to do ethics and, therefore, to learn how to do it.
But doing ethics is not always a simple task: it is a process, not an event, and
in many ways, a life long learning experience.

(Somerville 2000: 284)

This chapter began with the recurring plea from the narrator of The Passion: ‘I’'m
telling you stories. Trust me’. The plea itself recognises the importance of trust
within the relationship between the teller and the recipient of the story, a contract
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entered into by both parties. At the end of the day, that trust is sometimes contin-
gent upon stories not being told out of turn or out of context, and being told only
by those whose stories they truly are to tell.
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Chapter 8

Woays of telling

The use of practitioners’ stories

Anne Campbell and Olwen McNamara

Introduction

A great deal of human learning occurs through storytelling; it is a time-honoured
way of informing others about what has happened in life and work. Elliott (2005:
15) in her work on using narrative in social research stresses three key features of
narrative that link it to human learning and communication: firstly, it has a tem-
poral or chronological dimension providing a series of events or experiences
rather than describing a state of affairs; secondly, it communicates the meaning of
events or experiences through temporal and evaluative statements; and thirdly,
there is an important social dimension to narrative which is a popular form of
communication. This chapter will draw upon approaches promoting storytelling,
narratives and fictions in practitioner research. In particular, it will address how
ethical issues can be investigated and developed through presenting ideas and
data in the ‘real’ and ‘fictive’ voices of practitioners and others in stories, pen por-
traits and vignettes. It will discuss how, through fictions and telling stories about
professional practice, ethical issues and dilemmas can be raised, illustrated and
discussed; and how the storytelling process can help develop practitioners’ pro-
fessional learning, values and ethical practice. It will also raise questions about
the ethics of storytelling itself. The chapter will introduce and problematise a
range of story types such as ‘real’ and ‘true’ stories, ‘fictional” and ‘hypothetical’
stories, ‘cover’ stories and ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ stories. It will then discuss the
pen portrait methodology as developed in Campbell e al. (2004) to illustrate how
teachers in their professional development can be encouraged to identify and be
supported in reflecting upon ethical issues in their professional lives.

What types of stories can be used to raise ethical
and professional issues?

Moral imagination is almost inevitably partial and influenced by the lives we lead.
Our moral understanding may thus be limited, and if we want to be ethical in our
behaviour, and specifically in our professional practice, we need to rehearse sce-
narios, decisions, reasons and justifications. Engaging with events or experiences
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through stories before we encounter such situations in the world, can be a good
way of ‘limbering’ up for the real thing. Doing so can help us to clarify and
sharpen our ethical thinking (See Fairbairn et al., 1995)

Real stories and true-to-life stories

Real stories may be described as authentic accounts of actual living, or once liv-
ing, people who are experiencing, or have experienced, the events that are
described. Piper and Simons (2005), for example, use a real story of a research
project commissioned by the Royal Society for the Protection of Animals
(RSPCA) to raise and discuss issues of ‘situated ethics and ethical reflexivity’.
The research was exploring the causes of violence towards animals and one
hypothesis being tested was that the animal abusers had themselves experienced
abuse elsewhere (Ressler et al., 1988). A dilemma arose when the researchers
were considering how to respond if children, being interviewed about cruelty to
animals, disclosed that they had been, or were being, abused. Were the
researchers to report the abuse to the child protection agencies? Or was the
information gathered from interviews to be confidential? UK legislation and
the ethical concerns of the researchers themselves meant that a position of
maintaining confidentiality was no longer tenable. After much discussion the
team prepared a statement which was communicated to respondents at the
beginning of the interview which indicated that information given would be
treated as confidential unless it led to concern for the respondent’s or another’s
safety.

Real stories can be very powerful in illustrating aspects of professional prac-
tice, or in raising issues; however, it is clear that they can cause ethical problems,
because of the need to protect the characters whose real lives they portray. This is
one reason that other genres of storying are useful. True-to-life stories describe
events in the lives of the practitioners, clients and pupils, whose experiences, val-
ues, worries and fears they narrate. Such stories are not ‘real’ in the sense that
they are constructed about actual people, who have lived or are living the life that
they recount, but they are (re)constructed in the sense that there are real people
with lived experiences and identities that replicate and authenticate the narrative
accounts of the characters who inhabit the apocryphal tales. The reconstruction of
stories of real people, pupils, teachers, classroom assistants, dinner ladies, allows
us to protect their privacy whilst using them to engage our professional and per-
sonal knowledge, skill and experience and challenge our ethical thinking.

A well-conceived, ‘true-to-life’ story will be experienced as authentic by those
who encounter it. Ironically, real stories are sometimes so unbelievable that stu-
dents and colleagues form the view that they must have been invented. The ability
to write true-to-life stories about areas of professional practice is, at least
arguably, a sign of expertise, because convincingly true-to-life stories can best be
written by those who know and understand situations well enough to allow them
to create stories that hang together in a credible way.
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Fictional and hypothetical stories

Other examples of story types to be found in the literature are fictional and
hypothetical stories. Fictionalised stories draw on autobiographies and biogra-
phies, amalgamating and meshing together selected characteristics and
behaviours from a variety of people to illuminate ethical dilemmas and other
problems faced by practitioners in their professional lives. They have some sim-
ilarity to true-to-life stories, but differ from them in that they may be based on
empirical data but subject to poetic licence, whereas true stories draw on one’s
own experience or the shared experience of others. Clough (2002: 8) comments
on the usefulness of narrative approaches in educational and social research
with reference to social consciousness:

The fictionalization of educational experience offers researchers the oppor-
tunity to import fragments of data from various real events in order to
speak to the heart of social consciousness — thus providing the protection of
anonymity to the research participant without stripping away the rawness of
real happenings.

Fictionalised stories provide a means of presenting research data in readable and
accessible formats. This in itself is a valuable aim and may promote audience
engagement with the issues the data raises. Campbell and Kane (1998) developed
this methodological approach in a fictional primary school. In their book, fiction-
alised stories were used in reporting the results of empirical research carried out
on teachers’ and student teachers’ experience in the process of mentoring in
school-based teacher education initiatives. In doing so a Canterbury Tales
approach was used in which fictionalised stories depicted the experience of men-
toring, by telling the tales and developing portraits of those who were travelling
on the ‘mentoring journey’. Stories were presented from different viewpoints,
including those of mentors, students, children, governors and parents in order to
explore professional and ethical dilemmas in school-based teacher education.
In doing so they developed a range of stories that included among others:

¢ ahigh-achieving student who got so ‘close’ to her mentor that there were com-
plaints from colleagues and parents about the propriety of their relationship

® a ‘struggling’ student who claimed to have been the subject of discrimination
which raised ethical issues concerning racial stereotypes

® two undergraduate students whose small-scale research projects seemed to be
closer in both form and content than could have occurred by accident. Issues
about plagiarism and undue influence of mentors on student work were
raised in this story

® a ‘failing’ student, who possessed many of the ‘right’ attributes for success but
not necessarily in the right order, and failed to relate to children: this story
raised ethical issues with regard to his personality and suitability for teaching.
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The following excerpt illustrates one of the ethical pitfalls that ‘Mike’ encoun-
tered in a professional context:

In an attempt to come to terms with the disruption in his class. Mike (a stu-
dent teacher) thought he would try to motivate and remediate his disruptive
pupils by awarding them gold stars when they managed a session without dis-
ruptive behaviour. Though his scheme seemed to have some success in
achieving his goal of changing the behaviour of those who were causing the
disruption it clearly raised ethical issues, which were highlighted when the
parent of another child in his class asked why her very well-behaved daugh-
ter’s name was not on the displayed ‘chart of honour’. It was difficult to
explain that he only awarded gold stars to disruptive pupils. He seemed to be
operating a system that rewarded only those who exhibited bad behaviour,
and ignoring those who were well behaved.

(Adapted from Campbell and Kane, 1998)

What are the ethical principles here? Is it OK to reward naughty children when they
are good but not reward good children when they are good? Whilst many teachers
may feel it justifiable to have a system which rewards only naughty children’s good
behaviour, many parents of well-behaved children may well, quite justifiably, feel it
ethically incorrect not to reward the good behaviour of their own children.

Like true-to-life stories, fictionalised stories can be useful in both raising and
illustrating ethical and professional issues in educational and professional devel-
opment contexts, and in encouraging readers and workshop participants to view
storytelling as a way of learning and of exploring issues. Of course, fictionalised
stories for these purposes could also draw both on previously identified issues
from other research studies and on others’ reported experiences. Thus, it is possi-
ble to play with data collected by developing scenarios, creating tales, telling
stories, and developing metaphors, whilst at the same time attempting to formu-
late and construct arguments for and against theories arising from research into
school-based teacher education.

Hypothetical stories are the kinds of stories that philosophers use to provoke
thought; they have a kind of ‘what if” character and are constructed to fit occa-
sions when the intention is to push the boundaries of thinking. The use that
philosophers make of such stories has some similarities to the classic scientific
enterprise in which scientists test hypotheses through experiments in which the
number of variables is controlled. For her part, the philosopher wants to keep
under control the number of factors that might influence the way in which moral
decisions are reached. Having outlined a situation in which an individual or group
faces a moral decision, she can then alter the story line in various ways, in order
to clarify the factors that are important for people in coming to decisions.
Hypothetical stories are particularly useful in creating ‘moral gymnasia’
(Fairbairn and Campbell, 2003) for discussing and exploring ethical issues. They
are often complex and rather far-fetched, and not infrequently they have a science
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fiction flavour, especially in areas such as medicine and in particular in genetics.
Here, however, is a short and extremely simple example:

John, a bright nine-year-old can make a lot of progress in a short time using
the one computer available to his class in a rural primary school. David, who
is in the same class, can make the same amount of progress, but it takes him
much longer to do so — perhaps ten times as long. What must the teacher in
the story do, if she wants to treat David and John equally? Should she allow
each the same amount of time on the computer, or give David more time?
Will it make a difference to how she acts if she knows that one of the boys has
easy access to a computer at home?

Secret, sacred and cover stories

Clandinin and Connolly (1996: 25) discuss the ways in which teachers address the
dilemmas that they face via the stories that they tell, and these, the authors claim,
take a variety of forms: secret, sacred and cover stories. Secret stories they define
as ‘lived’ stories of classroom practice told to other teachers. Sacred stories they
define as being theory-driven views of practice shared by practitioners, policy-
makers and theoreticians. Sacred stories can help practitioners to develop their
ethical thinking, by drawing their attention to the ways in which reconstructing
events can cast them in a more positive light, even when they involve serious pro-
fessional mistakes or even misconduct.

Cover stories can be characterised as stories in which practitioners agree or
collude with a version of events and portray themselves as ‘experts’, sometimes
to ‘protect’ their professional behaviour or the participants in the story.
Sometimes stories that are told in professional settings undergo changes of a more
subtle kind in a sort of Chinese whispers phenomenon, until gradually they
become ‘liveable with’.

Through these stories we can deepen our understanding of the ‘professional
landscapes’ characterised by Clandinin and Connolly (1996: 30) as ‘complex
places with multiple layers of meaning that depend on individuals’ stories ... as
well as the landscape’s own narrative history of shifting values, beliefs and sto-
ries’. Clandinin and Connolly’s (1996) cover stories may be told to interpret
situations, shift meanings and disguise what really happened while hiding real
feelings. Examining the cover stories that may be told to make more palatable
events that happen in practice, can be useful in helping practitioners to develop
their ethical thinking.

There are complex ethical issues and decisions involved in collecting cover
stories. Consider for example a situation in which

a social worker told a colleague the story of a child’s court case in great
detail, but gave scant comment on her own role, focusing on the actions of
the other players. In this case, as the discussion between the social worker
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and her colleague proceeded, it emerged that her role was crucial both to the
resolution of the case and to the child’s being taken into care.

This social worker’s unhappiness with her role led her to be economical with the
truth in the story that she told her colleague.

Sometimes stories result from collusion on the part of colleagues. Consider,
for example,

an experienced teacher who knew that a newly qualified colleague in the
class next door was having some discipline problems and had resorted to
threatening to use Sellotape to cover the mouths of persistent offenders.
Knowing about this threat left her with a number of ethical dilemmas — for
example, about whether she should intervene or not; and if she did how she
could do so without making the new teacher feel inadequate. The situation
became more difficult when she realised that on at least one occasion her col-
league had actually carried out his threat. In the end she made sure that her
newly qualified colleague was in no doubt about how unacceptable his
behaviour was, but colluded with him in creating an acceptable story to
explain his behaviour, because she believed that in behaving in the way that
he had, he was unwise rather than unethical.

Positive and negative stories

Practitioners in the caring professions face moral decisions every day. That is
why it is important that they are enabled to grow as reflective and ethical indi-
viduals able to think through the kinds of situations in which they find
themselves or may find themselves in the future. We have suggested that stories
can be useful in providing them with opportunities for such reflection and ethical
development. We have discussed some examples from the wide range of types of
story that can be useful.

We want to move to a focus on skill in telling positive rather than negative sto-
ries about the lives of clients and pupils and service users. This dichotomy is
introduced by O’Brien and O’Brien (2000). Many practitioners may need support
in developing the ability to tell positive rather than negative stories which could
arguably form part of a programme of moral development for caring profession-
als. To illustrate how the ability to tell positive stories can avoid negative
stereotyping we use the two following stories:

Story |

Mr Davis has a mental age of 3 years, 2 months. IQ = 18. Severe impairment of
adaptive behaviour, severe range of mental retardation. Becomes agitated and
out of control. Takes [medicines] for psychosis. Severely limited verbal ability:
inability to comprehend abstract concepts. Learns through imitation. Has
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learned to unlock the coke machine and restock it, and to crank a power mower
and operate it. His family is uncooperative. They break appointments and do not
follow through on behaviour management plans.

Story 2

Ed lives with his mother and sister in a housing project. Ten of his relatives live
nearby and they visit back and forth frequently. Ed is at home in his neighbour-
hood. He goes to local stores with his sisters and helps with shopping. He goes to
church. Ed dresses neatly, is usually friendly, and shakes hands with people when
he meets them. He is a very big man, with limited ability to speak. When he gets
frustrated and upset he cusses and ‘talks’ to himself in a loud voice. These char-
acteristics often frighten other people who do not know him well. He has been
excluded from the work activity centre because he acts ‘out of control’ there. He
has broken some furniture and punched holes in the walls there and scares some
of the staff people very much.

Ed likes people and enjoys visiting in the neighbourhood. He loves music,
dancing, and sweeping. He likes loading vending machines and operating
mechanical equipment. He likes to go shopping. He likes to cook for himself and
for other people and can fix several meals on the stove at home. He likes to hang
clothes and bring them in off the line. He likes to stack wood and help people
move furniture. He prefers tasks that require strength and a lot of large muscle
movement.

(O’Brien and Mount, 2000)

The first profile, in the genre of a medical report, is pithy, focused on measure-
ment of performance and, as such, is judgemental and evaluative. The sketch
presents a rather negative picture of Mr Davis’s accomplishments and behaviour.
The story about Ed, however, is descriptive rather than evaluative and analytic
without being overtly judgemental; it gives a more comprehensive account of his
life and relationships. Many of the harsh realities of Ed’s life are presented but
they are tempered by more detail in Story 2. Stories we tell can change the ways
in which the characters are viewed and so while the story about Mr Davis is likely
to leave us with the idea that he can’t do very much and that he can be rather a dif-
ficult person, the story about Ed makes him sound much more human and
connected. Readers may be surprised to learn that both stories are about the same
individual and arguably demonstrate how a positive approach to reporting and
style of writing can generate different pictures of the same person. Whilst we
would not advocate always taking a positive approach to storytelling, it does have
a powerful influence on views of people with learning or other disabilities.

Fictionalised pen portraits

Fictional pen portraits were used in a recent research project, Teachers’
Perceptions of Continuing Professional Development (Hustler et al., 2003),
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which we as part of a team conducted on behalf of the English government’s
Department for Education and Skills (DfES). In the project we undertook case
studies and used these to develop fictional pen portraits of teachers; the pen por-
traits were vignettes used creatively to illustrate the teachers’ professional lives
and their attitudes towards, and perceptions and experiences of, professional
learning and development. The methodology adopted was far more structured
than the approaches outlined above and was used effectively to raise dilemmas
posed in the data in relation to the professional identities, lives and contexts of the
case study schools and the staff that inhabited them.

The pen portraits were constructed from data gathered on visits made by the team
of researchers to 22 case study schools. The schools were selected to be representa-
tive of the overall sample for the baseline survey including variables such as:
government region; rural, suburban, urban contexts; phase; diversity in size and type
of school. In each case study school a minimum of four teachers was interviewed;
they were selected to represent a mix in terms of experience, curriculum specialisms
and attitudes to continuing professional development (CPD). The semi-structured
interview lasted approximately 45 minutes and covered the following areas:

career history and progression/career stage and individual needs
definition and perceptions of CPD

anecdotal evidence and memorable experience of CPD

CPD in subject knowledge, classroom practice, teaching style
ideas about professionalism/management of CPD

constraints and facilitators of CPD

impact of CPD on practice and career

identification of needs and description of good quality CPD.

The interviews with teachers were transcribed and a framework devised for
analysing key features, and drawing on previous research in the field, notably
that of Day (1999), Harland and Kinder (1997), Ovens (1999), and Smith and
Coldron (1999).

The framework included:

e the effectiveness and value and impact of types of CPD activities, e.g.
courses, conferences, team teaching, coaching, school inset days, personal
research and online learning

® the tensions between individual needs, school needs and government priorities

e the degree to which ownership and autonomy and participation in agenda set-
ting for CPD was experienced

e differing learning styles of teachers
teachers’ assessment of the content of curriculum focused CPD
experiences of CPD providers that produced some ‘types’: for example, guru,
national expert, likeable amateur, local whiz, knowledgeable colleague, out-
of-date has-been, ‘too-long-away-from-the-chalk-face’ consultant.
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In this way, the pen portraits were based on empirical data collected through semi-
structured interviews. Recurrent and common issues were identified and logged.
The team then fashioned a number of fictional characters based on its reading of
the transcripts and relating to the sample of teachers interviewed. An amalgam of
major characteristics, personal histories and common experiences was then pro-
duced as a typology and used to formulate the first draft pen portraits.

Team discussion and analyses of the data fleshed out the characters and the
“fictionalising’ and writing of pen portraits was undertaken. Creating fictional
characters from ‘real’ teachers’ stories is a task requiring imagination, knowledge
of storytelling and creativity (see Campbell, 2000). The intention was to create
characters that reflected the careers and professional development stories that
illustrated and illuminated the ethical, professional and personal issues encoun-
tered by teachers in schools. One of these pen portraits, Julia, is presented below
to illustrate how professional and ethical issues about teacher learning can arise in
narrative interviewing:

Julia, aged 30, taught for four years in a small, rural, secondary school.

