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C H APTER 

Ethics 

nfront teacher r . archers 
lp ensure that y ur research 

After reading this chapter you should be able to: 
1. Clarify ethical issues involved in conducting action research. 



The Use of Technology to Enhance Mathematics Achievement 
CLEM ANNICE 

Children learn at an early age the concept of light refraction. Peering into fishbowls, children 
see that the fish, rocks, plants, and toys appear larger than life, their movement, shape, and 
size distorted by the refraction of light. We have all been puzzled at some time in our lives 
by this illusion and the contradiction between what we see and what we get as we attempt 
to reach in and touch the inhabitants of the fishbowl. Can the same be said for the use of 
technology in mathematics reform? Is what we see in classrooms really what we get? 
Are students and teachers developing a functional and appropriate use of the technology, 
or are they just playing at the computer? Are teachers and students making connections 
between the use of technology for presenting models and the concepts that the models 
represent? How is the use of technology to enhance curriculum and instruction in mathe­
matics affecting student outcomes in mathematics? It is this final question that drove the 
schoolwide action research project at Billabong Elementary School. 

Billabong Elementary School is a large K-7 school 
that has embraced the use of technology as a key 
component of its mathematics curriculum reform 
efforts. Visitors to the school-and there are many­
are given tours. The teachers at Billabong Elementary 
consider that they "teach in a fishbowl;' constantly on 
display to the outside world.ln many ways, the school 
looks different from traditional schools, and visitors to 
the school are invited to look into classrooms through 
the large windows that provide them with snapshots 
into the inner sanctum of our classrooms. 

The principal of Billabong Elementary is described 
by his teachers as a "visionary leader," and the school 
has a large collection of computer hardware and 
software because of the principal's grantwriting 
efforts. One key component of the principal's vision 
has been the introduction of technology to the school. 
In large part, this technology has been made possible 
through school-business partnerships that he has 
forged. The principal is committed to the use of 
technology at Billabong because of what he sees as 
the gap between the "real world" and the "school 
world"; he thinks that one way to bridge this gap is to 
embrace technology in an effort to prepare children 
for the 21st century. 

As a site council responsible for guiding staff 
development efforts in the school, we decided to 
focus on the impact of our extensive investment in 
technology on student achievement in mathemat­
ics. In particular, we wanted to know: 

1. If our use of technology was successfully 
meeting the National Council of Teachers of 
Mathematics (NCTM) Standards; and 

2. How those Standards were being inter­
preted into classroom practice and student 
outcomes. 

Our action research team decided that we would 
collect data by observing in each other's class­
rooms, interviewing teachers and children, analyz­
ing mathematics test data, and comparing the 
mathematics curriculum taught in the school with 
the NCTM Standards. When we presented our 
project to the faculty, all of the teachers and the 
principal appeared to want to cooperate with the 
research team's requests for access to classrooms, 
curriculum materials, and so on. Our hope was to 
learn more about our technology intervention and 
how we might continue to evolve as a faculty in 
this area. 
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As you move through the halls at Billabong, 
there is a great deal to be seen-classrooms are 
open for the inquiring eye. Kindergarten through 
third-grade classrooms characteristically have six 
computers, as well as scanners, color printers, and 
networking with the school's library (thus having 
access to the extensive CD-ROM collection). The 
fourth- through seventh-grade classrooms have all 
of these resources and another six computers per 
classroom. In one class, all of the cl1i ldren are given 
an individual laptop computer to use for the year. 
Chi ldren can be seen using computers as part of 
their class assignments, busying themselves with 
creating HyperCard stacks for creative writing, 
"playing" math games, and so on. Math learning 
cen ters are evident , and each child is given varied 
opportunities to interact with a number of diFferent 
math manjpulatives: base 1 0 blocks, place value 
charts, construction materials, colored chips, tan­
grams, and geo-boards, to name a few. 

However, what we saw from the inside of each 
other's classrooms was distinctly different from 
what we had seen from the outside "looking in." For 
example, ln many of the classrooms children could 
be seen busily engaged with the computers playing 
math mazes. For the most part, however, ch ildren 
were engaged In low-level activities, and the pur­
pose of the tasks was lost. Many of the children 
were engaged In "drill-and-kill'' activities that had 
little relevance to their math learning. The comput­
ers had taken on the role of an electronic work 
sheet to keep children busy once they had com­
pleted other assigned math tasks. 

Interviews with children were revealing. When 
we interviewed the children, we did so with a guar­
antee that their responses would be confidential 
and asked that they be honest with us-after all, our 
goal was to provide the best possible mathematics 
lea'rning environment for them that we possibly 
could. Some children were brutally honest, telling in 
great detail the kinds of math activities some teach­
ers used on the computers. Some activities were 
singled out by children as being a "waste of time;• 
and others described some teachers as "not having 
a clue" about how the computers were really being 
used. Indeed, some of this information was con­
firmed by our own observations of classrooms 
where children had become proficient at "scribbling" 
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on the computer screen using the mouse and a 
graphics program and quickly returning to the "drill­
and-kill" screen when the teacher approached. 

While the computers were being heavily used, 
the appropriateness of their use was questionable. 
This was no more evident than in classrooms where 
the calculator function had been removed from the 
computers. As one teacher explained, ''The children 
are unable to mentally compute, and their basic 
sl<llls have deteriorated . .. so we can't have them 
using calculators until they master the basic skills!" 
There appeared to be consensus among the teach­
ers that there was a direct relationship between 
providing children with access to computers and 
cl1lldren's lack of ability to recall basic math facts. 