I’ve been here for four years ever since I qualified. I’m in the history depart-
ment. I started off in Public Relations, got made redundant, then worked with
adults with learning difficulties, that’s what got me interested in teaching
really. Professional development to me is about advancing my skills, keeping
up to date, finding new ways of teaching, using resources. I’ve had one
absolutely brilliant experience through the Bursary Scheme — I used the bur-
sary money to go over to Auschwitz, it was fabulous, inspired my teaching of
the Holocaust and I've got so many new resources and photographs.
Normally I don’t go on many courses. I did go on one Information,
Communications and Technology [ICT] course that was great. Peter Jackson
was a classroom teacher and you could use his ideas with the pupils, you felt
as if you had learned something new, it wasn’t just ‘sharing ideas’ like one
appalling session I attended where Sheila Sharp gave us no ideas, no mater-
ial. This government’s New Opportunities Fund [NOF] training stuff has
annoyed me too, a complete and utter waste of time. The best training days
are the ones when you have time to prepare or go on the Internet — there’s so
much good stuff there. To be honest about teaching, I’'m not prepared to lose
out on having a life ... in fact I’m not really sure I will stay with the job, I
keep thinking I might go back into PR again, or get a job with Marks and
Spencers.

Julia was in the history department — indeed she was the history department in her
small rural secondary school. Her situation and that of many like her means that
in any real account of ‘a Julia’ she would be identifiable; her confidentiality
would be impossible to protect.

Julia was made redundant and found her way into teaching through her passion
for history and interest in teaching adults with learning difficulties, but already
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her commitment is waning and she is thinking of leaving the profession. A num-
ber of recent government recruitment drives have been aimed at persuading
potential entrants to make mid-life career changes: is this useful? Does Julia seem
the kind of person we want to attract into teaching?

A considerable amount of money has already been invested into Julia’s train-
ing and induction. Was it right that Julia should be thinking of leaving teaching
now? In particular, would Julia be right to leave simply because she is not pre-
pared to ‘lose out on having a life’? The European Union Working Time
Directive and the UK government’s pledge on work—life balance have recently
become other ‘plates’ for schools’ senior management teams to spin.
Characteristically, workforce statistics tell us that teachers three/four years into
their careers are most at risk of leaving. What is it about this watershed that
makes retention such an issue? A number of government initiatives have been
targeted at teachers at this stage of career development in order to increase reten-
tion. Is it ethical to induce teachers at this stage in their careers to stay in
teaching, whilst not rewarding those that have remained loyal to teaching for
many years?

The teacher bursary scheme was one such covert ‘retention’ initiative that was
targeted at teachers with three to four years’ experience. Julia applied for and
received a teacher bursary and used the money to visit Auschwitz — the funding
amounted to hundreds of pounds — should such money be available to one indi-
vidual for professional renewal? Julia’s experience reinvigorated her history
teaching. The Holocaust was on the syllabus; would it have been OK if it hadn’t
been? Many teachers used bursary monies without direct benefit for teaching or
curriculum. Should the money have been available for personal renewal? Would a
course in basket weaving have been a ‘bona fide’ use of public funds? How much
responsibility should Julia accept for her own professional learning? Should it be
her responsibility to manage her own CPD?

Discussion of issues raised in the chapter

The particular power of narrative, biography and telling stories about professional
development is in our view an important way of researching the ethical dimen-
sions of teachers’ lives and careers. Connolly and Clandinin (1990), Goodson and
Sykes (2001) and Clough (2002) acknowledged the growth of narrative and sto-
rytelling in research about teachers and recognised that as a result of these,
informal, person-centred genres such as narrative and biography, autobiography,
life history and anecdote have become quite widely accepted within educational
research and professional development. Birkeland (2002) explored how stories
could impact on teachers’ ideas of their educational world and asserted that sto-
ries had particular relevance when developing reflective practice. Apple reminds
us of the centrality of ethical and aesthetic sensitivities in inclusive practice and
the importance of personal, moral stories to the development of practice:
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Much of the impetus behind personal stories is moral. Education is seen cor-
rectly as a way to reawaken ethical and aesthetic sensitivities that,
increasingly, have been purged from the scientific discourse of too many edu-
cators. Or it is seen as a way of giving a voice to the subjectivities of people
who have been silenced.

Apple (1996: xiii)

Research into professional development, through biography and autobiography,
can be a powerful way of discovering concerns about the ethical dimensions in
research. Critical reflection and evaluation can aid a developing understanding
of moral problem-solving in professional settings. There are also strong links
across the professions, as attested by the work of Bolton (2001) on reflective
writing in the health and care professions, Fairbairn (2002) on ethics and story-
telling in professional development, and Clements (1999) and Neisser and
Fivush (1994) on autobiography.

Ethical guidelines are available for educational researchers to consult. The
British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2004) and British Psychological
Society (BPS) discuss how research should not disadvantage participants. There is,
not surprisingly, little specific detail on ethical concerns regarding the use of partic-
ular methodologies such as narrative or storytelling methods. Elliott (2005)
highlights personal and moral relationships in the data collection and analysis
phases of narrative methodologies and the issues around ‘informed consent’ as
especially important. Graham (1984) suggested that storytelling approaches pro-
vided a more authentic ‘voice’ for participants who were interviewed.

Issues of power are at the centre of Goodson and Sykes (2001: 92) when they
discuss ethics in life history research which relate closely to narrative and story-
telling methods of research. They discuss doing research in a covert or overt
manner and argue that ‘studies of powerful groups or individuals or investigations
into socially unacceptable or even illegal attitudes, behaviours or practices’ may
be difficult to research overtly due to lack of cooperation of informants. They do,
however, stress the need for active participation and collaboration with partici-
pants but raise questions about the degree to which ‘informed consent’ is a reality.
For example Measor and Sykes (1992) in their life history research with teachers
failed to tell participants about the ‘real’ focus on racist attitudes. Honesty and
truth are problematic issues in narrative and fictionalised accounts. Arguably,
what researchers need to do is to be careful in their justifications of purposes and
methodology. They should consider ethics in the design and conduct of their
research and in the topics they wish to study.

Issues of anonymity and confidentiality are problematic in action research and
practitioner research. Somekh et al. (2005: 3) raise the issue of power in their dis-
cussion of ethical issues in social research:

Knowledge confers power, so in collecting data researchers need to be guided
by principles of respect for persons and obtaining informed consent. The
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publication of outcomes confronts social scientists with the need to consider
the possible impact of their reports on the people who have been part of it.
Standard procedures such as ‘anonymizing’ particular participants and
organisations raise further ethical questions since people’s ideas can be seen
as their intellectual property and in some cases it would certainly be unethi-
cal to quote them without accrediting the source.

Piper and Simons (2005: 57) highlight the need for separate consideration of con-
fidentiality and anonymity stating that confidentiality allows ‘people to talk in
confidence but also to refuse to allow publication’ whereas anonymisation ‘is a
procedure to offer some protection of privacy and confidentiality’ and state that
anonymisation may not be appropriate for action and participatory research where
participants are researching their own contexts. Eisner (1997: 6), in a discussion
of alternative data representation, stresses the use of critical reflection and the
need for context when ‘exploring the edges’ of new and alternative methodolgies.
We need to be careful in our search for empathy with practitioners’ lives.

In this chapter we have tried to share some of the thinking that we have done
about the kinds of stories that can be useful in the ethical and professional devel-
opment of practitioners. In doing so, we have discussed some of the ways in
which we might use them. However, we have stopped short of a detailed discus-
sion of the sort of approaches to storytelling that we have used for work in
professional and ethical development. Imagination is one powerful way of getting
people to examine their immediate responses to stories in which ethical dilemmas
are posed; whether the stories are true, real, fictionalised or hypothetical, particu-
lar emphasis needs to be placed on the use of imagination to develop empathy.
The process of imagining is claimed by Hardy (1986) as the link between ‘story-
ing’ and theorising cited in Campbell and Kane (1998: 136). Winter (1988: 235)
acknowledges the contribution of imagination to the introduction of ‘play’ to the
process of research. He identifies ‘play’ as ‘the mode of innovative understand-
ing’ allowing the researcher to play with ‘the actual and potential discontinuities
within experience, using metaphorical processes of language to manipulate ele-
ments in a state of affairs’. In a way, collecting practitioners’ stories is akin to
what Kemmis (1980: 133) describes as case study research:

By demonstrating the rigour of the process of the imagination of the case and
the invention of study, the case worker provides an internal justification for
the study: s/he demonstrates its reasonableness ... If case study is to create
platforms of understanding and action it must be an educative process.

Alternative ways of representing data collected about professional identity, devel-
opment and experience such as narratives, biographies, storytelling and fictional
accounts have much potential for bringing theory and practice together in a power-
ful emancipatory fusion, which can enthuse and enthral readers and incite them to
rediscover the joy and passion in teaching and learning. Campbell and Kane (1998)
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in their tales of a fictional primary school hoped that exploring the edge of new
methodologies to research school-based teacher education through fictional—criti-
cal writing and tale telling would stimulate teachers’ interest in research and
provide platforms of understanding.

We would also hope that using practitioners’ stories would open up the per-
sonal, ethical, moral and human side of being a practitioner. We hope that readers
and listeners might identify and relate to the characters, perhaps even recognise in
them traits of a well-known practitioner, client or colleague. Or themselves.
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Chapter 9

Student voice

Essential testimony
for intelligent schools

Susan Groundwater-Smith

Introduction

Increasingly, there is an awareness that we cannot continue to debate the nature of
schooling without consulting the consequential stakeholders, the students them-
selves. During the 1960s the Observer newspaper in the UK ran a competition
asking children of secondary-school age to design the school of their dreams.
Edward Blishen used the 1000 entries to put together a book that clearly indicated
the difficulties that students were experiencing with their schools (Blishen, 1967).
Some 40 years later the Guardian newspaper ran a similar competition, K-12.
This time they received 15,000 entries, many of them being multimedia. Again a
book resulted from the competition which indicated that not much has changed.
In their introduction to the book Burke and Grosvenor (2003) wrote: ‘There is a
history of not attending to the expressed experience of children within schools;
everyday neglect in this sense has become institutional’. While, in the main, it is
true that schools rarely consult their students and take them seriously, it is the case
that there are schools both in the UK and in Australia where there have been sys-
tematic policies and practices that have enabled students’ voices to be heard and
have even given students agency in designing, investigating, analysing and inter-
preting studies of learning (Needham and Groundwater-Smith, 2003;
Groundwater-Smith and Mockler, 2003; Arnot ef al., 2004). That being so, there
are serious ethical issues to be considered when schools engage in practitioner
inquiry where students become integral to the research. These ethical issues
revolve around vulnerability and the extent to which young people may be manip-
ulated or coerced. As well, there are matters of various and competing
accountabilities and the ways that these are played out in the many and diffuse
practices of the school.

Consultation with students: considering the case

It is a truism to suggest that schools could not exist without their students, but it is
also curious that as the key stakeholders in the education enterprise they are rarely
consulted about the conditions under which they learn. In effect they live in a kind
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of ‘borderland’. Gloria Anzaldua has written most evocatively of borderlands in
her meditation upon the existence of those living on the frontiers between cultures
and languages, that is Chicanos in an Anglo culture (Anzaldua, 1987: 11).
Culturally determined roles are imposed from the outside and dictate who is
acceptable and who is not; what is acceptable and what is not:

Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish
us from them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge.
A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional
residue of an unnatural boundary.

Anzaldua’s ‘borderlands’ are a metaphor for the political and psychological posi-
tioning of those denied power. In a similar, if not as heartbreaking a fashion, young
people in our schools also occupy a borderland where an unnatural boundary is
created between them and those who determine what their experiences will be.
Others speak on their behalf: they speak for them, they speak about them, but they
rarely speak with them. And yet, as Antoine de Saint-Exupery wrote in The Little
Prince, grown-ups cannot on their own understand the world from the young per-
son’s point of view and therefore they need children to explain it to them.

One of the significant dilemmas facing those advocating the need to consult
with young people is that, in many cases, it is the young people themselves who
are the ‘border guards’. As Johnson (2004: 10) has noted in her investigation for
the National College of School Leadership, ‘school leaders most often refer to
elected school councils as examples of pupil participation in their schools’. It is a
rare school council that chooses to be transgressive and challenge what is taking
place. Rather they work at the behest of those who hold the power. Holdsworth
(2005: 7) alerts us to some of the dangers inherent in investing in student leaders
at the expense of broader participation:

I have been concerned that the dominant language has shifted over the years
from ‘participation’ to ‘representation’ to ‘leadership’ and that each shift has
marked a narrowing of concepts and of increasingly elite ideas.

And yet there are voices who advocate the right of students to be heard, for they
are the witnesses to what takes place in schools, both within and outside their
classrooms:

What pupils say about teaching, learning and schooling is not only worth lis-
tening to, but provides an important — perhaps the most important —
foundation for thinking about ways of improving schools.

(Rudduck et al. 1996: 1)

Jean Rudduck, Professor Emeritus at Cambridge University, has long been an
advocate of the rights of students to be heard. In naming but of few of her many
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publications on student voice spanning well over a decade (Rudduck and
Flutter, 2000, 2004; Flutter and Rudduck, 2004; MacBeath et al., 2003;
Rudduck, 2001, 2002), it is clear that she has an enduring concern for students
to be more participative in the decisions that govern the place in which they
spend so much of their young lives.

Ruddock actually employs the term ‘pupils’ to describe young people in
schools. In the Australian context the preferred term is ‘students’, that is intended
to invest them with greater agency than the former designation would suggest.

Of course it should not be taken that, if and when they are consulted, young
people will necessarily wish for more radical or innovative schooling. Howard
and Johnson (2000) found, in the Australian context, that young people who were
consulted about the possibility of changing the ways in which the early years of
secondary school might be operated in order to assist them in making the transi-
tion more effectively generally opted for the status quo. It was argued that because
the current conditions were the only ones that they knew and experienced, it was
unreasonable to ask them to ‘imagine how things might be managed differently,
because it is asking them to put their present success at risk’ (p. 8). Partly the
research results could be attributed to the researchers only seeking the views of
‘resilient students’. However, the caution is worth observing in that it raises an
interesting ethical point, “What we are to do if students themselves are the con-
servative forces?’. This is an issue to which I shall return later in this discussion.

Of course, not all young people wish for things to remain the same. This has
been illustrated when they have been more broadly consulted, via the mass media,
in an investigation of ‘the school I'd like’.

The school I’d like

A concern for listening to students is not a discovery of the twenty-first century.
During the 1960s, as noted above, the Observer newspaper in the UK ran a com-
petition asking children of secondary-school age to design the school of their
dreams. Not only did these young people indicate something of the school they’d
like, they also told of the features of their schooling that they were unhappy about,
even actively disliked. At that time, one 15-year-old girl wrote that ‘the institu-
tions of today are run on the principles of yesterday’. So what has changed?

In the Guardian follow-up (see above), the editor of the day, Dea Birkett,
summed them up in this way: ‘I have never read so much that was so full of com-
plaints and criticisms, of schemes for imaginative innovation, and yet that was, as
a whole so very sober’ (Education Guardian, Tuesday, 5 June, 2001). As observed
in the Introduction — but it is worth repeating — Burke and Gosvenor commented:
“There is a history of not attending to the expressed experience of children within
schools, everyday neglect in this sense has become institutional’.

Introducing a similar competition, in 2005, the Sydney Morning Herald’s then
education editor, Linda Doherty, reflected that today’s students are very different
from those who sat in classrooms decades ago. They are sophisticated users of



116 Susan Groundwater-Smith

information and communication technologies, engaged in forms of communica-
tion unimaginable in their parents’ or teachers’ own schooldays. It is certainly the
generation that has had the greatest engagement with digital technologies. Today’s
students have never known life without mobile phones, computers, and voice mail
(Chester, 2002); they are globally aware and locally savvy. There is very little that
they have not seen or heard through the electronic media that is saturated with
explicit messages and vision. Young people may be place bound, but they can
operate freely in cyberspace.

Of course such competitions have not been the only ways in which young
people have been consulted. In a somewhat different context, two Glasgow
school leavers, Craig and Kevin (Jones and Smith, 2004: 17) reported on a two-
day event that offered students the opportunity to use multimedia, including
making a documentary on schooling. They made a number of telling observa-
tions upon both their own and their peers’ experiences of learning. They
suggested that schooling had changed little from the 1920s classroom that they
had been researching. They posed the question:

Why not ask the pupils what they think would help them most to learn,
because they’re the ones that are going to learn? Not many pupils of our age
have this option; most are conditioned to believe that all the rules laid down
are correct. They have been battered with this stuff over the centuries; all
these artificial pressures have been put on teenagers. Their views aren’t
encouraged; instead they are dictated to by teachers who take all the respon-
sibility that shapes their character. Even today, school is not really different
from the 1920s. They don’t have permission to batter us, but we’re still in an
institutional straightjacket.

While, in the main, it is true that schools rarely consult their students and take
them seriously, it is the case that there are schools in the UK, the USA and in
Australia where there have been systematic policies and practices that have
enabled students’ voices to be heard and have even given students agency in
designing, investigating, analysing and interpreting studies of learning (Cook-
Sather, 2002; Needham and Groundwater-Smith, 2003; Groundwater-Smith and
Mockler, 2003; Arnot ef al., 2004; Danby and Farrell, 2004; Johnson, 2004). In
Sydney, Australia, a network of schools has been working upon the development
of authentic inquiry-based processes that involve students at every point in the
research.

The Coalition of Knowledge Building Schools as learning
network

The Coalition of Knowledge Building Schools (Groundwater-Smith and Mockler,
2003) has as its purpose:
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developing and enhancing the notion of evidence-based practice
developing an interactive community of practice using appropriate technologies
e making a contribution to a broader professional knowledge base with respect
to educational practice
® building research capability within their own and each other’s schools by
engaging both teachers and students in the research processes
¢ sharing methodologies which are appropriate to practitioner enquiry as a
means of transforming teacher professional learning.

The processes that it has adopted are:

e developing new practitioner research methods; sharing methodologies which
are appropriate to practitioner inquiry

engaging in cross-researching in member schools

considering forms of documentation

reporting and critiquing research

engaging in collaborative writing and reflection.

Altogether, 13 schools (seven government secondary schools, two government
primary schools and four independent schools) meet with and visit each other to
fulfil these purposes. They see themselves as ‘intelligent schools’ as understood
by MacGilchrist et al. (2004) and believe that a significant component of working
intelligently is to attend to the testimony of their students.

To demonstrate the Coalition’s commitment to taking account of student voice,
two studies will be examined: one in which students were central to the investiga-
tion of bullying with a need to develop more proactive academic care policies; the
other where students considered their own teachers’ learning and how it impacted
upon classroom practices.

Countering bullying at Independent Girls’ School

Independent Girls’ School (IGS) has been a foundation member of the Coalition
of Knowledge Building Schools. As such, it has become confident not only in
consulting its students regarding various practices within the school but also
engaging them in the inquiry processes themselves. While the school has given
thought in the past to such matters as bullying and intimidation, it perceived that
before moving towards more enduring solutions it was important that further evi-
dence be gathered regarding the ways in which the phenomena are understood, in
particular by students, in order to inform the development of resources that can be
used by them and by their teachers in addressing the various associated issues.

It was strongly believed that in order to gather this intelligence the principal
source of information should be the students themselves. Consequently, a student
research programme was formed as one that would assist in the organisation and
collection of data, the interpretation of results, the formulation of strategies and
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the development of resources. In effect, the students would act to validate the
operational definition of bullying and its consequences and support teacher pro-
fessional learning to assist them in addressing some of the associated challenges.
Importantly the processes that have been adopted have been embedded into the
normal practices of the school through curriculum development resource evalua-
tion and student leadership. In this context ‘student leadership’ is not a term
applying to an elected student body, but a role that students may take — the view is
that on different occasions and for varying purposes students will be identified, or
identify themselves as leaders. While the undertaking of the project has been mul-
tidimensional and far-reaching it can be seen that a study of this kind can be a part
of the curriculum and not apart from it.
Strategies adopted by the study were:

1 A website on the school intranet, for use by students, has been instituted and
used extensively by students — this site has yielded insight into student per-
ceptions of bullying, its nature and incidence within the school. The website
has clear protocols for its use. Students refer to behaviours rather than the
names of those perceived to be bullying or being bullied. They are aware that
staff responsible for academic care do know their identities, but they are able
to use pseudonyms on the website.

2 Student focus groups have been conducted, using information from the
Senior School Climate Survey data, in order to provide an enriched and
informed perspective from the student point of view. These focus groups
have been conducted by trained Year 11 students who have engaged with a
significant number of Year 8 and Year 10 students.

3 Students have developed posters for display in various areas of the school in
order to raise awareness and understanding of the need for the school com-
munity to be one where cooperation is applauded and difference celebrated.
These posters have fallen into two categories: the first of these has been at the
initiative of the middle school and enjoin cooperation, friendship and the cel-
ebration of difference. The second set of posters was developed by the junior
school with coaching and support from the older students and featured a sim-
ilar set of concepts. Another publishing strategy which was enacted was
related to gathering designs to support the school’s ‘Respecting Difference
Policy’ to be published as a revamped brochure. Students were requested to
document and encourage proactive policies. This has been conducted as a
‘Speak Out’ competition within the middle and senior schools.

4 A number of teaching/learning resources and strategies have been adopted,
developed and/or evaluated to be used in relation to affective concerns (rela-
tionship building, human skills development). For example an integrated
curriculum initiative in personal development, health and physical education
(PDHPE), ‘The Power in Me’, has been designed and enacted. The use of
Rigby’s maxim ‘speaking out makes a difference’ as an explicit pedagogical
device has been adopted during such occasions as assemblies. The Learning to
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Learn programme has been adapted to meet identified needs. The ‘Snakes and
Ladders of Life Game’ has been evaluated by Year 5 in 2004 and Year 6 in
2005 and there has been a multimedia approach to developing further insights
about bullying as a behaviour through picture book and film analysis.

5 Student leadership groups have met to discuss the results arising from the
various strategies and to recommend ongoing action. A particularly notewor-
thy issue has been the redesign and refurbishment of the senior student
common room in order for interaction to be more open and public.

6 Dance, drama and speech programmes are currently under way. These chal-
lenge students to question the ‘you can’t do anything about it’ stance. Students
in the junior school and Year 8§ Empowerment Programme are involved.

Following an analysis of results that also involved teachers, as
practitioner—researchers, and the writer of this chapter who has long been the
school’s ‘researcher-in-residence’, a group of Year 11 student leaders convened to
discuss their impact on school policies and to develop a PowerPoint presentation
that would be used for teacher professional development.

Reflecting on teacher professional learning:
Outer Western Comprehensive High School

Outer Western Comprehensive High School (OWCHS) is a government school and
is established on Sydney’s western fringe. It is a more recent member of the
Coalition and joined as a result of its involvement in the Australian Government
Quality Teaching Program. Having participated in a number of projects, it could see
the merit in terms of consulting students with respect to the ways in which learning
could be assisted. Thus it was with some enthusiasm that it agreed to take part in a
small pilot study to which students might contribute by considering their teachers’
professional learning and the ways in which such learning might be improved.

Altogether 13 students participated, seven girls and six boys from Year 12. The
group was observed by an officer from the New South Wales Department of
Education and Training Professional Learning Unit and a deputy principal.

When asked to comment on their perception of their teachers as learners and
how they learn their skills, the group responded with a list of desirable skills: have
rapport with students; be able to listen; be able to handle and control difficult stu-
dents; have good communication skills; speak clearly; be skilled in presenting
concepts in a manner that will facilitate learning; be insightful about identifying
students experiencing problems in order to prevent those students being demeaned
in front of their peers; be friendly; and finally, have a passion for their work.

They believed their teachers learned by making mistakes and from experience
in life and in the classroom. When the information that teachers learned from
making mistakes was reported back to the School Principal she smiled, as she
had only that day talked at the school assembly of the learning that can arise
from making mistakes and the importance of taking risks in learning. Students
perceived that extended experience in the classroom enabled the teacher to be
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less nervous. In response to a question asking them to tell a story about a time
when they detected that one of their teachers had learned something new and
how it impacted on them, several students recounted in detail occasions when
they believed that this had happened and the way that the teacher had applied this
new learning in the classroom. They discussed the issue of learning through
experience and gave the example of a beginning teacher who, they believed,
needed to learn and grow and to accept that negative behaviours are not neces-
sarily a personal attack on her but may require the teacher to work out
objectively why students react as they do.

When questioned about whether they were aware when their teachers were
attending professional learning events, the students affirmed that their teachers
would advise them when they would be away attending courses and often described
the course they were attending. They shared several examples of occasions when
their teachers returned with lessons enriched from these experiences. They assumed
that staff development days were occasions when teachers talked about their stu-
dents and teaching. In response to ‘What kinds of things would you like to see your
teachers learn?’, students stated that they would like their teachers to be more
skilled in behaviour management. They understood the balance that a teacher had to
maintain between being friendly and maintaining a professional relationship under-
pinned by a sense of authority. Students valued teachers who did not ‘just put a book
in front of you’; they needed interaction. They appreciated teachers who explained
the work rather than saying ‘just do it’. They wanted their teachers to recognise ‘per-
sonal learning methods’. However, it was seen that it could be difficult for teachers
to reach ‘every student when they need to get through the syllabus’.

In this instance, the feedback from the students was intended not only to
inform professional learning plans within the school, but also to assist in advising
policy more broadly across the system. To this end a number of other schools also
participated in this project (for more information see McLelland, 2005). What
was revealing was the extent to which the schools themselves responded to the
students’ perceptions. In the case of OWCHS the information was well received.
Consulting students was not new to this school and it was believed that their testi-
mony was dependable and useful. However, as is suggested by the title to
McLelland’s paper, ‘Why should we tell them what we learn?’, referring as it does
to the teachers whose learning was being discussed, in other areas the desirability
of consulting students was questioned.

Consulting students cannot be seen as unproblematic. The process generates a
number of challenges and dilemmas which in turn surface some serious ethical
concerns.

The challenges and dilemmas
of consulting students

Just as Jean Rudduck has given over a considerable part of her academic life to
reflecting upon issues surrounding consulting with students, so too has Michael
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Fielding devoted much of his time to these concerns (Fielding, 2004). His recent
analysis of the very real difficulties in working in this manner reminds us of the
range of practical concerns that we must address if we are to move forward:

[We need to] resist the constant pull for either ‘fadism’ or ‘manipulative
incorporation’ ... Fadism leads to unrealistic expectations, subsequent mar-
ginalisation and the unwitting corrosion of integrity; manipulative
incorporation leads to betrayal of hope, resigned exhaustion and the bolster-
ing of an increasingly powerful status quo.

(Fielding, 2004: 296)

He asks a series of penetrating questions, among them:

* How confident are we that our research does not redescribe and recon-
figure students in ways that bind them more securely into the fabric of
the status quo?

® How clear are we about the use to which the depth and detail of data is
likely to be put? Is our more detailed knowledge of what students think
and feel largely used to help us control them more effectively?

e  Are we sure that our positions of relative power and our own personal and
professional interests are not blurring our judgements or shaping our
advocacy?

(Fielding, 2004: 302-304)

In effect we might ask ourselves ‘Are we capturing student voice in order to tame
the unruly?’. As Cook-Sather (2002: 8) asks in the context of current United States
educational reform, are we ‘authorising’ student perspectives only to later ignore
them: ‘Most power relationships have no place for listening and actively do not tol-
erate it because it is very inconvenient: to really listen means to have to respond.’
The more cynical among us might see shades of just this kind of appropriation
of student voice in the current work directed towards ‘personalised learning’
(Hargreaves, 2004: 7). Student voice is seen here as mainly being about

How students come to play a more active role in their education and school-
ing as a direct result of teachers becoming more attentive, in sustained and
routine ways to what students say about their experience of learning and of
school life.

There seems little room here for the possibilities of debate and dissent so strongly
advocated by Fielding. Indeed, when addressing dissent in the publication
Hargreaves notes:

Dissent on issues that are of evident importance to students is natural and
should always be expected and accepted; it does not have to be ignored or
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suppressed. As John MacBeath has suggested, there are in a school so many
voices (some of which may not be verbal) that there are harmonies and dis-
cords; strident shrieks, soft whispers and silences, both natural and
enforced. Replacing cacophony with just the right acoustic balance is the
task of leadership.

(Hargreaves, 2004: 9—10)

There is a shadowy elision here. The dialogic encounter may occur, but it will be
resolved by those in power, the school leaders; any hint of genuine reciprocity has
gone. Is student voice being employed to promote teacher professional develop-
ment, or to discipline, manage and control both teachers and their students? As
Noyes observes (2005: 536) “Voices are nothing without hearers’, the question is,
‘Who is doing the listening and to what purpose?’. This brings us, then, to the
very significant ethical concerns that require attention in this field of practice.

Ethical concerns

It must first be observed that the ethical concerns of which I write are themselves
dilemmas. There are costs and benefits whichever way we turn. If we consult stu-
dents, we may put them in positions of vulnerability. If we do not consult them, we
risk overlooking the important contribution that they can make. If we treat them as
vulnerable, we may be patronising them and imagining them to be powerless and
irresponsible (Morrow, 2004). If we regard them as invulnerable, we may underesti-
mate their fragility. As Simons (2000) notes, it is a matter of ‘damned if you do and
damned if you don’t’. The fundamental ethical principle is to prevent harm or doing
wrong to others; it is a concern to promote the good and to be respectful and fair.

In order to address the ethical concerns in attending to student voice in the
intelligent school I pose six questions:

To what extent are students given the right to exercise informed consent?
What provision is made to ensure confidentiality and anonymity?

Who is consulted?

What are the opportunity costs?

How is student voice sustained and nurtured?

How is the information yielded through student voice disseminated and acted
upon?

The right to say ‘no’

Schools are typically places where students are not asked their permission to par-
ticipate in whatever is taking place. Indeed they have regulatory influences on
children’s experiences even when they are home (Danby and Farrell, 2004: 38).
They are expected to come to school every day, to write when they are told to
write, to calculate when they are told to calculate; to work cooperatively in small
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groups when they are required to and so on. Informed consent is a fundamental
ethical precept, but more often observed in its absence than otherwise. Although
parental consent may and should be sought, it is also important that the student is
provided with an explanation of the project to make his or her own decision
regarding involvement. As Danby and Farrell (2004: 39) documented:

Researcher: How did you feel about actually being asked if you wanted to
do it or if you didn’t want to do it? [provide consent]

Jacob: I was in heaven.
Researcher: Yeah (laughter) how come?
Jacob: Usually I don’t get, uhmm, decisions about those particular

things like in school.

Generally, we find that young people are willing participants in school-based
inquiry projects, yet they may be easily persuaded and at times naive. It is important
that they understand that their participation is voluntary and that they can withdraw.

It is interesting to reflect upon issues related to informed consent when data is
being gathered unobtrusively such as was the case in IGS where the postings on the
bullying website on the school intranet were made available for the research. Tavani
and Moor (2001: 6) in their discussion regarding privacy protection in the context of
web-based technologies suggest that the concept of privacy is ‘best defined in terms
of restricted access, not control ... it is fundamentally about protection from intru-
sion and information gathering by others’. Students were posting their responses
anonymously in a password-protected environment. The site’s webmaster was able
to monitor responses through his knowledge of student passwords and intervened
only when some example of the school’s etiquette code was transgressed, such as
naming a student rather than the behaviour that caused alarm. None of this informa-
tion was available to the school-based practitioner—researchers or the
researcher-in-residence. All the same, this is an area where we have to exercise cau-
tion. As Tavani and Moor (2001: 7) observe, the individual flow of information
cannot be controlled, but individual protection can. The web is something of a
blurred area in this respect: ‘In general, diverse private and public situations can be
imbedded and overlap each other in complex ways’.

Confidentiality and anonymity

Working with young people as authentic witnesses to their own experiences in
school requires that they engage with the researcher(s) in a space that will guar-
antee their privacy. Even where the research may be being conducted by their
peers, it is important that every care is taken to ensure that they are not over-
heard and their responses commented upon by third parties. Young people need
to feel safe and comfortable when their opinions upon what might be quite con-
tentious issues are being sought. This raises some real issues for
practitioner-researchers when they know and are familiar with the students
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with whom they are working. In the focus group discussion conducted at
OWCHS it was noted that the Deputy Principal was present. The purpose of this
was to continue to build capacity in the school to undertake this kind of inquiry.
The students themselves had already taken part in a number of such discussions
and appeared at ease. However, when sensitive issues are being discussed proto-
cols need to be in place to ensure that students may respond freely and without
fear of subsequent consequences. The litmus test is to ask “Whose interests are
being served?’. Will the study contribute important knowledge ‘without appro-
priating participants’ experiences, understandings and even their miseries to
serve our ends’ (Keddie, 2000: 80-81)? As Christensen (2004: 166) reminds us
in the context of children’s participation in research ‘viewing power as inherent
to research emphasises that research is a practice that is part of social life, rather
than an external contemplation of it’.

Who is consulted?

Reflecting back on the earlier cited Howard and Johnson study (2000), it was
argued that the very fact that they consulted ‘resilient’ students led to some unin-
tended consequences for their research in that these were students who opted for
the status quo because it had served them well. In considering who is consulted in
inquiries involving young people, it is important to take account of issues related
to equity and social justice. Are only those students who are likely to put a good
face on things the ones who meet the researcher? Have some been excluded
because they may have difficulties in formulating their ideas? Perhaps they have
speech or learning difficulties, or are just being seen as ‘difficult’.

Atweh and Bland (2004: 13) remind us that students’ voices are not singular.
Perspectives will be mediated by factors such as ethnicity, gender, degrees of cul-
tural and social capital, all working and interacting in complex ways. ‘Working
with students in collaborative research, adults should be conscious of the differ-
ential experiences and expertise that each participant brings to the process of
collaboration.” Some of these variations can be dealt with through the employ-
ment of mixed methods which not only lend authenticity through triangulation
but also allow for voices to be expressed through a variety of media such as in the
case of IGS where surveys, focus groups, product analysis and a web-based dis-
cussion were all part of the data set.

Opportunity costs

Some studies will take a considerable amount of student time. Good relationships
need to be built in order for trust to be established. This is time away from other
opportunities. Students need to feel that their contribution has been worthwhile.
In the IGS study it was possible to embed a number of data collection strategies
into the curriculum itself. Consequently, when students were engaged in develop-
ing their information literacy skills they conducted their searches around some of
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the key questions that the study was investigating. Similarly, they evaluated vari-
ous visual and written texts as a normal part of classroom practice.

Sustaining student voice

Practitioner—researchers who work with students to provide the conditions that
allow them to be heard and respected know well that the process is not one with
which to be lightly engaged. It is not a tap to be turned off and on, but rather a con-
tinuous and developmental process. There are serious ethical questions to be asked
with respect to raising expectations that consultation with students will be ongoing
and embedded in the culture of the school. If this is to occur, then schools also
need to have ongoing plans for ways in which they can sustain student voice
inquiry. Fielding and Bragg (2003: 41) advocate developing students’ roles, devel-
oping the identity of the work, and involving different staff and developing staff
roles. As one Year 10 researcher in their Students as Researchers Project put it:

We’d like to see the present Year 9 training up new students like we did, so
we’re continually developing students throughout the year groups on research
and presentations ... We shouldn’t be the main people in this because we’re
eventually going to go. If we take control, they won’t know where to start, we
need to make sure they have the skills.

(Year 10 researcher)

Similarly, continuity is dependent upon staff commitment. Kaye Johnson,
Principal of Woodville Primary School in South Australia, has been working with
young students in her current school for three years, having done so previously for
a number of years in prior appointments. She argues that it has taken three years
of strategic action to introduce a culture that enables authentic student participa-
tion. However, she notes that ‘Although an evenly paced, sequential approach to
student participation has been in practice for three years, a significant proportion
of staff has not participated in all of it’ (Johnson, 2005: 47).

Nurturing an inquiring school culture and the capabilities of those within it to
fully participate is clearly a significant but warranted challenge.

Dissemination and action

Finally, in reflecting upon the ethical dimensions of listening to student voice in
the intelligent school, it is vital that the matter of how studies are to be dissemi-
nated and then acted upon is deeply considered. According to Dewey (1916: 87),
education in a democratic society is neither for the individual alone or for the soci-
ety alone. It is for both. It is ‘a mode of conjoint communicated experiences’ and
rests upon principles of communication whereby the responsibility for learning is
a whole-hearted endeavour in which all participate in the interests of decency and
democracy. It would be an abrogation of the very tenets upon which student voice
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is developed, if the inquiries to which they had contributed were distorted or with-
held. Dissemination of results must be based upon the kind of dialogic encounter
so passionately argued for by Fielding (2004). Similarly, unsettling as it might be,
actions arising from the inquiries must be clear and transparent. If students indicate
that they have consistently experienced negative conditions for learning, then those
conditions must change. If students have been enabled to argue that they have a
greater need to participate in decision-making, then some kind of provision for
them to be so treated must be put into place. Otherwise the kind of cynicism that
Alderson (2000) writes of will be bound to flourish.

Conclusion

Early in this chapter I turned to Gloria Anzaldua who has written so evocatively of
borderlands. I found it a powerful metaphor for reflecting upon our need to be
more inclusive of student voice when considering the educational landscape. In
turning back to an interview with Anzaldua I noted:

What surprised me most was that the metaphor of the borderlands speaks to
its time much more than I thought it would. So that it’s being taken up by dif-
ferent people who are in different disciplines, who are in different countries.
... What it does is thrill me and validate me as a writer that people can take
my images or ideas and work them out in their own way and write their own
theories and their own books.

(Anzaldua in Reuman, 2000)

Student engagement in practitioner inquiry in educational research may seem a
far cry from the new mestiza, but the social geography of the school is one where
many borders, both visible and obscured apply. Moving in relationships from
power over students, to power with students is no easy matter; but if the conse-
quence is that the borders are more permeable and the interests more mutual, then
the effort will have been worth the game.
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Chapter 10

Going round in circles

Key issues in the development of an
effective ethical protocol for research
involving young children

Caroline Leeson

Introduction

Research with children is generally perceived, rightly or wrongly, as requiring
great sensitivity and robust ethical consideration. Proposing to do research with
children who reside in the state care system, who are usually viewed as extremely
vulnerable, demands protocols that demonstrate higher levels of sensitivity and
formidable ethical constraints.

This chapter traces a personal journey towards an effective ethical protocol
for research looking at the levels of participation of children and young people
in the decision-making processes of the care system. It highlights the many
dilemmas and key moments encountered, many of which, frequently, felt like
going round in circles. The research project was designed as a co-construction
of what it feels like to be a child in care and thus demands a child-centred
approach from the researcher, encouraging the children to take a lead in what
they wish to talk about and how they wish to be represented. Child-centredness
in this piece of research is further supported by involving the children as co-col-
laborators, by continuously reflecting on whether questions asked and materials
used are appropriate and by maintaining an awareness of the researcher as an
adult in the child’s world.

This approach is not without ethical controversy. How is the researcher able
to maintain objectivity, be sensitive to any distress and satisfy the anxieties of
the adult gatekeepers?