The interviews with teachers revealed other prob­
lems. Many of the teachers knew very little about 
the NCTM Standards and continued to use their old 
"tried and proven" curriculum, in spite of a new text­
book adoption promoted by the principal. In fact, some 
teachers were very unhappy about the textbook adop· 
tlon because no teachers had been consulted in the 
process- the textbook had been selected by the prin­
cipal who was a good friend of the author. In return for 
piloting the curriculum materials in the school, the 
principal secured free copies of Lhe textbook. 

Compared to other schools in the district, our 
children appeared to be doing below average on 
statewide assessments. This came as quite a sur­
prise to some teachers who felt that their children 
were doing well in most math strands with the excep­
tion of open-ended problem-solving and algebraic 
relationships. In these teachers' views the problem 
was with the appropriateness of the tests, not the 
use of technology to enhance teaching and learning. 

The findings of our schoolwide action research 
effort raised some difficult ethical dilemmas for the 
action research team: 

1. What do we do with the data that provided a 
negative picture of individual teachers in the 
school? Do we share data on an individual 
basis with teachers who were singled out by 
students? What risks do we run in sharing this 
information? How can we promote pro·fessional 
development without hurting anyone? 

2. What do we do with the data that indicated 
a great deal of dissatisfaction with how the 



principal had mandated the choice of curricu­
lum? Do we risk alienating the teachers from 
the administration? Could some teachers be 
hurt professionally by action the principal 
might take? 

3. How can we improve student achieve­
ment through the use of technology without 
hurting teachers (and the principal) in the 
process? 

The action research team decided to adopt a 
"hold harmless" approach to dealing with the find­
ings of the study. We shared the general findings 
of the study with teachers at a faculty meeting 
and invited teachers, on a voluntary basis, to meet 
with us to discuss the data for their classrooms. 
Similarly, we invited the principal to meet with us to 
discuss implications of the findings for future profes­
sional development opportunities. 

Tms vt Ntrrm I' ROV I.DHS an excellent iiJ ustraLion of the lll predicrabl v •n.ts d1~1t 
e<tn o ·cur duri_ng d1e con lu r of eduGllional r search . This vignett is not 

imended to frighten a ·Lion researchers, but rather to pro ide an xample f th 
kinds or ·hall eng · s tea ·her research rs ·an Face in con dueling resea rd1 in rheir own 
classro m and s ho<>l. Thi chapr r will h ~l p a ·ti n r searcher:-; I el ~ p their own 
list <>f ethi al gL•id lines so thar th y wlll act appr priatdy if and hen confr nt d 
witb a difficult lhical qul'stion. 

The Ethics of Research 

Ethical considerations ar in ·!uded in all research studies. Th · rofore, all researchers 
must be aware of and au nu t the ethical considerations r lmeJ to their studies. 
In research, the ends d nor justify th" means, and researchers must not put their 
need ro -cJrry out r11 ·'ir st1Kiy ·II o e th ir r .'i(')Onsibility to maint:Jin the well-1 elng of 
rhe swcly participants . R •sear ·h studies ar, built on trust b tween the researcher 
an l the p·Lrticipanrs, ::md rese::u-ch rs have a responsil ilily to maintain that trust, just 
as they e pect parti ·pants to maintain ir in th th1ta they pro ide. 

Many pr fessional organizations have d vel ped cod · of ethical conduct 
for their m ml r:;o . figure 5-l presents the general principl s of the Ameri an 
Psychological Association for the erh ic::d conduct of researchers. Note that additio­
nal and much more specific ethical standard are group d into the following 
eight ·~1 t ·gories: 1) g ··o I"'J I stan dar ls; (2 evaluation, <ISS ·sment, or lnterv -'orion; 
( :i adv rtjsing and ther public stat ments; 4) therapy; (5) priv:.ICy and c nfldentiality; 
6) l at:hing. training, supJrvision, res ar ·h, am.l puhllsbing; (7) forensic activities; and 

(8) re. olving ed1i ·~11 issues. ou may read th full t xt online at the American 
Psyd1t 1ugi ·at ss · iution's We b sile (http://W\.vw.apa.org/ethl ·s/ ' tle .html). Most 
o the r pr< f ssional rgan.izarions, ullCh :Is lh American Educational Research 
A ·so iati1 n <lnd t.he American Sociologica l . oti ty, hav similar codes for ethical 
research. 

In 1974, the U.S. Congress put the force of law behind codes of ethical research. 
The need l'or legal res1ri tions wa: gmphi --a lly illustrated by a number of studies in 
which rese:u·cher!' li ell r put research parli ipants in harm's ay in order to carry 
out their studies. For e.xample, in a study on the effects of group pressure (conducted 
some years ago) res arch rs li "d r. pal'ticipants while they participated in and 
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PRINCIPLE A: BENEFICENCE 
AND NONMALEFICENCE 

Psychologists strive to bene('llthose wllh whom they work pnd 
luke Glre to do no harm. In their professional actions, 
psychologists seek to safeguard thf! welfare and rights or [hose 
with whom they interact professionally and othf!r aftecl~d 
persons, and lhe welfare of animal subjects of research. When 
conflicts oe<;pr arnong p ychologist.s' obligatiorlS or concerns, 
l.hey attempt to resolve these conflicts In a responsible fashion 
thai· avoids or rninimlzes h;mn. Beca~r e psychologists' scientific:: 
and profe~iona l judgments and actions may aHen the lives of' 
olhers, they are alert to and guard againslpersonal, financia l, 
sod~ I, orsJanil<ltional, or political factors that m ight lead to 
misuse of their if111uence. Psychologists strive to be aware of 
lhe possible effect ·of their own physica l and mental health on 
\heir ,;bil lly to 11elp L11ose with whom lhey work. 