This chapter seeks to explore the dilemmas, obstacles and difficulties when
developing an ethical protocol for research with young children. It also seeks to
contribute to the current debate concerned with developing real opportunities for
the voices of young children, aged four to six years of age, to be heard. The
research, from which this chapter has arisen, focuses on the issue of involvement
in decision-making processes when children are in the care of the local authority,
during court proceedings, subsequent reviews and permanency planning meet-
ings. These are forums where traditionally young children, aged four to six years,
have been excluded or marginalised with the voices of caring adults being heard
in preference to their own. This is a key area of interest as this is an arena, like no
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other, where agents of the state, rather than parents or children themselves are
deciding children’s lives.

There have been several research projects looking at children’s ability to take part
in such decision-making processes (Blueprint 2004; Thomas, 2000). The results
seem to suggest that whilst older children should be empowered to have their views
heard, children younger than five are unable to participate in the decision-making
process. However, much of this work has looked at the abilities of children over the
age of six (Shemmings, 2000; Thomas, 2000), and not engaged children who are
younger. Thus, I developed an interest in investigating the following questions.

e Can young children participate fully in these decision-making processes or is
this idealistic rhetoric engaged in by the well-meaning?

e s failing to engage the young child a paternalistic adult concept or mis-
guided altruism, or is it based on sound knowledge and understanding of the
cognitive processes of young children?

®  What are the implications of failing to promote decision-making skills in the
young, for other areas of a child’s life?

The research project designed to address these questions was constructed in the
following way:

1 Accessing the views of older children, aged eight to 13, establishing the issues
relevant to children who have already experienced divorce or care proceedings.
This would inform the later stages of research with younger children

2 Interviewing parents and practitioners in this field

3 Working with young children aged four to six using a variety of techniques
(Clark and Moss, 2001; Thomas and O’Kane, 1998; Lancaster, 2002)

4  Taking this work back to the first group of children and working with them to
analyse and understand how it feels to be a young child in care, faced with
these processes. With this group of children, discussing how this work might
be disseminated to a wider audience.

In order to understand more fully how it feels to be a child in this position, I felt it
important to work to a child-centred agenda, co-constructing the project and, as
far as possible, working in collaboration within the cooperative paradigm (Heron,
1998). Acknowledging the child’s right for personal autonomy, to make decisions
about the research process and the direction it should take, are important facets of
the child-centred nature of the research and imperative to be recognised within the
ethical protocol for the work. The first stage, working with slightly older children
would help to develop a clearer idea of the areas that are relevant to children and
which need answers. This group of children would then be actively engaged as co-
collaborators in the research process, helping to construct and conduct some of
the interviews and activities with the younger children, analysing responses and
suggesting ways forward.
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This final research plan was quite different from the original intention which
had involved interviews with older care-leavers, teenagers and young adults, with
opportunities to observe younger children engaged in care planning. Reflecting
on this initial plan, I became uncomfortable. Where was the genuine voice of the
child? How was I getting alongside children (Rogers and Stevens, 1967; Dahlberg
and Moss, 2005), listening to their stories and understanding the experience
through their eyes, as opposed to the eyes of the adults around them, myself
included? I began to question the concept of childhood I was using when planning
the research. I came to realise that [ was, in fact, seeing the child as an object
(Christensen and Prout, 2002), which contradicted my intention. I had to find
another way. But a research methodology that meaningfully engaged young chil-
dren aged four to six years old would be complicated to construct, involving
considerable negotiation with several adults in order to gain consent to a process
that might be difficult and would require their participation. It would be complex,
requiring significant debate and discussion with sensitive attention to detail to
satisfy anxieties and demonstrate a structure that takes care of all participants.

In attempting to construct this protocol, I encountered a number of difficult
issues that caused me to pause, question my stance and debate the ethical rights and
wrongs of possible courses of action. I came to describe these as moments of going
round in circles, internal debates about the research project and the ethical dilem-
mas posed at these key times. These were serious moments, potentially sticking
points that created temporary halts, whilst I thought carefully about what I was
attempting. This chapter seeks to explore those circular moments, shedding light on
the various issues and looking at the resolutions that finally stopped me spinning.

How can the research conform to accepted
ethical protocols advocated by various key
academic and professional stakeholders?

The first circular voyage was encountered at the beginning of the research. This
research was grounded in feminist values of care: a refusal to deceive participants
and a desire to redress power imbalances by seeking to empower all involved in
the research process (Christians, 2000; Punch, 1998; Edwards and Mauthner,
2002). How could an ethics protocol be developed that reflected the above values?
This was a serious issue, as | increasingly felt uncomfortable attempting to fit my
purpose into a tailored protocol developed by the University. In order to under-
stand what lay behind this unease, I needed to explore the arguments for and
against the existence of ethical codes and protocols, and come to a decision about
the implications for my research.

Understanding the ethical imperatives demanded by research communities and
establishing a working protocol are essential components of any research project
(Aubrey et al., 2000; Miller and Bell, 2002). Researchers are required by their insti-
tution or funding bodies to submit detailed ethical protocols that show a systematic
and sensitive awareness of a variety of issues that may arise during the research,
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such as consent, confidentiality and identification of risks (Silverman, 2005).
Bronfenbrenner (1952) talks about the need to think through all ethical issues care-
fully prior to commencing data collection, arguing that trying to do this whilst doing
the research has the potential to raise such severe anxieties that the project is
unlikely to succeed. Protocols and codes are intended to help individual researchers
to ask questions of themselves and their research design to ensure that key ethical
issues are addressed. According to Alderson (2004), such issues include:

® respect and justice — doing good research because it is right to do so

® upholding the rights of the participants — effective listening to all who are
taking part, especially children

®  best outcome — balancing the costs and benefits for all who will experience
the impact of the research.

Thus, the intention is that ethical codes should offer guidance on how to plan,
instigate and develop research projects, focusing attention on the philosophical
stance taken and on any individual issues considered.

However, Punch (1998: 157) argues that slavish adherence to ethical codes can
limit rather than enhance research. He feels researchers should ‘just get on with
it’, pausing for thought before commencing and maintaining that thoughtfulness
throughout the process, rather than trying to fit their work into a particular mode
to meet the demands of funding bodies and educational institutions:

‘I would warn against leaning too far toward a highly restrictive model for
research that serves to prevent academics from exploring complex social
realities that are not always amenable to more formal methods.’

Thus, it could be argued that ethical codes may prevent rather than permit action,
stifling research creativity by setting a rigid agenda before fieldwork commences.
Dahlberg and Moss (2005) suggest that ethics cannot deal with certainties.
Ethical questions are ambivalent and uncertain, often having to be addressed in
the field, so they are contextual, emergent and situational, dependent upon the
relationship between the researcher and the participants and what is mutually dis-
covered through the process. Thus, researchers need to be flexible in their
approaches, prepared to work reflexively in the field (Etherington, 2004) and to
acknowledge that additional skills, such as effective listening and caring for the
people before them are essential parts of the ethical researcher’s tool bag
(Dahlberg and Moss, 2005).

But protocols and codes exist for very good reasons. They have been developed
over many years, most notably since the Second World War and the revelations
about Nazi atrocities (Aubrey ef al., 2000). Such protocols and codes are ‘univer-
salist” in nature (Dahlberg and Moss, 2005), with clear distinctions between right
and wrong and an acknowledgement of obligations and rights as two sides of the
same coin. Dahlberg and Moss (2005) would much rather reject the use of such
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protocols, described as calculative and based on rational thinking, to concentrate
instead on personal codes that take responsibility for the ‘other’ and have respect
for otherness. Small (2001: 391) agrees, arguing that protocols ‘take over the
moral responsibility that each researcher should have for his or her behaviour’.

This should lead to a more intuitive approach to ethics ensuring that each indi-
vidual piece of work is thought through carefully in terms of its own needs, rather
than being fitted into a prescriptive pattern of requirements. According to these
arguments, prescriptive, ‘pro forma’ protocols may be viewed as failing to meet
the expressed aim of protecting participants from experiencing harm whilst
engaged in research by taking too rigid a stance from the start and not encourag-
ing the degree of reflexivity required to take care of all participants.

An additional difficulty with ‘pro forma’ protocols is they rarely address the
issue of doing research with children as active participants in the process. The
Nuremberg Code of 1947, agreed after the war, focused on research with adults,
assuming that children were too immature to be involved (Alderson, 2004). The
increasing interest in collaborative research with young children, inevitably
includes a discourse on ethics (Alderson, 2004; Dahlberg and Moss, 2005;
Christensen and Prout, 2002), raising a fundamental question: should there be dif-
ferent ethical protocols or codes for children and for adults? Key writers appear to
argue this should be the case (Allmark, 2002; Alderson and Morrow, 2004).
Aubrey et al. (2000) argue that research with young children should involve
increased sensitivity as their age and level of cognitive ability require that addi-
tional thought must be given to how to inform them about the aims of research in
ways they can understand:

It may be impossible to inform young children fully about the research, so
their consent may seem more like exploitation. Further, because most chil-
dren are very trusting and wish to please adults, it is often difficult to know if
they feel comfortable both with what is being asked of them and with the per-
son who is asking, who may be relatively unfamiliar.

Aubrey et al. (2000: 164)

This raises the question as to whether young children can differentiate between
their own interests and those of others. I am not sure children are so different from
adults that they require special ethical considerations. Christensen and Prout
(2002) suggest that it is the researcher’s own attitudes towards children and their
competence or ability to be engaged in research that affects the way projects are
designed and ethical protocols are drawn up:

... the perspective on children that a researcher works with has important
implications for his or her research practice. It influences the choice of meth-
ods (including the researcher’s role), the analysis and interpretation of data as
well as ethical practice.

(Christensen and Prout, 2002: 481)
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They advise a practice of ‘ethical symmetry’, where ethics is regarded as a contin-
uum where all features of the research project and the needs of the participants,
children, adults, children or adults with any special needs are acknowledged. Any
differences between participants, their ages or levels of competency, should be
allowed to emerge rather than their being assumed. Each research proposal is thus
considered on its merits rather than following differentiated ‘pro forma’ protocols,
one for adults and one for children. The protocol for this piece of work needed to
reflect a view of young children as competent, to encompass an organic ability to
adapt to changes in circumstance and consider each individual participant’s needs
and requirements. Therefore, considerable personal exploration and thought had to
be invested to ensure there was no loss or compromise of those values as I estab-
lished the research programme. I was determined to take an ethical stance
throughout the research (Birch and Miller, 2002), to actively listen to my partici-
pants at all times (Dahlberg and Moss, 2005) and to ensure that the research was
collaborative (Heron, 1998) and empowering (Edwards and Mauthner, 2002).

Structuring the research to facilitate the
authentic voice of the younger child

As discussed above, the original idea was to engage with older care-leavers where
questions could be asked about their memories, whether they had participated in
decision-making and the impact this level of involvement had made on their lives
and their ability to make decisions as they grew up. Younger children would not
be asked these questions, but might be observed participating in decision-making
meetings.

On closer investigation, this plan showed an underlying assumption that
younger children would be less competent than older children and adults in relay-
ing their experiences (Hutchby and Moran-Ellis, 1998) — that age mattered. I
began to realise I had created a research project with an adult perspective, regard-
ing young children as vulnerable (Hendrick, 2003), incapable of telling their own
stories and understanding what was happening around them. Given the topic area,
this was ironic — exhorting others to regard children as competent social actors
and doing so through research that treated them as objects (Christensen and Prout,
2002). This was also an issue for the University and other gatekeepers with whom
I was in contact. There was also evidence of reluctance, from the University ethics
committee and Social Services, to agree to the research on the grounds that young
children would not understand what I was doing and therefore would be unable to
give their informed consent. With such a focus (assessing children’s competency
on the basis of their age rather than recognising different maturities and abilities),
there would be an inherent danger of excluding younger children on the assump-
tion that they would not yet be sufficiently competent:

... our concept of such qualities should not influence ways of approaching chil-
dren in social science research. It should be open to empirical investigation to
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explore the significance of age and status within different contexts and situa-
tions, to explore ‘doing’ rather than ‘being’.
(Solberg, 1996: 63—64)

Alderson and Montgomery (1996: 7) suggest that the quality of experience of
research participants should be considered as a guide to involvement: ‘Experience
is far more salient than age in determining children’s understanding’. They elabo-
rate, arguing from research with children making health care choices, that the child
receiving treatment is in a better position to describe what is happening to them,
how it feels and what they would prefer, than the healthcare professionals, or even
their parents. This is an intense experience for them, not an abstract concept and
therefore it is important for them to discuss and engage with it. This argument
would appear to be pertinent to the experience of inclusion or exclusion in deci-
sion-making processes for the young child. Children may have deep feelings about
what is happening to them and the researcher needs to find a way of helping them
to explore those emotions in ways that are helpful, collaborative and meaningful. It
could be argued that young children may not have the ‘stock of experience’ that
adults have, but they probably have significant experience of the area under inves-
tigation and it is up to the researcher to help them to find the vocabulary using
appropriate methods to facilitate communication and develop an understanding of
the child’s concepts of the world. This might be viewed as a research design issue —
how does one identify the appropriate population for the research question? But it
is also an ethical issue as one tries to determine whether this is an appropriate topic
for young children to be engaged in thinking about. The difficulty is that there are
few ethical guidelines established for researching with young children (Hill, 2005).

Allmark (2002) uses the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health
(RCPCH) Guidelines, which advocate that research should only be undertaken
with children if it cannot be done with adults. Following these guidelines, this
piece of research could be done with adults, but would seem to lose some of its
power by not engaging with the very group whose views it seeks to explore.
Allmark also argues that the impact of participating in research may remain with
participants for many years to come. This may have particular significance for
young children, especially when examining the quality of relationships with peo-
ple they are close to, such as parents and social workers. The child may begin to
call into question how helpful and supportive a significant adult was when impor-
tant decisions were being made and this may raise doubts in the child’s mind
about the relationship. If Allmark is right, then this is likely to have more serious
consequences for the younger child who is in a more powerless, dependent role
than for an older child or adult who may be able to do something about those feel-
ings and doubts. My ethical protocol, needed, therefore, to show that this issue
had been considered and that appropriate safeguards were in place. Finally, I
decided to work with two age groups of children, aged four to six and eight to 14,
putting more responsibility for collaborative work on the older group, but never-
theless, adopting the same principles when working with the younger children.
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Activities would be created to facilitate engagement with the topic. These activi-
ties would need to be child-led rather than researcher-led, enabling
co-construction and authentic articulation of what they want to say rather than
what [ want to hear.

How could | avoid causing distress when looking
at an experience that was painful and probably
traumatic for the child and his/her family? Surely
it is unethical to work in this area with such
young people?

This was an extremely serious debate that could have spelt the end of the whole
process, had it not been resolved. Obviously, any research should attempt to avoid
or minimise any upset caused when people are invited to recount or remember expe-
riences. But what if you are talking about something that is distressing in its own
right? Experiences of being removed from families, placed in foster care or a chil-
dren’s home, attending court, for example, are all potentially distressing events.
With a particular lens of wanting to protect children who are seen as innocents or
victims (Hendrick, 2003), it seems difficult to countenance planning a research pro-
ject looking into areas that may provoke strong emotions that are hard to deal with.
Hill (2005) argues that care needs to be taken when looking at such situations with
children, as they will already have undergone several interviews looking at their
experiences with the professionals working with them. He asks that researchers
think very carefully before asking children to relive these events once again and to
be very clear on the benefits there may be for them in that circumstance. Attempts
to select children who seem able to cope with the demands of working in a group
without getting too distressed may lead to bias in the research and deny children the
right to self-select and work on something that they feel strongly about. Again, Hill
(2005) debates this issue, feeling it is inevitable that the children selected for such
research may not be typical of their population. King (1996: 179) addressed the
inherent difficulty in deciding to proceed when people become distressed after she
found herself intervening in an interview when the respondent became upset:

Because of the highly personal and interpersonal nature of in-depth inter-
viewing, such enquiry is likely to be more intrusive than most other research
methods, and may well open up issues that are highly sensitive for the inter-
viewee. This risk needs to be clearly expressed, and an ‘opt-out’ clause given
in order that the interviewees are made aware that they are not obliged to
answer all the questions should they prefer not to, and that they can stop the
interview should they so wish.

This raises significant issues when thinking about research with young chil-
dren. How will they feel about telling an adult they do not wish to answer some
questions? The perceived power imbalance between adults and children
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(Robinson and Kellett, 2004) and the lens regarding young children as in need
of protection (Hendrick, 2003) require that we avoid causing distress at all
costs, which could render this piece of research unjustifiable. On the other
hand, perpetuating this stance means children are denied any access to knowl-
edge and power, which could also be viewed as abusive. Robinson and Kellett
(2004: 93) argue that researchers can explore difficult areas by careful ethical
research design: ‘Researchers can take seriously power differentials between
themselves and children and seek to address these in the design, implementa-
tion and dissemination of their work”’.

Issues of consent: who is able to give consent and
who should give consent?

To maintain a child-centred approach, it would appear axiomatic that the child is
the principal consent-giver, but this is an ethical, legal and moral minefield. On
the ethical side, there are issues of competency and understanding — how does the
researcher know that the child understands the project sufficiently to be able to
give informed consent (Cocks, 2006)? On the legal side, there is the issue of
whether the courts regard children as competent to give consent. The Gillick rul-
ing (Gillick v. W. Norfolk, 1985) makes legal demands on all practitioners to
make decisions about a child or young person’s competency to consent. The
assumption with this ruling was that very young children would be unlikely to be
seen as Gillick competent (Masson, 2004) and therefore would require the con-
sent of a parent or adult with parental responsibility (DoH, 1989, s3 (1)). Masson
(2004: 48) points out that adults making decisions about competency will be
operating from their own concepts of childhood and may favour a judgement of
incompetence with regard to very young children as they seek to protect them:

Where information about research in general and the particular study can
be given clearly and simply, quite young children are able to consent to take
part. In order to give a valid consent, a child needs to understand the nature
of his or her engagement with the researcher and how that differs from that
of other adults who may seek information in order to take decisions about
or for that child.

Legally, parents are responsible for their children (DoH, 1989, s3 (1)) and therefore
have a right to be informed about, and give consent to, research being done with
their children. This is seen as diminishing with age, older children being able to give
their consent as they move towards adulthood and establish a right to self-determi-
nation. It could be argued that this rule perpetuates the belief underpinning the
Gillick ruling that younger children are incompetent. This renders them potentially
defenceless, as they are not able to offer their opinion or thoughts without another’s
permission. Schenk and Williamson (2005: 4), in their ethical guidelines for
research with children, consider that researchers working with children under the
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age of consent (16 in the UK) should obtain parental consent prior to asking the
children if they wish to take part. They group all children under 16 in a category of
people with diminished capacity and therefore in need of special protection.

There is a serious issue of power here — the power of adults over children means
we have to have safeguards to ensure that the power is not used irresponsibly or
dangerously (Alderson and Morrow, 2004; Homan, 2001; Williamson et al., 2005).
But this power might also be used to deny children the right to be heard (Robinson
and Kellet, 2004). Nieuwenhuys (2004: 212) highlights the dependency of chil-
dren on adults and the importance of acknowledging this at the beginning of any
research project: ‘Children’s dependency on adults for the fulfilment of even sim-
ple needs is so great that one can hardly expect them to co-operate in a research
programme that does not from the outset address these needs seriously’.