PRINCIPLE B: FIDELITY AND RESPONSIBILITY 

Psychologists establish relationships of tru~1: witl1 those wft.h 
whom they work . They are aware of their professional and 
scientific responsibilities to society and to the speciOc 
communities in wtlkh they work. Psychologists e~phold 
profe~lonal standards of condlJct, clarify their professional 
roles and obi! gallons, accept appropriate responsibility for their 
behavior, and eek to manage c:onnicts of lnterestlhal could 
lead to exploitation or harm. Psycl1ologlsts consult with, refer 
to, or cooperate with other professionals and institliUons to tile 
extent needed to serve lhe best Interests of those with whom 
they work. They are concerned about lhe ethical cornpllance of 
L11eir colleagues' sdentil ic and professional conduct. 
Psychologists ~lrlve to contribute a portion of their professional 
time for little or no compensation or pef'}onal advantage. 

PRINCIPLE C: INTEGRITY 

1)5-ychologists seek to prornote ~ccurncy, 11 onesly, and 
truthfu lness in \he science, teaching, and prac:Uce of 
psychology. In these activities psychologists do not steal, 

FIGURE 5-1 General Ethical Principles 

chea t, or engage in fraud, subterfuge, or Intentional 
misrepresentation ot fad. Psythologists s trive to keep their 
promises Md to avoid unwise or unclear commitments. In 
si tuations in which deception may be ethically justifiab le to 
maximize benefitS and minimize harm, psyd1ologists have a 
serious obllgalion to consider the need for, the possible 
consequences of, a11d their responsibility to correct any 
resulting mistrust or other harmful ellects that arise from the 
use of such techniques . 

PRINCIPLE D: JUSTICE 

Psychologists recogniLe thatl<llrness and justice entlt.le all 
persons to ~ccess to and benefit from the contributions of 
psychology and to equal quality in lhe processes, procedures, 
and services being conducted by psychologists. Psychologists 
exercise reasonable judgment and ta~e precautions to ensure 
lhallheir potential bioses, the boundaries ot their 
competence, and the limitations of their expertise do not lead 
to or condone unjust practices . 

PRINCIPLE E: RESPECT FOR PEOPLE'S 
RIGHTS AND DIGNITY 

Psychologists respect the dignity and worth of all people, and 
the rights of individuals to privacy, confidentiality, and self­
dete(mination. 1>sychologlst.s are aware that special 
safeguards may be necessary to protect. the rights and welfare 
of person or communi lies whme vulnerabilities impair 
autonomous decision making. Psyc;hologists are aware of and 
respect cultural, Individual, and role diff·erences, Including 
those based on age, gender, gender identity, race, ethniclty, 
culture, national origin, religion, exual orientulion, disability, 
language, and so loeconomic status and consider these 
f'i!ctors when working with members of such groups. 
Psychologists try to eliminate lhe effect on their work of 
biases based on those factors, and they do not knowingly 
participate in or condone activities of others based upon such 
prejudices. 

Source: From "Ethical Principles ot Psychologists ·and Code of Conduct," by American Psychological Assoclalion, 2002, American 
Psyq/Jologist. 57, pp. 1060- 1073. Copyright Q 2002 by lhe American Psychological Association. Reprinted with permission. 
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watched what they thought was actual electric shocking of other participants 
(Mllgr1tm, 1964). In another study, men kno n c I e inf. ted with syphJlis wer"' not 
treat d for tl1eir illness I e ·a usc they were part of a c nlr l l gr up in a comp:.1raLiv · 
study (Jones, 1998). Studies such as these prompt l go erru]1ental regu l.arl ns 
regarding research studies. 

INFORMED CONSENT AND PROTECTION FROM HARM 

Pe.rh•t.ps Ll must basi · and important e thical issues in research are concerned with 
1 art:i cip :.mts ' inform · I cons ~nt and freed m from harm. Informed consent ensures 
that resear ·h 1 <ll'ti ·ipttnts nter the rcse:;1rch of their free will and with an under­
.<;[·tnding of Lhe s tudy and any possibl dru) gcrs th;u may arl s . It is int nded to 
N:du ·e the likeli hood tbt parli i[)ants will b exploit ~d by a r s >archer 1 ersuading 

CHAPTER 5 



them to participate without fully knowing the study's requirements. Freedom from 
harm is focused on not exposing students to risks. It involves issues of confidential­
ity (to protect students from embarrassment or ridicule) and issues related to per­
sonal privacy. Collecting information on participants or observing them without 
their knowledge or without appropriate permission is not ethical. Furthermore, any 
information or data that are collected, either from or about a person, should be 
strictly confidential, especially if it is at all personal. Access to data should be limited 
to persons directly involved in conducting the research. An individual participant's 
performance should not be reported or made public using the participant's name, 
even for an innocuous measure such as an arithmetic test. For example, individuals 
identified as members of a group that performed poorly on a research instrument 
might be subjected to ridicule , censure by parents, or lowered teacher expectations. 

The use of confidentiality or anonymity to avoid privacy invasion and poten­
tial harm is common. Anonymity means that the researcher does not know the 
identities of the participants in the study. It does not mean, as many think, that the 
researcher knows the identities of participants but promises not to release them to 
anyone else. This is confidentiality. If the researcher knows participants' identities, 
there can be confidentiality, but no anonymity. Removing names or coding records 
is one commonly used way to maintain anonymity. When planning your study you 
must indicate to participants whether you will provide confidentiality (you'll know 
but won't tell) or anonymity (you will not know the participants' names) and be 
sure they know the difference. Sometimes researchers seek access to data from a 
prior study to examine new questions based on the old data. In such cases, the orig­
inal researcher has the responsibility to maintain the confidentiality or anonymity 
promised the participants of the original study. 