Having worked hard to ensure that the children can understand what they are
consenting to, and that all relevant adults agree that this is right and proper, has a
researcher created a situation where a child cannot refuse an adult request? How can
the situation be created where children feel safe to say ‘no’ to take part, or to refuse
to continue their involvement when it becomes difficult? Williamson et al. (2005)
demonstrate that it can often be difficult to ascertain full comprehension, that chil-
dren understand different things by words such as ‘harm’, ‘confidentiality’ and
‘child protection’ that are used in research. This means that it could be difficult to
ensure that consent is informed and freely given when working with young children.

In the case of children in care, the persons with parental responsibility may
include the child’s social worker as well as either or both parents. This makes gain-
ing their consent potentially complicated and time-consuming. It also keeps the
child at arms length, further removed from giving consent on their own behalf.
Maintaining a stance of being child-centred and working in a cooperative paradigm
(Heron, 1998), I emphasised the importance of the child’s active consent to take
part, whilst acknowledging that gatekeepers would expect their consent and that of
the parents to be gained first. All stakeholders were encouraged to think positively
about the children in their care, to think widely rather than narrowly when identify-
ing possible participants in order that a situation would occur whereby the children
could choose to be involved for themselves. Recruitment would therefore be ‘opt in’
rather than ‘opt out’ (Alderson and Morrow, 2004), and children would be encour-
aged to think for themselves whether they wished to join in.

Can all discussions and activities be kept
confidential and anonymous?

The area under investigation is one fraught with potential difficulties in terms of
child protection, potential evidence for court hearings (Masson, 2004) and the
issue of responsibility towards gatekeeping adults. Whilst it may be possible to
guarantee anonymity in documentation and in the final report, neither anonymity
nor confidentiality could be guaranteed in the interview situation as disclosures
may be made that need further action, i.e. abuse allegations. However, this could
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be problematic when trying to be clear with young children about the parameters
of the research prior to gaining their consent. As previously stated, research by
Williamson et al. (2005) found that children interpreted the words differently and,
therefore, might not understand researchers’ attempts to explain instances of
when they may have to deny confidentiality because of concerns for the child’s
safety. Also, neither anonymity nor confidentiality could be guaranteed in any
group work situation. Group rules might be established involving not talking
about each other’s comments and experiences outside the group, but there is obvi-
ously no control other than self-control to ensure that this happens. It is difficult
to predict how children, or any research participant, might act in the future, after
being involved in a research process. All a researcher can do is remain ethical in
the choice of participants and maintain an ethical stance throughout, picking up
any cues that raise concern, and responding responsibly and effectively.

What sort of relationship will | have with the
children 1 am working with?

The piece of research I am referring to requires considerable close contact with
adults and children who have been through painful experiences that have signifi-
cantly shaped their lives. Therefore, contact needs to be carefully and sensitively
planned and executed to minimise pain and help to make sense of what has hap-
pened. This involves the creation and development of meaningful relationships
that allow people to feel safe to discuss such sensitive matters; relationships that
are founded on guiding principles of genuineness, trust and empathy (Rogers and
Stevens, 1967). The relationship would be based on the children’s perceptions of
me, not only as a researcher, but also as a person, a tangible individual with whom
they can identify and work (Rogers and Stevens, 1967).

This begins to move away from the traditional idea of researchers being on the
outside of their research, with little or no impact on the matter under discussion
and reportage that is not written in the first person (Richardson, 1996). The role
of researcher is, nevertheless, fundamentally different from that of a social
worker, a previous role held by me. As a researcher, I am involved in the chil-
dren’s lives for a very short time, looking at a specific issue I have generated an
interest in (Milner and O’Bryne, 2002), rather than being there to help them with
their lives (Aubrey et al., 2000). My aim, therefore, must be to make a different
type of relationship from one normally seen between a social worker and a child
where it is most commonly related to the agenda of the child and his/her family
(Milner and O’Bryne, 2002). The research relationship is thus formed for a spe-
cific, time-limited, purpose and should not enter into the areas of therapy or
advocacy, as this may blur the relationship and become unethical (Aubrey et al.,
2000; King, 1996). By working with the children as collaborators, seeking to fol-
low their agendas and facilitate their exploration of their own experiences, the
research thus moves towards the paradigm of cooperative inquiry (Heron, 1998)
where researchers and researched work together to develop the research project
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and attempts are made to create a relationship that is equal and active. This raises
an important question about the boundaries between researchers and researched.
King (1996) explores this, suggesting researchers ask themselves questions such
as whether they are going to self-disclose, whether this is appropriate to the
research being undertaken and whether to encourage the development of long-
term relationships. This self-disclosure is especially difficult to maintain,
particularly when looking at powerful life events that evoke strong emotions.
King acknowledges this, suggesting the development of a stance of self-aware-
ness and acceptance in order to promote empowerment of participants in the
research process. Duncombe and Jessop (2002) raise similar questions demon-
strating, through their own work, a sense of discomfort at having created a close
relationship that they cannot sustain. Taking all of this into account, clarity of
purpose appeared most appropriate. I had a need to ensure that participants are
aware that the relationship would be time limited and that there would be no con-
tact following its termination. This position requires significant support as
looking at such an intimate topic is bound to create close relationships.
Therefore the role of research supervisors as consultants to discuss potential
over-identification and over-involvement, is crucial. I was also resolved to con-
tinue to clarify the limits of the relationship throughout the research and not
assume the message was still loud and clear, several weeks down the line.

Conclusion

The design of the ethics underpinning this research required close examination of
important issues and personal values and led me to seek to develop a better under-
standing of my perceptions of childhood and of doing collaborative research with
young children. It had been thought through thoroughly with key issues identified
and debated in full. It was with some reluctance that I had embarked on fitting my
purpose within the established format required by the University. By exploring
the reasons for my reluctance as well as other issues that confused or concerned
me, [ have begun to develop a clearer perspective on the role of ethics both in gen-
eral and particular and begun to understand my own ethical stance. An ethical
protocol has been designed that enables gatekeepers to feel secure in allowing me
access to the children they are responsible for. It allows for constant review of the
appropriateness and advisability of some of the decisions made at the outset, per-
mitting changes to be made in consultation with the research co-constructors,
namely the children, any gatekeepers and the supervisory team. I would recom-
mend to fellow researchers that they do not allow themselves to be put off by the
anxieties of others, but challenge the basis of those fears, to investigate the model
of children that lies at the heart. I would also recommend researchers to be ethi-
cally authentic, to maintain an internal dialogue that keeps questions of ethics and
good practice at the forefront of the decision-making process. This will assist in
developing a real sense of ‘the other’ with questions about responsibility, power
sharing, co-construction and voice.
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I would argue that young children should be involved in such research into dif-
ficult areas, and that to deny them their voice, with misguided attempts to protect
them from distress or concerns over their ability to understand the concept of
informed consent, renders them powerless and more vulnerable (Williamson et
al., 2005). Researchers such as Alderson (2000), Lancaster (2002), Moss and
Petrie (2002), and Thomas and O’Kane (1998) have all shown young children
meaningfully interacting with their environment, making sense of what is hap-
pening around them and having clear judgements, values and attitudes to voice.
They are not passive recipients, people in waiting or citizens in potentia (James
and James, 2004: 35), but active participants in their world. Ignoring their voices,
or preventing them from being heard through over-zealous notions of protection,
is both dangerous and manifestly unfair (Hendrick, 2003; John, 2003).

Thus, it is up to adults to create the optimum conditions for effective listening,
not for children to find the way to say what they want to say, or what researchers
want them to say.
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Chapter 11

Behind the vision

Action research, pedagogy and human
development

Petra Ponte

Introduction

Action research as a strategy for teachers’ knowledge development is often
described in terms of ‘praxis’: development of knowledge through independent
and purposeful action. This means that teachers should continually link three
areas of knowledge: the ideological, the technological and the empirical areas of
knowledge. I will argue in the paper that action research merely serves instru-
mental aims when theories about pedagogy are reduced to methods or to the
technological area of knowledge and theories about ethics are reduced to the ide-
ological area. This reductionism can even cause inadequate practices to persist: an
ethical basis for action research needs an explicit theory about the link between
the ideological and the technological, in theory and practice. This link has not
been made that well in the pragmatic vision of ‘pedagogy as method’, which has
been dominant in the Anglo-Saxon tradition. In the tradition of ‘pedagogy as
human science’, however, which has been more dominant in the European tradi-
tion, it has been more common to study the relation between action and
underlying assumptions about human development. This ethic of pedagogy could
enrich the ethics of justice and critique (based on social theories) which are dom-
inant in the debate about action research. In this chapter I will elaborate my
assumption by arguing that teachers’ views on human development will have a
strong influence on their action research. The confession to a particular view, or at
least the consciousness that these outlooks play a role, should not be a matter of
personal intuitive preference but a result of a collaborative and rational process of
knowledge construction by teachers.

When Carr (1994) asked ‘Whatever happened to action research?’ and
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) warned about the dangers of popularising action
research in the field of education, they were both expressing sentiments that many
will recognise: concern about the quality of action research and especially about
the motives for this type of research. Is action research used for what it should be
used and is it used appropriately? Do those engaging in action research ask rele-
vant questions, leading to relevant knowledge and relevant actions? Moreover,
what is relevant? Relevant for whom or what and who decides this? These are
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essentially ethical questions and such questions are not easy to answer, certainly
not when action research is being used as a strategy for the professional develop-
ment of teachers or student teachers, as in in-service and pre-service education.
Action research in this context soon degenerates — according to its critics — into a
handy, instrumental method for solving immediate problems or for learning from
practice, or — the opposite — a handy way to apply academic knowledge in prac-
tice; a method that leaves existing inadequate practices as they are. This will
certainly be the case when action research is not aligned to the ethical questions
as mentioned above. Instead action research should be critical, according to many
authors, based on social-philosophical theories such as those of Gadamar (1976)
and Habermas (1981). These are prominent theories in the literature discussing
the legitimacy of action research, in which the ultimate aim is to establish a demo-
cratic, just society. Among the leading scholars in this area are Carr and Kemmis
(1997: 224), who concluded their book, Becoming Critical by saying,

If the central aim of education is the critical transmission, interpretation and
development of the cultural traditions of our society, then the need for a form
of research which focuses its energies and resources on the policies,
processes and practices by which this aim is pursued is obvious as well.
Emancipatory action research, as a form of critical educational science, pro-
vides a means by which the teaching profession and educational research can
be reformulated so as to meet these ends.

This chapter contends that action research in education based on social theories
could be enriched by pedagogical theories. I am not referring here to ‘pedagogy
as method’, which has been dominant in the Anglo-Saxon tradition. I am refer-
ring to ‘pedagogy as human science’ which was dominant in the continental
European tradition until the 1980s. Pedagogy as human science seeks to under-
stand the development of children towards adulthood as well as to contribute to
the practice of those who are responsible for helping the children in this process,
like parents and teachers.

The bases for pedagogy as human science were in fact laid down as long ago
as the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by Locke (1632—1704) and Rousseau
(1712-1778). Locke saw the newborn human child as a sheet of blank paper
(tabula rasa) on which things learned through the child’s upbringing and educa-
tion would be written. Rousseau pleaded for the child, who was good by nature,
to be given a natural upbringing. His view was that the child’s development
should be protected from harmful and stunting influences in the culture.
Educationalists in the Locke tradition reduced the experience of being a child to
‘that which not yet is’, but through discipline and education must become, as
soon as possible, in accordance with the standards of the established ideology of
the church or state. Educationalists in the Rousseau tradition felt that the child
should develop as soon as possible into a human being who does not allow him-
self to be guided by any authority other than his own judgment; only in this way
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could education contribute to a better society. In both cases, being a child is
understood from a perspective about what the child is not yet, but should become
as quickly as possible (Miedema, 1997: 31). In the humanist pedagogy of the
twentieth century, however, being a child was seen as a development process that
is always driven from two sides: the environment, especially the parents and
teachers, and the drive coming from the child him- or herself to become some-
one. In this outlook, being a child is seen as a distinct form of human existence
with specific qualities and characteristics which clearly distinguish this stage
from other stages of life (Langeveld, 1967). The idea that children have a right to
a protected youth was described by Dasberg (1975) as ‘Grootbrengen door klein-
houden’ (raising children by keeping them young). She argued, however, that
while the shielding from the adult world had indeed resulted in separate juvenile
law, children’s literature and child-centred education, it had also isolated chil-
dren from the adult world; by that children are not prepared for the adult world.

In addition to the humanist movement, the other most influential movements in
pedagogy have been: critical pedagogy based on the sociological work of the
Frankfurter Schule (Jay, 1973); cultural historical pedagogy and constructivism
based on the work of Vygotsky (1971); and empirical pedagogy based on the
work of Popper (1972) and Brezinka (1971). It is worthy of note that pragmatism
based on the work of the American, Dewey (1984), is also seen as one of the
movements within European pedagogy as human science.

There in a nutshell we have a number of important developments in pedagogy as
human science. I will return to this later, but it will be clear that, although there is
general consensus about the need to raise children towards adulthood, to help them
in the process of growing up and gradually growing into society, there is no consen-
sus about what ‘raising children’ should be or lead to. There is no consensus
because definitions of ‘raising into adulthood’ are based on anthropological, nor-
mative assumptions. Conditions, methods and objectives all vary depending on the
prevailing views about what it is to be a civilised human being and, moreover, how
children can be helped to become such human beings (Thoomes, 2000). It can be
assumed, therefore, that teachers’ views on human development will have a strong
influence on their action research: the issues that are raised, the knowledge that is
constructed and the actions that are taken to transform practice. The confession to a
particular view, or at least the consciousness that these outlooks play a role, should
not be a matter of personal intuitive preference but a result of a collaborative and
rational process of knowledge construction by teachers.

The first part of this chapter focuses on praxis as an ethical framework for action
research. It is argued that this framework usually consists of three ethics: the ethic of
justice, the ethic of critique and the ethic of professional development. I will add a
fourth, namely the ethic of pedagogy based on pedagogy as human science. The
background to this pedagogical ethic may then be explored, leading to a model for
knowledge construction by teachers who are carrying out their action research.

One final remark needs to be made in this introduction. With the exception of
empirical pedagogy, continental European pedagogy as human science has been
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dominated by an interpretative approach. Geisteswissenschaftliche pedagogy, for
example, is based on hermeneutics and phenomenology; critical pedagogy is
strongly oriented on Handlungs Forschung (action research). It seems ironic that
the dominance of pedagogy as human science (including action research
methodologies) in continental Europe stopped at some point in the 1980s, while
at the same time there was a revival of interest in action research in the Anglo-
Saxon world. It seems reasonable to assume that globalisation and the
consequent inevitable dominance of the English language had a role to play in
this (Scholte, 2000). That is not a problem in itself, of course, were it not that the
dominance of the English language was accompanied by an almost automatic
orientation toward the pragmatic Anglo-Saxon literature of that time, especially
toward product approaches in curriculum development (see Westbury, 2000). I
think it is therefore worth making the effort to explore whether linking the
Anglo-Saxon action research tradition and the continental European pedagogy
tradition could help to address current concerns about the quality of action
research.

Praxis as an ethical framework for action research

The concept of action research as used in this chapter is mainly based on educa-
tional action research as a strategy for teachers’ professional development. The
essence of this research is the simultaneous development and application of
knowledge. This means that the construction and use of professional knowledge
are aspects of a cyclical process that teachers are themselves responsible for: they
use knowledge to achieve certain goals and when using this knowledge they con-
struct new knowledge, which they then use again, and so on. The construction of
professional knowledge through such self-reliant and purposeful action via action
research is often linked in the literature with the Aristotelian concept of ‘praxis’
(see, for instance, Grundy, 1995; Carr and Kemmis, 1997). Grundy argues, for
example (1998: 40), that, ‘Professional knowledge is knowledge that is intrinsi-
cally connected with practice. This is not knowledge that informs practice, or that
has practical intent, but knowledge, which is embedded in “praxis”: reflective
knowledge in and through action’.

Following Gadamar (1976) and Habermas (1981), knowledge based on praxis
— phronesis — can be distinguished from knowledge based on theory (modelled
predictions of educational reality) and techné (potential skills, techniques and
strategies). Riedel (1977) — a proponent of pedagogy as human science — stated
that technical or theoretical knowledge is not the insight and understanding of the
practising teacher, but knowledge itself, knowledge that the teacher could have
mastered before practising at all. That is possible because knowledge based on
theory and techné involves insights and understanding that are surveyable and
therefore able to be imparted and explained to others. In that sense they are trans-
ferable to students in teacher education (Ponte ef al., 2004). The knowledge of a
teacher who is acting with a purpose and taking responsibility for his or her own
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actions is not. It develops through praxis: that is through a situation — limited in
time and space — in which teachers intervene purposefully in the reality of others,
in this case the pupils. After all, they want pupils to ‘learn something’ and ‘learn-
ing something’ includes normative choices about what has to be learned and how.
According to Schwandt (2001: 207), therefore, praxis demands an intellectual and
moral disposition toward right living and the pursuits of human beings and hence
a different form of reasoning than is the case with theory or techné. Action
research can be seen as a form of reasoning in praxis.

The general argument made for action research is often as follows. The reality
of educational praxis is complex, changeable and cannot be accurately predicted in
advance by academic knowledge. Besides, there is a diversity of academic theories
and paradigms; sometimes there is consensus, but more often there is a variety of
notions, concepts and findings. This means that teachers’ practice cannot be laid
down in advance either. Although teachers are bound to a certain extent by the
wishes and visions of stakeholders, such as the government, the school, parents
and educational science, as they attempt to realise their educational goals, they
constantly have to face the question: what in the given circumstances is the best
way to act to achieve what is important at the moment? (Stenhouse, 1975; Elliott,
1991). This argument is mainly bound up with a social-democratic agenda
(Noftke, 1995). Although there seems to be a consensus in the Anglo-Saxon litera-
ture on this social-democratic agenda of practitioner research, different
orientations can be found. Dominant in the debate about the action research
agenda are the ethic of justice and the ethic of critique, each in a different way
related to the ethic of professional development. These are outlined briefly below.

The ethic of justice

The ethic of justice is part of a liberal democratic tradition with a commitment to
human freedom, equality of educational opportunity and freedom of belief. It
focuses on procedures for making decisions that respect the equal sovereignty of
the people (Poliner Shapiro and Stefkovich, 2001: 11). Tolerance, respect and fair
treatment are key virtues, not only to make schools more just, but also to educate,
so that free and just people emerge from schools. We find this ethic in literature
that is based on the work of Stenhouse (1975) and Elliott (1991).

The ethic of critique

The ethic of critique in action research is often grounded in the critical theory of
Habermas (1981: see also Carr and Kemmis, 1997; Grundy, 1995; Kemmis,
2005) and other critical theorists. They are suspicious of claims to truth and
knowledge and seek to demystify those claims by engaging in critique of ideolo-
gies that distort understanding and communication (Poliner Shapiro and
Stefkovich, 2001: 11). Their critique of meanings and practices is undertaken for
the purpose of transforming society and emancipating individuals from false
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consciousness. Finally, they are concerned with concrete empirical, economic,
social, organisational and political conditions and practices that ‘shape human
beings as knower and as social agent’ (Schwandt, 2001: 44).

The ethic of professionalism

The ethic of professionalism refers to action research as a strategy for professional
development and the need for teachers to reflect on education in a research-ori-
ented way. From the ethic of justice perspective, teachers should become
professionals addressing the question of how to achieve consensus in interaction
with pupils and other stakeholders about what the aims are in given circumstances
and the best way to achieve them (see for instance Darling-Hammond and
Brandsford, 2005). Their actions are based on shared conferment of meaning and
mutual expectations within the educational relationship. From the ethic of critique
perspective, teachers should become professionals addressing the question of how
they can contribute to social equality and justice in a democratic society (Sachs,
2002). Their actions are based on a critical understanding — acquired through criti-
cal dialogue with others — of how teaching contributes or fails to contribute to the
emancipation of disadvantaged groups in our society. In both perspectives, life-
long learning is a common ethos for the profession (Day and Sachs, 2003).

An addition: ethic of pedagogy

Although ethics can be viewed from many perspectives, the agenda of action
research nevertheless seems to be mainly inspired by the questions, ‘What is a
good society?’, “What is a good school?’ and — based on that — ‘What is a good
professional?’. These questions are also asked in pedagogical theories, based on
the theories of the Frankfurter Schule, and especially those of Habermas. They are
asked in an attempt to make pedagogy into a critical social science. The main idea
is that growing children can and must be freed from conditions that limit their
voice and autonomy in society. Emancipation is the goal, to be achieved through
analysis and criticism (Miedema, 1997: 124). The problem for pedagogs with
educational science based on the social theories of Habermas, however, is that she
cannot provide an answer to the question of how social emancipation can be
realised through the concrete education process (Miedema, 1997).

Questions such as ‘What is a good society?’, “What is a good school?’ and —
based on that — “What is a good professional?’ are certainly inspired by commit-
ment to the people that education is ultimately about, namely the pupils. Elliott
(1991: 11), for example, argued that the ultimate criterion for action research is
the extent to which those engaging in it experience their teaching as something
that ‘enables or constrains the development of their own power in relation to
things that matter’. This kind of commitment is certainly important, but this still
does not provide answers to questions like, ‘What is our understanding of the chil-
dren or youngsters we want to teach?’, “What do we see as better education for the
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children’s growth and why?’, “What do we then expect teachers to do on a day-to-
day basis with pupils in the name of social and educational goals?’.

Research has also shown that teachers do not usually legitimise their educa-
tional actions in the first place because of notions about a better world, doing the
good for the human kind (Kemmis, 2005), but mainly because they ‘want to do
justice to children in their daily practice’. This does not mean that they have no
political or social motives beyond their classrooms, but they express these
motives mainly through their work and relations with the pupils in their school
(Pratt and Associates, 1998). At secondary level, love of the subject and wanting
to inspire pupils are additional motives. Teachers’ professional identity, according
to van Manen (1994: 140), is therefore to be found in the educative relationship
with the students, so they will also explore the questions in their action research
from that perspective. For example, they ask questions such as ‘How can I get
dropout among immigrant pupils on the agenda of our school?’, ‘How can we
support mentors in counselling difficult pupils?’, ‘How can we guide pupils with
learning to learn, learning to choose and learning to live?’, “What are the condi-
tions for cooperative learning?’, How can I teach ethics to students in the
Department of Social Services in a vocational education college?’ (these examples
are taken from Ponte, 2002). Action research, in other words, will for them be
mainly a systematic and empirically based way to identify practical educational
problems and to find well-considered practical educational solutions. Any theory
about action research as a strategy for the professional development of teachers
requires therefore, in my view, explicit linking of an ethic of justice or critique to
what I would like to call an ‘ethic of pedagogy’. The ethic of pedagogy should
focus on the need to maintain an on-going pedagogic relationship in which edu-
cators care for the children in their charge, are aware of their responsibility and
are also ethically responsible, critically and consciously relating to the surround-
ing culture and making every effort to enable children to take an effective and
responsible part in society in their own way (Thoomes, 2000).

Background to a pedagogical ethic

Although the description above originates in pedagogy as human science, it should
also be easy to reconcile with some ideas in the Anglo-Saxon literature on educa-
tion as moral endeavour (see for instance Noddings, 2002; Hanson, 2001; Goodlad
et al., 1990). The important point here, though, is that these theories are not seen as
pedagogy as human science and that in the English-language literature pedagogy is
usually conceived in a narrow sense as method, addressing therefore the question of
what instrumental resources are available with which to shape the teaching.
Pedagogy as method is, according to some scholars in the Anglo-Saxon world itself,
also dominated by means-to-an-end thinking and often based on a naive child-cen-
tred ethos. This ethos proceeds from the assumption that the teacher can allow him-
or herself to be guided by the children’s needs dissociated from anthropological
views of mankind and educational objectives derived from them (Boyd, 1964). Such
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pedagogy does not, according to these authors, offer a scientific basis to the theory
and practice of education, because it does not challenge our views on how life is to
be lived and in what direction we should be guiding children. Simon (1999: 38), for
example, claimed that ‘for a combination of social, political and ideological reasons
pedagogy — a scientific basis to the theory and practice of education — has never
taken root and flourished in Britain (...) Each [educational] “system”, largely self-
contained, developed its own specific educational approach, each within its
narrowly defined field, and each “appropriate” to its specific social function. In
these circumstances the conditions did not and could not exist for the development
of an all embracing, universalised, scientific theory of education relating to this
practice of teaching’. Simon pleads for a pedagogy which recognises both the power
of education to affect human development and the need for the systematisation and
structuring of the child’s experiences in the educational process. Simon (1999) con-
curs with van Manen (1994) and Olson (2003) that instead of a pragmatic
‘child-centred’ ethos — starting from the standpoint of individual differences — a
pedagogy is needed that starts from what children have in common as members of
the human race and as members of a human society, to establish the general princi-
ples of teaching and, in the light of these, to determine what modifications of
practice are necessary to meet specific individual needs. Olson (2003) adds to this
criticism that contemporary educational theorists who simply put the child at the
centre tend to overlook the fact that the church, the nation, science and the economy
all have claims in addition to those of parents or the children themselves. Pedagogy
has the job of setting out the dimensions on which such debates play out, dimen-
sions that include the entitlements and obligations of states, school systems,
individual schools and teachers as well as students, rather than settling on the best
methods for achieving specific goals. Pedagogy, according to Olson (2003: 210),
should ‘not offer methodology;’ rather it should ‘offer a scientific basis for timely,
informed decisions by professionals about balancing the welfare of the individual
with the demands of society’.

A central issue in the critiques of these authors seems to be the fact that peda-
gogy as method does not connect methods to an overall theory of human
development, and the role which the family, the school and other institutions have
in this development in different social contexts. Boyd in 1964, for example,
claimed that in the English-speaking countries in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries ‘theories were more or less consigned to plan two’ in favour of ‘a con-
centration on mechanical aspects of teaching’; in contrast with the countries on
the European continent where theory has always been the ‘mainspring of peda-
gogic debate’ (p. 438). So, following the description of van Manen then (1994:
138), one should not confuse the Dutch pedagogiek or German Pddagogik with
the recent popular usage of the term pedagogy in the Anglo-Saxon discourse.
These European variations of pedagogy are often translated as ‘education’ but the
Dutch equivalent of education is onderwijs, in German Unterricht. The Dutch
term pedagogiek is partly covered by ‘education’, except that pedagogiek takes in
the total emotional, intellectual, physical and moral growth of the child for which
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both parents and teachers or other professionals are responsible. Pedagogy as a
human science covers all aspects of knowledge about children, including philo-
sophical, ideological, moral and cultural notions about what is appropriate or
inappropriate, good or bad, right or wrong, suitable or less suitable for children’s
growth toward mature adulthood. According to Benner (1993: 11,12, translation
by the author):

Pedagogy as human science corresponds to a need that is both practical and
theoretical, for it supports, for one thing, the gradual problematisation of edu-
cational practice. The problematisation of informal educational experience
proceeds each time from a situation where the norms and conventions of
human co-existence considered by society to be correct become questionable.

With specific reference to education, Benner is pointing to the problematisation
of the relationship between child, school and society as the object of pedagogy as
human science.

I will attempt to clarify this relationship with reference to the work of Michailova
et al. (2002). Box 11.1 contains their description of changes in pedagogic thinking
before and after the Perestroika period of the early 1990s in Russia.

It is clear from this extract that before Perestroika there was a totalitarian education

Box I1.1 Relationship between child, school and society in Russia before and after
Perestroika

During Perestroika, coming from a situation where the state controlled every detail
of children’s’ lives as well as those of their parents, a situation in which raising
children was seen as a collective enterprise, where human development was seen
as an uncritical adaptation of collective values and beliefs, where individuals had
no voice at all, Russian educators were forced to explicitly reconceptualise their
thinking about human development and this had consequences for their formal
education and their teacher education. Research has shown that most Russian
teachers are oriented toward group-centred norms and values, which prescribe
modelling the child according to the standards of the society. The humanistic
norms and values, which require the child to be approached, not from the perspec-
tive of ‘what (s)he ought to become’, but ‘what (s)he is like today, how (s)he lives,
what (s)he feels, and how this influences him or her at the moment, as well as what
implications this has for his/her future’ often remain a mere declaration, therefore,
and rarely find their way into practice. Consequently the teacher—educator should
strive to help the teacher to recall, record and reflect on all situations, actions, and
outcomes that involved treating the child not as a student but as a person. The
teacher—educator supports reflection aimed at awareness of the potential contra-
dictions between the adult-imposed ‘ought to” and the child’s’ perspective on the
very possibility of achieving that.

(based on Michailova et al., 2002: 423)
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model based on the idea that the individual is not only subordinated to the collec-
tive, but also needs the collective to come to that subordinated position. If we
disregard the specific content of this educational model in the former Soviet Union,
it can be argued that this idea is based in fact on a deterministic view of human
development in keeping with that of John Locke: the child’s development is purely
a response to external factors — in this case they are the school, the youth movement
and the family — which are all controlled by the state. Personal qualities, insights or
motives play no role in this. Education is entirely in the service of an external ideal
and so the child is defined as what it not yet is but must become as soon as possible:
in this case ‘a servant of the collective’. It is possible to make a comparison here
with the traditional Christian ideals of education and upbringing, where the child is
seen as ‘sinful by nature’ who must be fashioned into ‘a God-fearing and God-serv-
ing person’, based on the view of ‘man who desperately needs society as a body
transcending the individual in order to keep his sinful nature under control and
make living together in a community possible’ (De Jager, 1975: 31).

During Perestroika, Michailova ef al. (2002) with their colleagues at the
Institute of Pedagogical Innovations in Moscow (with Oleg Gazman as the main
leader) laid the foundations for humanist education in Russian schools, basing
their approach on the anthropological view that people do not need the state in
order to toe the collective line, but that society needs independent and rational
people in order to become democratic. Their institute introduced a state-wide sys-
tem with specialised teachers who teach in class for ten or so hours a week, and
then spend the rest of the time offering ‘pedagogical support’ to individuals or
groups of pupils, their parents, and the other teachers who teach those pupils. This
support is based on a carefully elaborated strategy which is intended to lead to an
open and democratic relationship between teachers and students. Three views on
human development can be derived from their work. In the first place there is the
humanist assumption that being a child is a distinct form of human existence with
specific qualities and characteristics which clearly distinguish this stage from
other stages of life: ‘approaching the child not from the perspective of what (s)he
ought to become’, but ‘what (s)he is like today’, as they put it. Secondly, they
seem, however, to also see education as an instrument to raise independent citi-
zens for a democratic society. This is why, they write, teachers’ reflection ‘aimed
at the realisation of the potential contradictions between the adult-imposed “ought
to” and child’s perspective on the very possibility of achieving that’ is necessary.
With this belief they seem to be opposed to the natural education of Rousseau
based on a romantic picture of the human being as essentially good by nature.
They are more in line with Vygotsky’s view (1971) that human development
should be understood as an interaction between the activities of the individual on
one side and the activities of the social and cultural environment on the other side.

Based on the discussion so far, we can assume that teachers shape their rela-
tionships with pupils from different perspectives, and that these different
perspectives are connected with their (sometimes implicit) outlook on the relation
between an ethic of pedagogy on the one hand and an ethic of justice or critique
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on the other. It can also be assumed that it is precisely these different perspectives
that will determine what problems they identify in their action research and what
solutions they find. These assumptions can be briefly illustrated using the basic
positions of pedagogy as human science already mentioned, namely the position
stemming from Locke’s ‘tabula rasa’ theory and the position stemming from
Rousseau’s natural education.

In line with Locke (Boyd, 1964; Miedema, 1997), discipline has to be used to
raise children in the norms and values of the culture they live in. Teachers with
this perspective who carry out action research will ask themselves questions such
as: “What rules should I get the pupils to follow in order to make them into intel-
lectual people, religious people, or servants of the state or critical citizens?’,
‘How can I reward and punish pupils so that they follow the rules and how effec-
tive are the rules?’. These teachers can give scope to children’s voices by, for
instance, asking how pupils interpret the rules. They will use this information to
formulate the rules more clearly, in order to write on the ‘blank sheet’ that chil-
dren, in their view, are, in order to direct them on the right path more effectively.
A school could, for example, use an argument like this: ‘It is in the interests of
society that pupils develop their intellectual capacities and that justifies our call-
ing one pupil “top of the school” every year. What is the best way to organise this
and how can we get the pupils involved?’.

In line with Rousseau’s natural education (Boyd, 1964; Miedema, 1997), chil-
dren should be allowed the freedom to develop into rational, religious or critical
people. Teachers with this perspective who carry out action research will ask
themselves questions such as: ‘How can I organise the school environment so that
children become aware of the natural good that they have within them?’, ‘How
can [ let them experience that lying leads not to punishment, but to discomfort;
that effort leads not to “top of the class”, but to intrinsic satisfaction?’. These
teachers will see enabling children’s voices not only as a way to make their teach-
ing more effective, but also as a way to give pupils more control over their own
learning process. A school could, for example, use an argument like this: ‘It is in
the interests of society that pupils develop into rational and independent people.
That justifies our allowing pupils to work together, on tasks they have chosen
themselves, at their own tempo. What is the best way to do that?’.

Towards a model for knowledge construction
by teachers who are carrying out their
practitioner research

It remains for me now to answer the question as to how teachers can use their
action research to link theories about the relationship between child, school and
society with the design of their teaching. As stated in the introduction, making
this link should not be a matter of personal intuitive preference but a result of a
collaborative and rational process of knowledge construction by teachers. I will
now present a model that could facilitate this process. This model is derived from
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pedagogy as a theory of teaching, which is a branch of pedagogy as human sci-
ence (Menck, 1999; Simon, 1999; Westbury, 2000). I will explain this pedagogy
first before describing the model.

Pedagogy as a theory of teaching is what the German term Didaktik and the
Dutch term didaktiek refer to. Its roots go back to the seventeenth century, when
Comenius treated Didaktik as a specific pedagogic problem (Blankertz, 1969;
Westbury, 2000); that is, a problem for those who are professionally involved in
the learning process of children (teachers) in an institutionalised context
(schools). After Comenius, Didaktik or didaktiek continued to develop until well
into the twentieth century into a discipline that studied the relationship between
child, school and society and — closely associated with that — the relationship
between child, teachers and educational content (what is taught).

The idea that the content of the curriculum should be conceived as ‘an
authoritative selection from cultural traditions that can only become educative
as it is interpreted and given life by teachers, who are seen, in their turn as nor-
matively directed by the concept of Bildung or formation’ (Westbury, 2000: 24)
is typical of Didaktik. Bildung stems originally from a neo-humanist portrayal
of mankind, best translated as ‘formation’, implying both the forming of the
personality into a unity as well as the product of this formation, the particular
‘formedness’ that is represented by the person. Didactics as a branch of peda-
gogy as human science aspires to offer a framework for reasoning about
teaching appropriate for an autonomous professional teacher; a framework
which provides teachers with ways of considering the essential what, how and
why questions around their teaching of their students in their schools.
Pedagogical reasoning in this sense does not, however, begin by asking how stu-
dents learn or how they can be led towards a body of knowledge (as in the
pragmatic approach of pedagogy as method), but by asking what the formative
value of teaching and learning is or should be; the formative value of what is
learned in cognitive, social, moral and emotional senses, and the formative
value of how pupils are taught and how they learn. Here we see a link with the
Anglo-Saxon action research tradition. Both approaches are based on the same
notion of curriculum, namely the curriculum as a process that teachers put into
practice in the classroom or school. Stenhouse had already pointed this link out
anyway in 1983. The process-oriented view of the curriculum as education put
into practice is at odds with the dominant product-oriented views of the cur-
riculum in the Anglo-Saxon literature, where the emphasis is on the curriculum
as a planning document that schools have to implement (Westbury, 2000). Just
as with the theory on action research, modern Didaktik also stresses the
research-oriented role of the teacher in developing the curriculum, for example:
‘It celebrates the individuality of each teacher as an active, reflective curricu-
lum maker and theorist rather than seeing the teacher as an agent of a workplace
manual of best practices’ (Westbury, 2000: 27).

It is important here to note that the Bildung concept is often used without any
connection with its historical context. It was first formulated by Humboldt for the
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gymnasia attended by children of the well-off bourgeoisie of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. Besides this elite orientation, it was also a philosophical
—ideological concept that did not fit into a practically oriented discipline such as
modern pedagogy aspired to be in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
Modern Didaktik arose with the growth of education for the masses in the twenti-
eth century and it criticised both the elite character and the abstract philosophical
nature of the traditional concept of Bildung. Two schools developed out of this
criticism at first. The first was embedded in the positivist pedagogy as empirical
discipline that strives for objective knowledge about pedagogical issues and the
operation of pedagogic strategies. It treats normative statements about the pur-
pose of upbringing and education as unscientific. The second was embedded
Geisteswissenschaftliche pedagogy, which takes precisely these kind of normative
questions as points of reference.

There is in fact also a third school — namely the didaktiek that developed
within the critical pedagogy based on the philosophy of Habermas which was
mentioned earlier. This school developed firstly in response to humanist peda-
gogy, where concepts such as independence, freedom and self-determination
were conceived as relating solely to the pedagogic relationship between
teacher/child-raiser and the child’s being taught or raised, with no regard for the
social context of that relationship. Secondly, it developed in response to empiri-
cal pedagogy, which saw no place for normative concepts like independence,
freedom and self-determination in a neutral and objective science; a science
which should be geared solely to controlling the physical or social reality
through knowledge of general laws in the education process. Critical didactics
aspires to connect the normative and the empirical into a practice-oriented
Didaktik, and in so doing to build a bridge between the social theories of
Habermas and others of like mind and theories on human development on one
side, and available empirical knowledge about education on the other side.
Blankertz (1969: 7, translation by the author) said on this:

My proposition is that the three basic positions of current didactics only
appear to compete with each other, that they survive or, in any case, would
have a much better chance of surviving through prolific criticism and contin-
ual awareness of the problems. For empiricism and theory do not allow
themselves to sign up to a continuum, on the contrary, there is a relationship
of tension. Not only is specific potential demanded from theory by the con-
trol of empirical proof in this relationship of tension; by the same token,
theory also criticises reality investigated by empirical methods, including the
methods used in doing so.