Two major pieces of legislation affecting educational research are the National 
Research Act of 1974 and the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) of 
1974. The National Research Act requires that, to ensure protection of participants, 
proposed research activities involving human participants be reviewed and 
approved by an authorized group prior to the execution of the research. Protection 
of participants is broadly defined and requires that they not be harmed in any way 
(physically or mentally) and that they participate only if they freely agree to do so 
(informed consent). If participants are not of age, informed consent must be given 
by parents or legal guardian. 

Most colleges and universities have a review group, usually called the Human 
Subjects Review Board or the IRB (Institutional Review Board). By law, this board 
must consist of at least five members, not all of one gender, include one nonscien­
tist, and include one (or more) member who is mainly concerned with the welfare 
of the participants. Persons who might have a conflict of interest are excluded. 

Typically, the researcher submits a proposal to the chair of the board, who 
distributes copies to all the members. They review the proposal in terms of pro­
posed treatment of participants. If there is any question as to whether participants 
might be harmed in any way, the researcher is usually asked to meet with the 
review group to answer questions and clarify proposed procedures. When the 
review group is satisfied that the participants will not be placed at risk (or that 
potential risk is minimal compared to the potential benefits of the study), the com­
mittee members sign the approval forms. Members' signatures on the approval 
forms signify that the proposal is acceptable with respect to participant protection. 
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The Privacy Act of 1974, usually referred to as the Buckley Amendment, was 
designed to protect the privacy of students' educational records. Among its provi­
sions is the specification that data that actually identify students may not be made 
available unless written permission is acquired from the students' (if of age), or a 
parent or legal guardian. The consent must indicate what data may be disclosed, for 
what purposes, and to whom. If part of your study required obtaining information 
from individual elementa1y students' record files, you would need to obtain written 
permission from each student's parent or guardian, not a blanket approval from the 
school principal or classroom teacher. Note that if you are interested in using only 
class averages (in which no individual student is identified), individual consent from 
the principal would likely suffice. However, if you calculate the class average from 
individual student records, individual permission would be necessmy because you 
have access to individual records. 

There are some exceptions that may not require written consent. For exam­
ple, school personnel with a "legitimate educational interest" in a student would not 
need written consent to examine student records. In other cases, the researcher 
could request that a teacher or guidance counselor either remove names from stu­
dents' records completely or replace them with a coded number or letter. The 
researcher can then use the records without knowing the names of the individual 
students. 

DECEPTION 

Another ethical dilemma occurs when a researcher poses a topic that, if given com­
plete information to potential participants, would likely influence or change their 
responses. For example, studies concerned with participants' racial , gender, 
cultural, or medical orientation or attitudes are especially susceptible to such influ­
ences, so researchers often hide the true nature of the topic of study. Or a 
researcher might want to study how teachers interact with high- and low-achieving 
students. If the researcher tells the teachers what the aim of the study is, it is likely 
that they will change their normal behaviors more than if the researcher tells them 
that the study is about how high- and low-achieving students perform on oral 
questioning. Lying about the real focus is intended to deceive study participants. 
Research that plans to deceive participants must be seriously considered and should 
not be carried out. It is recommended that you not do your action research stud­
ies using a topic that requires deception. Your advisor and the Human Subjects 
Review or IRB Committee at your institution will provide suggestions about ethical 
ways to cany out your research plan. Note that as the teacher researcher in an 
action research study it is your responsibility to maintain ethical standards in the 
research. 

The sources and advice noted in this chapter will help you conceive and con­
duct ethical studies. The suggestions provided do not cover all the ethical issues 
you are likely to encounter in your research. Perhaps the fundamental ethical rule is 
that participants should not be harmed in any way, real or possible, in the name of 
science. Respect and concern for your own integrity and for your participants' dig­
nity and welfare are the bottom lines of ethical research. 
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Doing the Right Thing: The Role of Ethics in Action Research 

Simply stated, the role of ethics in action research can be considered in terms of 
how each of us treats the individuals with whom we interact at our school setting: 
students, parents, volunteers, administrators, and teaching colleagues. As Smith 
0990) stated, "At a commonsense level, caring, fairness, openness, and truth 
seem to be the important values undergirding the relationships and the activity of 
inquiring" (p. 260). However, values such as these invariably take on a different 
meaning for different people with whom we interact. Nevertheless, the success of 
your action research project depends on a clear understanding of the intimate 
nature of the research process and on not harming participants in the name of 
research. 

The vignette of Billabong Elementary School that opened this chapter is a good 
reminder of why it is important to think about ethical dilemmas before they occur. 
And although I have seen few instances of where ethical dilemmas have threatened 
to stall a collaborative action research effort, the very nature of the enterprise pro­
vides the potential for conflict and harm. Considering the ethics of action research 
before commencing the work is one way to ensure that you are prepared to respond 
in an ethical, caring manner to difficult situations that may arise. 

The issue of ethics in qualitative research and action-oriented research has 
received considerable attention in recent years (c.f., Christians, 2000; Creswell, 2002; 
Eisner, 1991; Flinders, 1992; Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2006; Smith, 1990; Soltis, 1990; 
Wolcott, 1990). Most of this literature describes mistakes made in the research 
process and how the ethics of the situation were addressed. What makes the sub­
ject of ethics particularly challenging for teacher researchers is the intimate and 
open-ended nature of action research. 

Action research is intimate because there is little distance between teacher 
researchers and their subjects, the students in their classrooms and schools. 
Qualitatively oriented action research is open ended because the direction of the 
research often unfolds during the course of the study. This significantly complicates 
the ability of teacher researchers to obtain participants' "fully informed consent" to 
participate in the research process. Informed consent is central to research ethics. 
It is the principle that seeks to ensure that all human subjects retain autonomy and 
the ability to judge for themselves what risks are worth taking for the purpose of 
furthering scientific knowledge. 

In action research the key participants in a study are often the students in our 
classrooms. How does the concept of informed consent apply to them? Do we need 
to obtain written permission from parents/guardians before collecting naturally 
occurring data such as test scores, obsetvations, work samples, and so on? Probably 
not. But as you will see in the following discussion, it is important that you develop 
your own criteria for what is considered to be ethical behavior. 

ETHICAL GUIDELINES 

The following commonsense ethical guidelines may help teacher researchers 
respond appropriately when faced with ethical decisions before, during, and after 
an action research inquity (adapted from Christians, 2000; Smith, 1990). 
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Ethical Perspective 
Researchers Should Have an Ethical Perspective That Is Very Close to Their 
Personal Ethical Pos;tion. This mays em lik a stl.ttement of the obvi us except for 
lhi: 'avea t: As teadH:~r resear h ~rs, ' e may find ourselv · in situmions tha t are 
for ~ign to us. Por exa mple. in a ollal or:lLive action r ~sear h pro] <.:t fo ·used on !be 
eHe ·rs or a new math problem-solviJlg ·urri u l.um on stu lent ach.i vemcm and 
attitude, teachers are asked to administer a student attitude survey. The surveys are 
th n ana lyzed by a te·lm or teacher re, •archer. r r resen t.ing d ifferent gr~tcle o r 
bencb marl I vels in the s ·II I. D uring th analys is, it I ecomes clear t lUil on 
group of student is very unhappy with their rna t.h instruction and hav ·up­
p ned their asserti. ns w ith n •gat ive ··omments about the teacher. What will you 
cl with the data? Should Lh y be sha red in an unedited form with the teacher? 
\.Vh might be hurt in the process? What p temlal good Ctll'l ·om rr U1 sha ri ng 
the data? Or, perhaps the principal hears tha t there is a problem wltlt one tea ·he.r 
and usks for ac · ss ro the data so thac th t ;acher can be phl ·ed n a "plan or 
assistance." H w shnuld th research team resp >.nd? What assurances of conflden­
ria lity w re given to Lit p~trticipa.nt:; prior lO c lh; 'ling the data? How wil l you 
resp nd Lo the princip~il when you <1r stopped in the hallway and asked for your 
opinion? 

This scenario is not me~tnt to scare you away from doing action r search. 
How ver, these are the unexpected outcomes that occasiowllly face teacher 
researchers who have been made privy to inform·rti 11 about their own teaching 
and that of their colleagues. Smith's (199()) 1-·. son is an important n : YOLt wUl 
J o r· ntia lly ;r ( i I su ·h awiC\N:trd situations if y u have darific I your own elhi al 
perst ectives at Lh ourl'lel. This might Lake th ~ ~ rm of a values clarification acLiv­
ity that can be undertaken i.oc..livid ta ll y or collecti vely. The point is thi..,-be pre­
pared to respond in a manner lh:.ll is comfortable and natural for you. When you 
are pht · d. in the "hot seaL,'' th.~.:: re may not be time to give a well-thought out, 
rali nal r ··sponse. This situation wi ll I easier if you can respond in a p rsonal 
manner. 

Informed Consent 

Informed Consent Should Take the Form of a Dialogue That Mutually Shapes 
the Research and the Results. Be clear about whether you n I to seek per­
mission from participants in the study. This may be d t rmlnecl by discussing 
the action research project with an administ.mtor or centrn l offi e person ·who can 
desc.dbe ln~->tan ·es that n cessi[ate wri tten p rmission. For example, if you are 
using photog-raphs or viet ot<lpe as data c II tion techniques and in.tend to 
use these an lfa ·ts in a pu l U · for um, such as a presentation at a conference, 
make sure that you have checked whether written permission is necessary. 
The answer may vary from district to district depending on how the materials are to 
be used. 

Similarly, consider how to inform students that they are ubj • r~ in a study. 
For ~xampl , you may decide to interview a srnaU gr up to determine h w a pr b­
lem-sol i.ng curricu lu m is I eing implemt>nL~d in different classrooms a a fol io -
up to a survey or an observation. Ho will you ensure the anonym ity f the 
respondents to protect their p1"ivacy? How wiJl you prc>te 't Lbe ·onfidentia lity of 
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participants? According to Flinders (1992), confidentiality is important for the fol­
lowing reasons: 

• Confidentiality is intended to protect research informants from stress, embar­
m ·sment, or uowanl I publicity. 

• onndentialily pr Le :t pa1'Licipants in situ~Li ns ~ ht::l the information they 
reveal to a researcher can he used against them by lbe.rs. 

Confidentiality usually involves the use of pseudonyms to conceal identities. 
Howcv ·r, pr l "cling conficl ntiality in a qualiraliv·ly >ri ~nted actio n r s -·a rch effort 
is som times 1nor ~ problemali than jus! ass ignin~ pseudonyms. For ample, a 
team of lea ·ber researchers wh aJe re. ponsibl ~ .for driving a schoolwi I acU m 
r seard1 effort will likely I mad· privy to rhe intimate d raU of their olleagues' 
.lassroom ·. It will h their challeqg t make sur ·· tbat th 'Y pr t ' l Lht:ir . !leagues 

fr m stress, •ml arrassm nl, or unwamed publi ·iry tbH I may om From sharing 
rhe acrion r ·s ar ·h finding.~. And, of course, -dl f this must t · balanced against 
their commJ lrnent to improve the learning experiences of the students in their 
school. 