Riedel (1977) translated this basic principle into a scientific model for Allgemeine
Didaktik und unterrichtliche Praxis, and his model allows itself to be easily trans-
lated into a model for knowledge construction by teachers carrying out action
research. Moreover, this model facilitates the placement of an ethic of pedagogy
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in action research in my opinion. In line with this, one could say that teachers
who are carrying out action research should continually link three areas of
knowledge.

e The ideological area of knowledge covers the teachers’ understanding of
norms and values and the objectives based on those norms and values that
they want to realise with their pupils. It is therefore concerned with the
‘desired effects’ of their teaching.

e The technological area of knowledge covers the teachers’ understanding of
methods, techniques and strategies that they want to use to realise the objec-
tives they have formulated. This means that it is concerned with the ‘desired
phenomena’ of their teaching.

® The empirical area of knowledge covers the teachers’ understanding of edu-
cational reality. It is concerned with the relationship between ‘real
phenomena’ and ‘real effects’ in relation to their teaching.

These areas of knowledge are integrated into the concrete professional activities
of teachers as praxis, so a distinction can only be made between the ideological,
empirical and technological areas in a formal sense (Riedel, 1977). When acting
with a purpose and taking responsibility for their own actions in a situation —
limited in time and space — intervening purposefully in the reality of others (stu-
dents), they need to devote proportionate attention to and continuously link the
three different areas of knowledge (Ponte et al., 2004). In this way the ethics of
justice, critique and pedagogy can be realised in practice. It is easy to make a
link with gap theory here, which plays a major role in the literature on action
research. Teachers start reasoning about their practice, according to Whitehead
(1989), when they experience a discrepancy between what they want to do and
what they are actually doing. This could be seen as discrepancy between ‘desired
phenomena’ and ‘real phenomena’ in their teaching as described above. Only
when teachers experience this discrepancy, will they see the need for change (see
also Elliott, 1991; Noffke, 1995). The gap between ‘desired effects’ and ‘real
effects’ of their actions can be explicitly added. The connection between the
three areas of knowledge in relation to real and desired phenomena and effects is
presented in Figure 11.1. I have added two more components to this figure,
namely tasks and communication, which I will now briefly explain.

According to this model, teachers acquire knowledge in the three areas by
actually carrying out various ‘tasks’. Here these tasks could be formulated in
terms of action research models developed by, for example, Stenhouse (1975),
Elliott (1991) or Carr and Kemmis (1997). Teachers, however, not only have to be
concerned with the quality of tasks in the sense of rules or procedures to be fol-
lowed, but also with qualities in the sense of aims to be realised. What is
important here is that in following rules or procedures teachers can ‘get it wrong’
and be corrected, but in realising their aims they can ‘do badly’ (for the good of
human kind) and be called to account by others (their facilitators, critical friends,
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GommunicaﬁOn

Figure I'1.1 Three areas of knowledge in practitioner research

students). Teachers, therefore, do action research by communicating with others
about the knowledge that they are constructing in the three areas of knowledge
and the tasks that lead to that knowledge construction (Ponte, 2002).

Conclusion

In this article I have only been able to make very general links between the think-
ing in pedagogy as human science and the ethics of action research. These links
are also rather schematic, while teachers will not always be able to act in accor-
dance with these frameworks of ideas in the frequently chaotic practice of their
action research. Despite this, the model presented above allows three conclusions
to be drawn about the ethics of action research.

Firstly, based on the argument set out above, the ideological area of knowledge
can be conceived as ideas that teachers develop through action research about the
child—teacher—educational content relationship and — linked to that — knowledge
about the child—school—society relationship. In order to do that, teachers have to
make an explicit link between an ethic of justice or critique based on social theo-
ries and an ethic of pedagogy based on theories about human development, in
particular theories about how children develop into adulthood.

Secondly, action research merely serves instrumental aims when theories about
ethics are reduced to the ideological area and when theories about pedagogy are
reduced to the technological area of knowledge. This reductionism can even cause
inadequate practices to persist; an ethical basis for action research needs an explicit
theory about the link between the ideological, the technological and the empirical.
This link has not been made that well in the pragmatic vision of ‘pedagogy as
method’, which has been dominant in the Anglo-Saxon tradition. In the tradition of
‘pedagogy as human science’, however, which has been more dominant in the
European tradition, it has been more common to study the relation between methods
and underlying anthropological assumptions about human development and society.
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Third, empirical knowledge cannot be merely knowledge gained from personal
experience, that is knowledge immediately available in practice (Laurillard,
1993). On the contrary, it is knowledge about how empirical knowledge gained
from experience relates to general pedagogic and social ideas (the ideological
area of knowledge) and general knowledge about methods (the technical area of
knowledge). Empirical knowledge relates to both systematised knowledge based
on the teacher’s personal practical experience and knowledge based on academic
research, which is the knowledge of others. It is precisely the exploration of this
relationship between the two that can help teachers and student teachers to define
pedagogic praxis as problematic. This is done by questioning the pedagogic and
social norms and values that are taken for granted on which their actual relation-
ships with the pupils are based.

Finally, this kind of analysis of the relationship between child, school and soci-
ety is not only geared to the personal development of the teacher. The ultimate
goal is to develop education that has a place for all pupils, regardless of their
social background or personal qualities. As Groundwater-Smith (2004: 12) put it:

We need to be ready and willing to engage in the notion of informed dissent
that is created in authentic conversation where practice speaks to policy and
vice-versa. We need to recapture the discourse of virtue where, as good
scholars and researchers, we are concerned with truthfulness, respect and
authenticity.
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Chapter 12

Pedagogical research
in higher education

Ethical issues facing the
practitioner—researcher

Lin Norton

Introduction

Researching into the practice of one’s own institution raises a number of ethical
dilemmas. Having worked in higher education for 18 years as a
practitioner—researcher, I convince myself that the research I do on students’
learning and on teachers’ teaching at university is for the greater good of
improving both. But what happens if my research shows the institution where I
work in a bad light, or the student, or the teacher, or the subject? How do I know
I am not abusing my power as a teacher who is also a researcher? How can |
examine the effects of interventions in a controlled experimental way without
disadvantaging students in the process?

This chapter is not about the many codes of conduct and the regulatory frame-
works that currently exist. These serve a useful purpose but the danger is that they
sometimes get treated in a rather superficial and pragmatic way. In my view, carry-
ing out research ethically is not just about procedures; it is about a fundamental
moral duty, which is ultimately the personal responsibility of the person who is
doing the research. In this chapter, I think through the moral obligations of research-
ing ethically, by considering the implications of balancing the aims of the research
and the researcher with those who are researched on, in the context of the institution.
I do not claim to have the answers, but I will raise many questions in my chapter.

Overview

Ethics in higher education is an increasingly important subject. Keith-Spiegel and
Carr (1996) argue somewhat chillingly that there is a vested interest in universi-
ties to engage in a scholarly debate and investigation of the ethical issues of every
profession except their own. The situation is changing. Barbara Blake of the
Council for Industry and Higher Education is currently involved in producing eth-
ical guidelines for universities and has this to say:

A university or college may not be quite like any other business but the
opportunity for malpractice or simply poor practice is enormous and can
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have a devastating effect on the reputation and future of the institution ...
There is currently much good practice within institutions. This was evi-
denced in the responses to our first consultation earlier this year when around
100 institutions provided information on their current procedures. However,
it was apparent that much of what was being done was ad hoc and more likely
to be a response to legal requirements or to a specific crisis than a considered
approach to communicating and embedding the values of the institution.
There is no doubt that institutions want to work within an ethical framework
that is fair, transparent and based on best practice.

(Blake, 2005: 24)

Some universities already have codes of ethics or ethical principles drawn up and
disseminated (see for example the Canadian Society for Teaching and Learning
Ethical Principles for University Teaching, 2000), and there are currently some
excellent examples of ethical codes such as those produced by the British
Psychological Society (BPS), the British Educational Research Association
(BERA) and the American Psychological Association (APA) but producing yet
another code of ethics is not the only answer. Courses to help students think about
ethics are currently being taught such as those described in the joint Ethics pro-
ject, a one-year initiative funded by the Learning and Teaching Support Network,
now the Higher Education Academy. This project covered six disciplines and pro-
duced an online guide to ethics teaching (Illingworth, 2004). In this online guide,
Beale (2004: 34) makes an important point when she says that when teaching stu-
dents about ethics it is important to ‘“think ethically” rather than simply adhere to
a set of rules or guidelines. This involves thinking through any intended research
and considering what effect it might have on the participants, any organisations
involved and other parties’.

In the same vein, I will argue that the onus is on each academic
practitioner—researcher who carries out pedagogical research to ‘think ethically’
about the consequences of carrying out research on students who are vulnerable
and dependent on us (we grade their work and ultimately determine the classifi-
cation of their degree) and on fellow university teachers, who work in the same
institution as we do, which in itself may cause potential conflicts of interest. This
is the focus of my chapter. Since any text on ethics addresses a complex range of
issues, | have been selective and discussed those that have impacted on my own
practice and research. These are: the negative effects of research on students’
learning; the over-use of psychology students in research, the issue of fairness,
and, specific ethical issues in pedagogical action research.

Review of the literature

In order to set the context of this chapter, I define pedagogical action research as
research in learning and teaching which aims to modify practice, influence policy
and strategy and produce publishable outcomes. As such, it falls half way between
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the distinction that Gordon ef al. (2003) make between PedD (pedagogical devel-
opment) and PedR (pedagogical research).

When reviewing the literature, I found remarkably little on the ethics of car-
rying out pedagogical research in higher education. An ERIC search revealed
only seven sources which mentioned ethics in the context of pedagogical
research. A quick random survey of five journals which publish studies in ped-
agogical research in higher education (PedR) showed that of 39 articles related
to PedR, only five mentioned ethical issues at all (see Table 12.1). Bearing in
mind this was a convenience sample of journals and so may not be representa-
tive of all, nevertheless, this shows that only 13 per cent of articles which
directly reported on studies involving human participants made no mention of
ethical issues apart from bald statements such as ‘participation was voluntary’.
This brief survey confirms that this is an area which is under-represented in the
literature and in actual research practice.

The potential negative effects of research on
student learning

A recent working party paper by Poole and Maclean (2005) was one of the few
sources I found that specifically address ethics in pedagogical research. As they
point out, there is a real dilemma in pedagogical research which is usually carried

Table 12.1 Analysis of articles for evidence of ethical issues as part of the research design

Journal title Date Vol. Part No.of  No. citing
no. no. PedR ethical
articles  issues

Educational Action Research 2005 13 2 3 0
Educational Action Research 2003 I | 2 0
Educational Action Research 2000 8 3 3 I*
British Journal of Educational Psychology =~ 2003 73 4 I I*
British Journal of Educational Psychology =~ 2002 72 | I 0
British Journal of Educational Psychology ~ 2001 71 2 ) 0
Studies in Higher Education 2005 30 3 6 2%
Studies in Higher Education 2002 27 4 4 0
Studies in Higher Education 2001 26 3 5 0
Active Learning in Higher Education 2005 6 2 5 0
Active Learning in Higher Education 2002 3 | 4 I*
Teacher Development

(Special issue on teaching in HE) 2000 4 I 4 0
Totals 39 5

*These articles make some mention of ethical issues and are included later in this chapter:
Clegg (2000); Evans et al. (2003); Bell and Taylor (2005); Kirkwood and Price (2005); Howard (2002).
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out with the express aim of improving the quality of student learning, but in doing
that research, we are inevitably interfering with or affecting the students’ learning
itself. To tease out some of the difficulties in trying to resolve this tension, I am
going to describe a number of case studies drawn from my own research, which I
hope will illustrate some of the practical as well as moral difficulties. The first is
concerned with the problem of carrying out a study which might unfairly advan-
tage some students in their assessed work.

Case study |: Improving essay writing through
feedback

When I wanted to find out if writing feedback in a certain way would help my stu-
dents write better essays, I was faced with this particular dilemma. My research
design was to look at the effects of three types of feedback on essays that were
part of a third-year class assessment: The three types were:

(i) using a standardised essay feedback form where the criteria were specified
(i1) responding to students’ requests for specific feedback
(iii) building feedback on what I had said before.

To do this, I assigned students in the class on the basis of their previous essay
marks to one of the three conditions, so that I would have an equal spread of essay
writing ability in each group. I then marked their essays, gave the feedback and
asked them to complete a short questionnaire on how helpful they found the feed-
back in raising their academic self-esteem and in knowing what they needed to do
to improve on their next essay.

Some might say that the answer to this dilemma was that I should have not
used real essays but the difference between artificial laboratory-type tasks and
real-life naturalistic research is one where, ever since my PhD research, I have
come down firmly on the side of the naturalistic. Another solution might be to
argue that, since I did not know which of these types of feedback would be more
helpful, then there was no ethical dilemma for me to worry about. But that inner
sense of unease would not let me settle for that. If I let students choose which
type of feedback they preferred, not only would the responsibility be transferred
to them, which seems unfair, but that would compromise the attempt to be
objective in terms of balancing out essay writing ability in the three groups. So
what did I actually do? All students were informed about the purpose and
design of the study and told that I genuinely didn’t know which type of feed-
back would be the most useful. Students were also told that if they wanted
additional feedback, if the condition they had been allocated to didn’t help
them, then I would give them individualised face-to-face feedback as well after
they had completed their questionnaires. In the event, no student asked for this
and the results showed no difference between types of feedback — a conse-
quence I think of my bending over backwards to give the fullest feedback
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possible in all three conditions. So the ethical dilemma was solved, in part, but
I feel the study was compromised, and most disappointingly of all, I feel none
the wiser from this study about which types of feedback are the best to help stu-
dents improve their essay writing. There was, however, another potent ethical
issue here. When the researcher is the lecturer, students are vulnerable and
dependent. However carefully the request is phrased they may feel very uncom-
fortable in refusing to take part in the research, even when they are told that it
will not affect their marks in any way. Human beings are social animals and a
multiplicity of unspoken messages are transferred by our behaviours, so who is
to say that the researcher/lecturer would not even unconsciously be affected by
her perceptions that ‘John’ is a lazy unmotivated and/or uncooperative student
when marking his work? In this particular research, everyone agreed to take
part, but perhaps they felt coerced because of this specific concern. This was an
area where I felt I did not satisfactorily resolve the issue.

(Norton, 1997; Norton and Norton, 2001)

The ‘over-use’ of psychology students in research

A subject-specific ethical issue which is of particular concern to me as a pedagog-
ical researcher who comes from a psychology subject background is that
psychology students are the most researched students in the world and this does
not just apply to pedagogical research — take just about any social science journal
and you will find masses of studies carried out on psychology students. Why? The
argument goes that by the very nature of the discipline they should be willing and
indeed will learn by taking part in research — to the extent that in many universities,
psychology students form subject pools whereby they are given academic credit
for taking part in a certain number of research studies. On the surface, this would
appear to be a win—win situation where both students and researchers gain, but in
ethical terms, I am not sure that this is morally defensible. For example Evans, et
al.’s (2003) study on approaches to learning, cognition and flexibility on 226
Canadian military college students is an example of a typical procedure entry:

Questionnaires were administered to students during class time in their intro-
ductory psychology classes ... Students were made aware that their
participation was voluntary and carried no academic implications ... Data
were collected from seven classes ... In all cases, the overwhelming majority
of students chose to participate (greater than 93%).

(Evans et al., 2003: 517, my emphasis added)

My suspicion is that psychology students are used in research because it is easy to
do so, but bearing in mind the unequal power dimensions, it is not easy to affirm
that students do not feel pressured to take part in research studies such as these.
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The issue of fairness

Poole and Maclean (2005) say that ‘It is paramount that we be fair to our stu-
dents with every decision we make regarding their educational experiences’.
Nobody could possibly disagree with this statement but who determines fairness
and how is it defined? Is it fair, for example, to take up lecture time giving out a
questionnaire that might take 15-20 minutes to complete? Is it fair to offer
inducements to students to take part in focus groups or interviews which might
involve a time commitment of 30—-60 minutes or even more? In the desperate
quest to obtain data (and it can be quite desperate as my PhD students will bear
witness), we are asking students to give up precious learning time — often crucial
to today’s students who have to fit in study with work commitments and domes-
tic responsibilities. And so often, when they do give of their time graciously, they
never get to hear the results of the research that they took part in — is that fair?
Case study 2 illustrates this particular dilemma.

Case study 2: Identifying students who might be
‘at risk’ of academic failure

For a number of years, we have been working at Liverpool Hope University on
exploring ways of encouraging students to become more aware of themselves as
learners. This has involved a number of methods including asking students to com-
plete a longish learning inventory called the Reflections on Learning Inventory
(RoLI) devised by Meyer (2004). Huge efforts have been made to make sure that
this exercise is of benefit to the first-year students who are asked to do this task as
part of their personal development planning module (which was at the time of the
research, a generic 20-credit module but has now been subsumed into the first-year
subject modules). Students were given interpretations of their scores in download-
able guides; they were asked to attend a lecture where their ‘learning profiles’ were
explained to them and they were required to discuss what they had learned in the
context of their discipline with their Personal Development Portfolio tutors. Part of
the research was aimed at seeing if it was possible to identify students who might
be at risk of academic failure on the basis of their inventory scores.

The ethical issues here are that the nature of such research requires that we be
very careful when determining that certain profiles might dispose students to be
at risk or that particular scores might be a danger signal of poor academic perfor-
mance, so the work is continuing until we are satisfied that we have an indicator
which is reliable. Kirkwood and Price (2005) mention in their research how the
instruments they used were scrutinised by their University Student Research
Projects Panel, but this does not address the problem we are facing of being sure
that our results are sound enough to be able to base recommendations to teachers
upon them. This is important work but in terms of the students who have taken
part, they will derive no direct benefit. In a way, they are being asked to help for
altruistic reasons in the hope that the findings may benefit future generations of
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students. Is this then a justifiable use of their learning time? In this instance
because the actual exercise itself was built into the PDP module and was designed
to raise awareness of themselves as learners, then the answer is probably ‘yes’.
However, a related issue is that even though we cannot be certain that certain pro-
files or scores might suggest potential problems, nevertheless, what should we do
about it when we do find these suggested patterns?

(Norton and Norton, 2005; Norton ef al., 2004)

Pedagogical action research: specific ethical issues

Action research carries specific problems or ethical issues where the researcher
is looking to analyse the effectiveness of her/his own practice. In the university
context this means teaching and consequent effects on their students’ learning.
In this situation it is practically impossible to disentangle the role of the
researcher from that of the teacher. Poole and MacLean (2005) highlight two
considerations: the extent to which participation is truly voluntary; and the
maintenance of anonymity and/or confidentiality. Codes of practice can stipu-
late that researchers must make sure that students will not be penalised for not
taking part and that any findings will be disseminated in ways that make it
impossible to identify specific participants. Anonymity is fairly easy to ensure
but confidentiality is less so, particularly if the researcher wants to quote stu-
dents in their findings. Howard (2002) is one of the few authors who has
discussed this in any detail in his research article on changes in nursing stu-
dents’ out-of-college relationships. As a lecturer in the university and a personal
tutor for some of the students who took part in the research, Howard points out
the unequal power aspects which specifically revolved around his contact with
them in and out of the classroom, his grading of their assignments and his com-
pleting end-of-course summaries on which employers’ references would be
based. To address these issues, Howard used BPS guidelines, carried out his
research after all coursework was marked and got approval from the local
research ethics committee.

Of course, pedagogical action research does not always involves students;
sometimes, as in my own research, it involves fellow lecturers as illustrated in
case study 3.