Figure 5-2 presents a cover letter written by a principal in support of a doctoral 
stu I nt 's proposed study. N t that th stu lent st: urecl n t nly th prio ·ipal's 
p -·rmJssi m, but also his strong support and cooperation, by s l aring th porential 
benefits of th ·study wi rb rh prln ·ipal's stu Ients. Flgur 5-3 1 r ~s ~ nts th parental 
consent form thar ac ·ompanied the cover lett r. fl a !tress s many f the ethical ' lt1 I 
legal con · rns dis ·ussed in thls chapter. 

Clc.aJiy , hunnn rdations are an important fa t >r in · nducting resear b in 
applied s · ttings. That you sho uld be your usual d 1arming s lf go s with uL saying. 
I3ut y u shou ld keep in mind that you ::tr ' dea ling with sin ·er , ·o n erned du ·a­
tor. wbo may not have y · urI v I of r ~search expertise. Therefore, you must make 
:1 sped:.d effort to di:-::cuss you r st11dy in plain English (it is possible!) and to never 
give the impres i n that you are talking down to them. Also, your task is not over 
once th st'udy begins. The feelings of involved persons must be monitored and 
resp< nd d l.o thr< ughoul rhe duration f the study if the initial level of cooperation 
is to be maintained. 

Social Principles 
You Should be Able to Identify Broader Social Principles That Are an Integral 
Part of Who You Are as a Teacher and a Contributing Member of the Community 
in Which You Live. Th s · broatk:r social pdn ·ipl ·s should eli 'late )'Our e thical 
stance. For xarn1 le , c.l mocrati · processes, s ·ia l jusli ·e, equality, and emancipa­
tion may be rh principles that guide y >ur ethkal l·Ph<l i< r in a given situation. 

Deception 
There Is No Room for Deception in Action Research or a_ny oLher r sear ·h fo.r 
tha t marter). For cxampl ·, u· during an in.t rview a oil ·1g u , 1 ar nt, or tudent 
·onfldes in you '·o[f the r rd, " U1en. th substanc of th · onversallon s l1ould 

remain off the record. Regardless of how meaningful the . o,rnments, you have a 
responsil ility to act with integrity and to honor your intcrvi wees' requests for 
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January 17, 2005 

Mr. Dennis Yacubian 
Vice-Principal 
Westside High School 
Westside, MA 00001 

Dear Mr. Yacubian, 

SCHOOL OF EDUCATION 

BOSTON COLLEGE 

The Department of Measurement and Evaluation at Boston College Is interesteq In 
determining the types of testing, evaluation, research, and statistical needs high school 
administrators in Massachusetts have. Our intent Is to develop a master's level program 
that provides graduates who can meet the methodological needs of high school 
administrators. The enclosed questionnaire Is designed to obtain Information about your 
needs in the areas of testing, evaluation, research, and statistics. Your responses will be 
anonymous and seriously considered In developing the planned program. We will also 
provide you a summary of the results of the survey so that you can examine the respo.nses 
of other high school administrators. This study has been approved by the university 's 
Human Subjects Review Committee. 

We would appreciate your completion of the questionnaire by January 31. We have 
provided a stamped, addressed envelope for you to use In returning the questionnaire. You 
do not need to put your name on the questionnaire, but we request that you sign your 
name on the enclosed postcard and mail it separately from the questionnaire. That way we 
will know you have replied and will not have to bother you with follow-up letters. 

We realize that your schedL1le is busy and your time is valuable. However, we hope that the 
15 minutes it will take you to complete the questionnaire will help lead to a program that 
will provide a wseful service to school administrators. 

Thank you in advance for your participation. If you have questions about the study, you can 
contact me at 555-555-4444. 

Yours truly, 

James Jones 
Department Chair 

FIGURE 5-2 Sample Cover Letter 

confidentiality. Similarly, there is no place for hidden microp.h nes in rdcr to cap­
ture interviewees "on tape." If you wish to tape a COJWersation, seek v rba1 and/or 
written permission. 

Accuracy 

Ensuring the Accuracy of Your Data Is a Central Concern of Action Research. 
lr is unet.hi ·a! and uns ·.i ·nllfi · to fabricate bua in order to subsl<ll,Liate a personal 
belief or value. Por xample , yow sludy ma bav focused on the effectiveness 
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PARENTAL CONSENT FORM 

The Information provided on this form and the accompanying cover letler is presented 
to you in order to fulfill legal and ethical requirements for Northwest Eaton College (the 
institution sponsoring this doctoral dissertation study) and the Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS) regulations for the Protection of Human Research Subjects as 
amended on March 26, 1989. The wording used in this form is utilized for all types of 
studies and should not be misinterpreted for this particular study. 

The dissertation committee at Northern University and the Research Review 
Committee of Knox County Public Schools have both given approval to conduct this study, 
"The Relationships Between the Modality Preferences of Elementary Students and 
Selected Instructional Styles of CAl as They Affect Verbal Learnl.ng of Facts." The purpose 
of this study is to determine the effect on achievement scores when the Identified learning 
styles (visual, audio, tactile/kinesthetic) of elementary students in grades 3 and 5 are 
matched or mismatched to the instructional methods of specifically selected computer 
assisted instruction (CAl). 

Your child will be involved in this study by way of the following: 

1. Pretest on animal facts. 
2. Posttest on animal facts. 
3. Test on learning styles. 
4. Interaction with computer-assisted instruction (CAl-software on the computer)­

visual , audio, tactile CAl matching the student's own learning style. 

All of these activities should not take more than two hours per student. There are no 
foreseeable risks to the students involved. In addition, the parent or researcher may 
remove the student from the study at any time with j ust cause. Specific Information about 
individual students will be kept strictly confidential and will be obtainable from the school 
principal if desired. The results that are published publicly will not reference any individual 
students since the study will only analyze relationships among groups of data. 

The purpose of this form is to allow your child to participate in the study, and to allow 
the researcher to use the information already available at the school or information 
obtained from the actual study to analyze the outcomes of the study. Parental consent for 
this research study is strictly voluntary without undue influence or penalty. The parent 
signature below also assumes ·that the child understands and agrees to participate 
cooperatively. 

If you have additional questions regarding the study, the rights of subjects, or potential 
problems, please call the principal, Ms. Gwen Gregory, or the researcher, Ms. Joleen 
Levine (Director of Computer Education, Northern University, 555-5554). 

Student's Name 

Signature of Parent/Guardian Date 

FIGURE 5-3 Parental Consent Form for a Proposed Research Study 

of a newly adopted reading program. Although you personally like the program, 
the data suggest that it is not effective in improving test scores. You must be 
able to accept the findings of the study despite your bias toward the reading 
program. Any attempt to manipulate the data to support a personal position is 
unethical. 
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FLINDERS'S CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR ETHICS 

IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 

£ 1iml ~ r~ 1992~ offer . ~ us ful. ·on · ' ptuaJ framework for guiding ethica l comlu ' t in 
qua lita riv · r sea rch , ·1. fnun ·worl that is wo rth o nsid ormi m by t achc r rc •narchers. 
Flin l·r~ provkJ s the following conceptua l fr:lln "'worlc utttfr.arlan, decmtokwical, 
relational, and ecological etblcs. In your ·fforts t clarify value , ·on. J l r d1c issues 
rais "'d I y L11es 3 f< mr p rsp · tives <lnd bo r solving these issues an ·ontribute to 
your r · r ·onaJ/pror ssio nal ethical s t~ln ·e. 

Utilitarian Ethics 
The centr~ l ten l f utilitarian ethics is the notion of the greatest good for the 
gr atcst numb ~ r or wh ·th r more good than hmm is lil ely to be produ ed by a 
giV n decision. n1is pdn ·ipJ of Ulility CaJ1 be appli d by lea h 'l' r ·~earch rs WhO 
musl struggle w ith whelher th ·· Cindings o f their study h~ve tlt · pc ntia l to l'iignil1-
:amly impmve the experien ··e~ of cll il ln;:n whi le at tb • sam -· tim c n~ rming to 

the on · pts of informed consent, ·onfi J nriallty, and avoida nce of harm . We have 
alJeatly !i:o; ussecl inL'ormed conse nt and ~< nf'ide ntiality, but this last ·ooc pt can be 
a challenge to rationalize . 

Avoidance of harm morally binds teacher researchers to conduct their inquiries 
in a manner that minimizes p tential ha nn co th se involved in tJ·1e study-slu lt:ots, 
1 -:.1 h rs, parents, administraLors, and volunteers. Thi, cone pt is< bvi us in th me I­
leal pro!i '. sion wh rein parli ·iJXU1ts physical well-b log may b ~ plac d at risk by 
vitttl ~ < r being a subject in an experimental tudy and r~;;ceivit1g a t <.lica l tr tmcnt 
(f, r xwnpl , a new HIV/AIDS va · ·ine. This o n e pt, however, is less bvi us in an 
eclucati ml setti ng. A broader v iew of lllis com:ept sugge ts d1at tea her r -sea rche rs 
n ·eel to conv y with confidence to acti o research pru1ic.ipa nts th ~ll L11 y w ill not 
suffer harm as the result of lh ir involvement in the research effort. 

Teacher researchers must remain sensitive to their colleagues' fears of partici­
pating in a n action resear h ·fforL :u1 remain vigilant in their efforts to protect 
patti ipctnts from haon. Similarly, !bey musr assure paren ts d1<ll thdr chi ldren ar not 
b ·ing used as 1. horat01y rats in som p >rly c n ·eivcd cl ini al xperim ·nt Lbat uld 
p tential!y harm th m. As teachers, we Lyp.l vt Uy cl not administ r "lP' tments" )l" 

"·experimental inr rvenlions'' to d 1ildren. How - e r, as a r ul~ of focusing on a p rt i -
ubu· prob.l -m a nd immersing w·sclves in L11 rel vant litera ture, we may design an 
lnstru tiona! or cuo·i ulum inte rv ntion to address a perceived need. 

Deontological Ethics 
. 'imply stated, deontological edlics can be seen as the ethics of "duty and obliga­
tion ." From this pe rspe ·tiv ~ , an <1 'lion may bring <tboul good result. l ut it is not 
leonto.logically •otrect unless that a Lion also confom1s t · Lhi al stand. rds such as 

honesty <1nd ju ticc. Thus, <t ·ting elhim lly may I viewed in te rms or "doing unto 
o the rs as you would have them do unto you." Tor example, it W< uld ·!ea rly he 
unethi aJ to d ce ive participa nts in an acti n res arcl1 SLl.tuy or lO simply treat LlPm 
as research pawns or am ans to an end. 

As you begin to ·la rify your pe rsonal, etl .k'a l perspective, y >u should rcfle ·t 
on how you would want to I ' treated as a p~trtidpant in a res a r h study. How 

CHAPTER 5 



w uld y u feel if you were d c ·lv d I y Lhe r sJa.r hers? W hat action would you 
take? How can you prevent res arch partic ipants from feeling xploited? Again, 
t..here are no simple answers t Lbese t.hical questions. 