Case study 3: Factors that influence new
university lecturers’ beliefs about
learning and teaching

In this study I was keen to find out what effect taking the Postgraduate Certificate
in Learning and Teaching in Higher Education would have on relatively new lec-
turers’ pedagogical beliefs and values. Thirty current PGCLTHE participants
were emailed to ask if they would be willing to take part in a questionnaire and
interview study. In the event ten agreed. They were interviewed by a research
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assistant who transcribed the results and gave them to me anonymised. I then pre-
sented the findings at a conference and the results were also disseminated at
Liverpool Hope University at the annual Pedagogical Action Research sympo-
sium, so while anonymity was maintained, confidentiality was not. One particular
respondent did give me cause for concern as much of his interview expressed his
bitterness about being on a short-term contract and having to leave at the end of
the year. The personal dilemma I faced: should I present his account unedited in
my research findings with its explicit criticism of a department within my univer-
sity or should I leave it out altogether thus compromising my research findings?

In this case study, the effects of being a researcher who is also a colleague were
mitigated somewhat by using a research assistant to carry out the interviews; nev-
ertheless the fact remains that I am closely involved with the PGCLTHE,
including moderating the marking of their module portfolios and, although
anonymised, it was fairly easy from the context of the interview transcripts to be
able to identify most, if not all, of the participants. This problem of ‘insider
research’ has been discussed by Clegg (2000: 436):

Insider research involves particular ethical dilemmas. The author of this arti-
cle at the time the assignments were written was course leader for an
Advanced Professional Diploma, but has since stepped down from that role
and has completed the course herself. As a writer and interpreter she was
therefore both insider and latterly positioned primarily as a researcher.
Access to reflective practice statements was negotiated recognising the
extreme sensitivity of the relationships between the actors.

The dilemma about the angry and hurt participant I dealt with by presenting an
‘edited’ version which left out some of the more direct criticisms. Looking back at
this decision, I do not feel entirely comfortable that what I did was right; it pro-
tected the department and the institution but diluted the ‘lived experience’ of one
of the participants. It also did not take account of my responsibility to the univer-
sity in terms of feeding back the findings and making useful recommendations as
has been suggested by Beale (2004) who says this is incumbent on the researcher
whether or not the institution has commissioned the research. There is a related
difficulty which is exacerbated in research which involves more than one institu-
tion where there may be issues of power and rivalry (Bell and Taylor, 2005).
(Norton and Aiyegbayo, 2005)

Conclusions and reflections

Writing this chapter has been a salutary exercise. I have always passionately
believed in pedagogical research to improve the quality of learning and teaching
and taken, I thought, good care to abide by ethical principles, but as the case stud-
ies show, I have not always dealt with these in an exemplary manner. Reading the
literature such as it is, and looking to see how other researchers have generally
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neglected ethical issues, has made me think a lot harder about this. I still believe
that it is the responsibility of the individual to ‘think ethically’, but in doing that I
think some general principles and guidelines are helpful. I particularly like those
which are derived from the medical practitioners’ code of ‘firstly do no harm’. It
is too easy to be carried away with thinking about the benefits of improving prac-
tice in a genuine zeal to help improve students’ learning or encourage fellow
teachers to reflect on their own teaching to modify it, without thinking through
the costs of participation.

As I said at the start of this chapter, I have no answers, but writing it has made
me think again about the usefulness of ethical codes and guidelines and how if
researchers work in an institution where there is no ethics committee, at the very
least having one’s research proposal scrutinised by a critical colleague is a starting
point for ethical practice.
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Chapter 13

Concluding reflections

New challenges for ethical inquiry in
the context of a changing world

Susan Groundwater-Smith and Anne Campbell

Practitioner inquiry in a global world

This book has been first and foremost one that has asked us, as those engaged in
one form of practitioner research or another, ‘How can we best conduct our-
selves in ways that do justice to our practice and our profession?’. Variously, we
have been asked to consider such issues as: fairness; relationships; thoughts and
habits; participation and representation; and, inevitably, power. We have been
confronted by complex dilemmas that require us to employ a kind of reflexive
intelligence (that is, an intelligence that not only reflects upon phenomena, but
also critically examines where and how our beliefs about those phenomena have
come about) when unravelling them and weighing them up. There is a recogni-
tion throughout the chapters that practitioner research is contingent upon the
contexts in which it is undertaken; that what may be appropriate in one setting
may require a different resolution in another.

We are not here arguing that we swim in a sticky morass of relativism, but
rather that we are sensitive to the dynamics of a given time and place when con-
sidering ethical issues. For example, confronting people with very limited
literacy skills with official, indeed officious, letters requiring ‘informed con-
sent’ could itself be seen as an unethical practice in that there is scant regard for
the dignity of those being assailed by the bureaucratic demands. While chapters
have not specifically considered the ethics of conducting cross-cultural research
or inquiry in indigenous settings, it is worth referring to such a context to make
the point. Robinson-Pant (2005: 98) discusses research in Maori communities
in New Zealand, where ‘respect is a term consistently used by indigenous peo-
ple to underscore the significance of relationships and humanity’. Negotiating
the terms of an inquiry in such a community might be very different to that
where the researcher is dealing with powerful policy-makers who have the
means and resources to manipulate and dissemble; to choose to accept or reject
research evidence. For example, Baroness Estelle Morris in her opening address
to the 2006 British Educational Research Association Annual Conference, and
speaking as a former education secretary, noted that government policy is
informed first and foremost by values and ideology rather than a rational analysis
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of available evidence. Parity of esteem between the practitioner—researcher and
those with whom she may be engaged is always a critical variable.

The world of the practitioner—researcher is a changing one. It is one governed
by converging information and communication technologies, a matter to which
this chapter will return later. It is also one where boundaries and barriers are on
the move. It has become commonplace to talk and write of globalisation.
However, in the area of practitioner inquiry it has clear implications. As a case in
point, we shall briefly turn to the Bologna agreement and beyond it to the
Erasmus Mundus programme. In 1999 some 29 European countries as far afield
as the United Kingdom, Iceland and Poland agreed to adopt a system whereby
their tertiary degrees at the undergraduate and graduate levels were more aligned
one with the other. A system of credits was to be put into place that would enable
greater student mobility and access for both students, teachers, researchers and
administrative staff to a range of opportunities and services.

Compatible with the agreement was the creation of Erasmus, a programme to
encourage transnational cooperation between universities targeted at higher edu-
cation institutions and their students and staff in all member states of the
European Union then 25, the three countries of the European Economic Area and
the three candidate countries being assessed for admission to the EU. In turn, the
Erasmus Mundus programme has broadened to encourage participation from a
wide range of students, teachers and researchers from countries all over the world.
In its own words:

Erasmus Mundus is a new global scheme providing a distinctly ‘European’
offer in higher education. It seeks, primarily, to enhance the quality and
attractiveness of European higher education world-wide. Secondly, Erasmus
Mundus Masters Courses and scholarships will provide a framework to pro-
mote valuable exchange and dialogue between cultures. By supporting the
international mobility of scholars and students, Erasmus Mundus intends to
prepare its European and non-European participants for life in a global,
knowledge-based society.

(Erasmus Mundus, 2001)

For the academic year, 20062007, 741 students from 92 countries and 231 schol-
arship holders from 45 countries were participating in the programme. Many of
these graduate students are those who are undertaking master’s level courses in
education and who will, as part of their studies, be investigating practice in their
own settings, many of which may be in the developing world. They may well find
themselves enmeshed in regulatory frameworks that are unfamiliar to them, par-
ticularly in the area of ethical inquiry. While Bridges (2006: 15) writes of adaptive
preference, justice and identity in relation to wider participation in higher educa-
tion within a country, namely England, his notion of adaptive preference is one
worth considering here.
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The notion of adaptive preference is a pivotal one in liberal economic and
social theory and, by extension, I shall suggest in moral theory. At its sim-
plest it reflects the observation that in choosing what they will do, how they
will spend their time or resources or what kind of life they will lead, people
are affected by or take into account, for example, what they can afford, the
likely responses of others to their choice, and the values and practices which
shape them and the communities in which they live.

How then will a practitioner—researcher proceed, investigating practice within the
constraints of a higher degree programme in another country? What happens to
the notion of critique as espoused by a number of writers in this book, coming as
they do from a number of different national settings? Returning for a moment to
Robinson-Pant’s (2005: 112) account of cross-cultural perspectives in educational
inquiry, she quotes a student making a point during a seminar discussion:
‘Students in the group felt that supervisors needed to acknowledge more the ten-
sions of coming from another culture and political context and that in many
countries, to be critical at all is “very risky””’.

This issue was recently brought home by Salleh (2006: 518) in a discussion
around practitioner inquiry in Singapore education. It is argued in the article,
that was first presented as a paper at the International Practitioner
Research/Collaborative Action Research Network Conference held in Utrecht
in 2005, that there are very real cultural constraints placed upon teachers partic-
ipating in an action learning project in an environment that is unaccustomed to
risk-taking — where the operational mantra is ‘do it right the first time’. This
tension is an almost unbearable one in the light of Kemmis’s (2006: 474) con-
cern for practitioner—researchers to ‘tell unwelcome truths’.

Practitioner inquiry has grown and matured over the past 50 years. They are
years remarkable for the rate and depth of social, economic and technological
change. When the very ground is shifting under our feet, it is hard to hold onto
some of the most fundamental of ethical principles. We cannot afford to remain
hidebound. We need to be able to respond sensitively to new circumstances but we
must also be clear about the consequences of actions that we take as they impact on
others. This requires of us a capacity to imagine what it is to be the other. In Harper
Lee’s novel To Kill a Mockingbird, the central character, Atticus, advises his chil-
dren to learn the simple trick of getting along with ‘all kinds of folks’ by climbing
into their skin — to exercise what we would now name as empathic intelligence.

Arnold (2005: 20) describes empathic intelligence in these terms:

Empathic intelligence is not the same as emotional intelligence or cognitive
intelligence, because it is essentially concerned with the dynamic between
thinking and feeling and the ways in which each contributes to the making of
meaning. The word dynamic is important because it highlights the psychic
energy generated when one mobilises both thought and feeling in under-
standing experience.
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She sees it as a capacity to be intersubjectively engaged with the ‘other’; to have
a commitment to the well-being of the ‘other’; and to be intelligently caring and
professionally expert. Arnold draws extensively on the work of the American edu-
cational philosopher, Martha Nussbaum (1997: 9), who argues for three
capacities for the cultivation of humanity in today’s complex world:

the critical examination of oneself
an ability to see beyond the local and to perceive the self as being bound to
humanity by ties of recognition and concern; and

® acapacity to employ the narrative imagination by being able to step into the
shoes of others.

If we aspire to have practitioner inquiry based upon ethical principles, these pre-
cepts would seem to provide a touchstone from which to operate. By adopting
them we are engaging in the kind of practical reasoning advocated with such pas-
sion by Kemmis (2006).

Practitioner inquiry in a digital world

Just as the world is changing in response to global economic and social forces it is
also responding to burgeoning digital forces. The convergence of digital technolo-
gies and the establishing of virtual networks have led to new modes of
communication, dissemination and publication, all of which have ethical conse-
quences for the practitioner—researcher. Consider the discussion in relation to one of
the case studies cited in the student voice chapter (Chapter 9) where it was argued:

It is interesting to reflect upon issues related to informed consent when data is
being gathered unobtrusively such as was the case in Independent Girls’ School
where the postings on the bullying website on the school intranet were made
available for the research. Tavani and Moor (2001: 6) in their discussion regard-
ing privacy protection in the context of web-based technologies suggest that the
concept of privacy is ‘best defined in terms of restricted access, not control ...
it is fundamentally about protection from intrusion and information gathering
by others’. Students were posting their responses anonymously in a password-
protected environment. The site’s webmaster was able to monitor responses
through his knowledge of student passwords and intervened only when some
example of the school’s etiquette code was transgressed, such as naming a stu-
dent rather than the behaviour that caused alarm. None of this information was
available to the school-based practitioner—researchers or the researcher-in-resi-
dence. All the same, this is an area where we have to exercise caution. As
Tavani and Moor (2001: 7) observe, the individual flow of information cannot
be controlled, but individual protection can. The web is something of a blurred
area in this respect. ‘In general, diverse private and public situations can be
imbedded and overlap each other in complex ways.’
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Or take the possibility of practitioners working collegially in a digital setting that
leaves traces of what has been said by whom to whom. Imagine for a moment a
group of teachers in a ‘chat-room’, a digitally mediated networked community,
exchanging developing insights about a feature of their practice. A number of
practitioner groups are now exploring the efficacy of establishing communities of
practice that share and interrogate knowledge in a distributed fashion through
internet-based networking technologies.

The benefits could be seen to be the potential for developing multiple perspec-
tives when the learning community is a distributed one in contrast to a
school-based group that may be already relatively fixed in its ideas. The online
community, for example, may allow teachers from a variety of schools to ‘chat’
across disparate backgrounds. The medium allows for anonymity; one doesn’t
have to be always asking for advice from people in the local setting. The chat-
room may provide support for people who are experiencing different dilemmas.
As well, there could be clear benefits in relation to bringing together people who
may otherwise be isolated in more remote communities. A group can be formed
from a wide array of teachers and experiences.

Kimble et al. (2001: 221) have researched ‘virtual’ communities of practice in
the context of business enterprise in a global environment. They argued that there
are two kinds of knowledge that can be built: ‘hard’ knowledge, knowledge that is
more formalised and structured; and ‘soft’ knowledge, ‘the more subtle, implicit
and not so easily articulated knowledge’. It is the latter that would most likely be
of principle interest to practitioner—researchers.

Interestingly, in a later web-based paper Kimble and Hildreth (2004: 6) warned
of the dangers of individualism within the organisation when the movement is
from the ‘co-located physical world’ to the ‘geographically distributed virtual
world’. They suggest that workers may form weak ties within the workplace when
they develop strong ties outside it. This caution is unlikely to apply to practice-
based settings where practitioners are so embedded in the life of the practice; but
nonetheless, it is one worth noting.

One of the central ethical concerns of research that draws upon digital sources
is the matter of identity — how might it be protected, why should it be protected,
who knows that it is being accessed and to what purpose? Naive users of chat-
rooms may not have even considered how accessible their ruminations might be.
The American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) identifies
such ethical concerns as:

the ability of the researcher to anonymously or pseudonymously record inter-
actions on a site without the knowledge of the participants. [The
problematics are associated with] the complexities of obtaining informed
consent, the over-rated expectation, if not the illusion of privacy in cyber-
space, and the blurred distinction between public and private domains.
(AAAS, 2002)
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While it is unlikely to happen in collegial practitioner—research settings, it is
worth observing that ‘lurking’ researchers could see an opportunity to study indi-
viduals and groups within a naturalistic setting without the presence of an
intrusive researcher (Nosek ef al. 2002: 174).

Of course, identity is not only constructed through text. Another source of eth-
ical concern for practitioner—researchers in a digital world is the use of images.
The capacities of digital image-making builds by the month; not only are digital
cameras ubiquitous but many of today’s mobile phones have a capability to cap-
ture both still and moving images, not to mention the covert images caught by
CCTV cameras in every location. The irony is that there is little control over
images collected for security purposes, whereas those employed for research pur-
poses are subject to greater and greater regulation. This is especially the case
when it comes to collecting images of children.

Razvi (2006: 1) has pointed out that in the United States, university institu-
tional review boards (IRBs) are ‘extremely wary of ethics of visual data because
of the potential to harm study participants’. This is certainly true also in countries
such as Australia and the United Kingdom. Furthermore, in the instance of practi-
tioner research in schools, systems themselves have edicts regarding the use of
images of children, how and where they may be used.

At the same time that restrictions are being put into place, the power of the
visual image in practitioner inquiry is being explored. Turning back for a moment
to the study conducted at Independent Girls’ School quoted earlier in this chapter
and discussed at length in Chapter 9, the culmination of the bullying study was
the development of a digital narrative constructed by the students themselves; this
was only possible because the school was not a government school and where
parental permission for the images to be used was considered sufficient.

So what are digital narratives and why are we seeing them employed more
and more as a tool in practitioner inquiry? Kimble et al. (2001) found that
‘story telling’ is critical as a form for the storage, organisation and interpreta-
tion of knowledge of practice. The digital narrative is not only a medium for
illustrating a case, but also can become one that can be a source for debate and
discussion of a particular innovation or intervention. It is a method for linking
still images and narrative together to create a short, evocative and informative
multimedia work that incorporates still imagery, movement, voice and subject
into an easily accessible form.

For example, digital narratives have become a tool used extensively by muse-
ums to enable visitors to develop their own understandings and explanations for
collections (Mulholland and Collins, 2002). One of the authors of this paper has
recently been working with the Australian Museum where the audience
researchers, designers and education officers were engaged in a collaborative
inquiry to investigate young people’s perceptions of intended changes to major
exhibitions (Groundwater-Smith, 2006); the latter is a work in progress with no
publications to date. Similarly, she was the facilitator of an investigation con-
ducted by a series of schools to examine uses of technology in robotics, web
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design, radio communication and satellite mapping. In each case digital narra-
tives have been developed with the intention of publishing them on the
worldwide web.

In these instances the digital narrative was designed and produced as the
result of engagement of both the practitioner—researchers and the young people
involved in the programmes; such mutuality itself raises ethical issues. Lin
(2006: 1) argues, ‘Being allowed to reflect on their activities, to present their
own views of the data and to interact with the researchers, creating and enhanc-
ing such mutuality between researchers and respondents opens up a profoundly
democratic way of conducting and validating research’. It is then important to
observe principled forms of negotiation — what will be included, how it will be
represented, how will the engagement be legitimised? All of these are significant
questions. However, in the context of this discussion, the most important of the
questions will be ‘“What will be the consequences of making this multimedia dig-
ital narrative available in such a public space as the net?’.

Another aspect of dealing with the digital world is its capacity to yield up
information at any time and in any place, providing of course that one has access
to the technology and the capacity to use it. This chapter, for example, was drafted
in a remote area in New South Wales on a laptop computer with a modem link
that enabled the user to access her university library, one that subscribes to a wide
array of electronic journals, as well as the search engine capabilities of Google™
and a range of radio podcasts if she wished to use them. It was then sent electron-
ically to Liverpool in England for the co-author to refine and develop. All over the
world such electronic transactions are occurring — blogs and journals are prolifer-
ating; MySpace™ and YouTube™ are becoming sites where ideas are generated
and exchanged. Copyright and ownership are themselves now contested. The
ethics of intellectual property have barely yet been addressed.

Conclusion

This final chapter has raised more questions than it has answered. It has suggested
that there are new moral and ethical challenges to be faced in a globalised, digital
world. Obstacles, confusions and dangers can either be acknowledged and well-
judged responses developed, that will themselves remain provisional and
contingent, or we can remain blind to them and unsuspectingly be tripped up.

Of course our era is not the only one to have been marked by rapid change and
social uncertainty. Consider the context in which Dewey organised his proposi-
tions regarding ethics and human behaviour. The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (2005: 8) points out:

Rapid social changes that were taking place in his lifetime required new
institutions, as traditional customs and laws proved themselves unable to
cope with such issues as mass immigration, class conflict, the Great
Depression, the demands of women for greater independence and the threats
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to democracy posed by fascism and communism ... He [Dewey] stressed the
importance of improving methods of moral inquiry over advocating particu-
lar moral conclusions, given that the latter are always subject to revision in
the light of new evidence.

We too believe that the issues and challenges required to behave ethically as prac-
titioner—researchers require of us continuing attention and vigilance in ways that
contribute to good and well-lived lives.
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