Relational Ethics 
Flinders 0992) writ..es that "a prop ment of relational ethics wou ld readily accept 
that moral behavior often upholtL'i utilitarian stand<u·ds by leading to good conse­
quen ·es for inclividu::Us, communities, or society at large" (p. 106). In this view, col­
laboration in an a Li< n re ·ear;ch effort would necessitate that the team members 
work out muLuaily ben "f)cial agreements for everyon who p~\rli Jpates in the 
inquiry. This wou ld include working, talking, an l d haUng lC)geLher to help each 
p •rson a ·hiev indj i lual and coUe tiv' goal~ . Bow ver, the members of an action 
r sear h te<~m cl not have to tlnC n ULionally accept an individual participant's 
tea bing performance as "besr pra tl ' ." From this perspective, you may be faced 
with making a nonjudgmenraJ ass~. sment of colleagues' teaching and the possibil­
ity that friend:-; and colleagues de not agree with the portrayal and interpretation of 
test results , surveys, intervi ws, and bservation data, f r xampl . 

Ecological Ethics 
Proponents of ecological ethics are culturally sensitive to the taken-for-granted 
aspects of our social and professional lives. From this perspective, the teacher 
researcher must remain attentive to the relationships between the researcher and 
the participants, a relationship that is determined by "roles, statu. , language, and 
cultural norms" (Flinders, 1992, p. 108). The lesson for tea her res archers who are 
pr ponent of this pe r~pe tive is to pay attention to the research processes of giv­
ing information, reciprocily, and ·olhrboration and to be sensitive to how these 
processes are viewed by other participants in the action research cycle. Again, this 
perspective forces us to confront the socially responsive characteristics of our 
research efforts as being demo Tali equitable, libenuing, and life enhan ·ing. 

The purpose of this lis usston on <..:thics in a ' lion r search has heen to pre­
pare you to think about a whole range of issues that fa e any res ardter. 'arefully 
consider how you will respond when confronted with difficult questions from col­
leagues, parents, students, and administrators. Taking time to clarify your values 
and ethical perspectives will help you to respond in a professional, personal, and 
caring fashion. 

As you embark on your action research journey and data collection efforts, 
rem mber that you are ultimately condemned to freedom in maltt:!rs of thics 
(Eisner, 1991). There are few absolutes. "\: orking with co ll eagues tl1rough issues 
related to confidentiality, anonymity, informed consent, and rational judgment in 
matters of ethics will ensure that you avoid potentially difficult situalions that may 
arise in implementing your action research effort. Gay, Mills, and Aira:ian (2006) 
summarize ethical issues as follows: 

Perhaps the fundamental rule of ethics is that participants should not be harmed in 
any way, real or possible, in the name of science. Respect and concern for your 
own integrity and for your participants' dignity and welfare are the bottom lines of 
ethical research. (pp. 100-101) 
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RESEARCH IN ACTION CHECKLIST 5-1 

Ethical Guidelines for Teacher Researchers 

__ Dev lop an ethica l p r pe ·'live that i- clo e to y ur p r ·onal ei:Wcal posit! n . 
_ _ e k y ur action res ar h partl ·ip::tnts' informed n em. 
__ D termiJP the broader ' O ial prin iple. char affe t your c.::Lhl I Sian e . 
__ Con icier h prindples ol' utilitarian, de nt logical rehtional, and e ological ethics 

in developing your ethical position. 
__ Consider confidentiality and anon mity and avoid harm. 
__ There is no room for deception! 
__ Ensure that you accurately record data. 

Summary 

Remember, you will be undertaking your action research in yom own ci<ISSroom ·1nd 
school-this is the place where you will continue to conclu l your professional and 
pen;< nal Jk tong after y u llav ch~mged your currenl ar a <>f focu . Attention to Lh 
J'undamental · thica l guidelines pres rued in this chapt r will help ensure that, regard­
less of your area of focus, life i.n schoc .I ill n t be aclv rse.ly affe te I by your quest 
for excellence. (See Research in Action Checklist 5-1 for tineal guidelines for teacher 
researchers.) 

Teacher researchers should, to the best of their ability, re ognize their own personal 
biases :tn l d eJ p an eLhi al per. 1 ectfve that ensures they will do the right thing 
when conrr n.red with a difficult t.~lhi vtJ dilemma. 

For Further Thought 
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1. Revisit the Billabong Elementary School vignette at the beginning of this chapter. 
Consi I r t·he questi.c n:; that faced the action rese:uth team in ·!ucllng: 
a. WhaL lowe do with the data that provid I a negmiv 3 1 i ·tur or individual teach­

ers in the school? Do we share data on an individu'd basi ith teachers who 
w e singled out 1 y students? What ri.sks do we nm in sharing chis inl'ormati n? 
Hm ·an we pr m :>t professional developmenl without hurLing :myone? 

b. What do we lo with th ' data that indl ated <I gr at I al of dissar.isf;;~c.:Lion' iLb 
how the princi~: ul had mandated the ch _ i e of ·urri ulum? Do we risk l.ll "11-

ating the te~1 h rs from Lll • administration? Could some teachers be hurt 
professionally by ilctlon tb , prln ipa l might take? 

c. How can w im1 ro e student , ·hie em nt through the use of technology 
without hurting teachers (:Jn I. the prin ·!pa l in the process? B 1 repared to jus­
tify and lefend your cth icn l posi[lons in light of the ethical gu id li11es ( Lhi ·al 
perspectiv >, I nf< >rme I ' nsent social prl n ·iple. and 'onceptua.l fra mew rks 
(utilitarian dec ntol< gical, r la tional, and e .ologi<.:a l) pr "s •nted in this chapt r. 

2. How would you d1~Hl l t't riz your thical stance? Wh.t Js y )llr cthi 'I I perspe ·tiv ", 
your approach to informed cons n.t and y ur sense _ r th br ack.r so :ial principles 
that dictate your actions? 
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