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Introduction

As soon as we have an idea of how many informants we are likely to need to
carry out our study and get the results we hope and wish for, we need to
address the issue of how likely we are to get access to these informants and
where. We also need to consider whether ethics committee approval is
needed and if we need signed consent forms.

Ethical Approval

Most universities and other organisations require all studies involving human
participants to have approval from an ethics committee — in the university

world, this is usually the university ethics committee. It is essential that ethics
approval is obtained before informants are approached and data is collected.

In the case of students undertaking a study as part of their degree, the
teacher of the course in question has most likely already sought and acquired
ethical approval for the types of projects generally carried out on that course.
Hence the student only needs to verify this with the teacher. However, if the
student wishes to carry out a study that is radically different from what the
teacher has received approval for, then it is possible that the student together
with the teacher need to contact the ethics committee to see if further
approval is necessary.

Consent

Whereas many types of studies that involve observation, intervention and
experiments require the informants to first be thoroughly informed about the
study and then asked to sign a consent form (see Appendix A for a template),
questionnaire studies do not require consent forms since the informant
consents to take part by filling in the questionnaire and handing it to the
researcher. Even so, the researcher should include some information about
the study, what participation entails, anonymity and the right to withdraw at
any time for any reason for the informant to read before starting to fill in the
questionnaire. If the research has ethics committee approval, that reference
number should also be stated.

In the case of an internet questionnaire, it is often not possible to remove a
participant’s responses once they have filled in the questionnaire and
submitted it, since no personal information was entered that would allow the
researcher to find the information belonging to the informant wishing to
withdraw. In such cases, the following phrase could be used:
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It is important that you understand that once you have
submitted your responses they cannot be removed from the
study, but that you are free to withdraw without having to
explain your withdrawal at any time prior to submission.

Anonymity and Secure Storage

For most questionnaire studies (see below for exceptions), there is absolutely
no reason whatsoever to ask for the informant’s name. Each informant is
given an identification number and the informant’s responses are stored
together with that number. The name of the informant must not be stored in
any format - i.e. on paper or electronically in a file. In the case of informants
filling in the questionnaire and submitting it via e-mail, the e-mail must be
deleted as soon as the informant’s responses have been noted down together
with the informant’s identification number. Anonymity is absolutely essential
and a requirement for ethical approval.

Many intervention studies, experiments and some questionnaire studies
require the researcher to know who the informant is because they are tested
on more than one occasion and consequently their results from the different
occasions need to be matched up. This means that the researcher needs to
store personal information. However, this does not mean that the informant’s
responses, scores, opinions, etc. are stored together with their personal
information; on the contrary, the personal information together with the
informant’s identification number is stored securely in one location (either on a
piece of paper that is locked away or in a password protected electronic file)
and the test results together with the informant’s identification number in
another. The fact that personal information will be kept must be disclosed to
the informant when seeking consent (see Appendix A).

Some researchers prefer to use fake names for their informants rather than
identification numbers when they write about their results in an article or
essay. This is fine as long as the reader is made aware that the names are
made up and that anonymity has not been compromised.

Other Ethical Considerations and Access

While we have discussed what to tell our informants, we have actually not
discussed who to recruit (please see my paper on Recruiting a Representative
Sample) and how to get hold of them. Getting access to informants is a
delicate and often time consuming task that must not be rushed.

If the study involves children as informants, it might be possible to get access
via their school. In such circumstances, it is vital that the school is first
approached to approve the study. If approval is obtained, the school can aid in
letting parents know about the study (e.g. through parent meetings and/or
information leaflets sent home with the children) and thus children can be
recruited. These steps are necessary, since children cannot be approached
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without prior parental consent and parents cannot be approach in and around
schools without prior school approval. It might even be necessary to obtain
disclosure (www.disclosure.gov.uk).

School approval also applies to adult informants accessed through a school or
college. In addition, if it is a teacher who is doing the research and it is his/her
pupils/students who are the informants, it is particularly important to reassure
the informants that participation is voluntary and that whether they participate
or not will have no effect whatsoever on their grades and education (see
Appendix A). Teacher-student relations are one of many potential power
relations that require special ethical considerations.

Student projects often rely on family and friends as informants. While this is
perfectly acceptable to do - if one’s family and friends constitute a
representative sample - it is still important to ask whether participating in the
study could have a negative impact on their lives.

Summary
All studies include ethical considerations - some more and some less - and

most studies require ethical approval in one or more forms. Ethics is an
essential part of research design.
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APPENDIX A

Template: Information and Consent Form

only necessary for
studies where names/etc.
indeed are kept on file

TITLE OF THE STUDY
(ETHICS COMMITTEE REFERENCE NUMBER)

FIRST INTRODUCE YOURSELF, BRIEFLY SUMMARISE THE STUDY, STATE CONTACT DETAILS
Bla bla bla

NEXT THANK YOUR INFORMANT, ASK THEM TO CONSENT TO STUDY

| would like to thank you for your interest in this study. If you do decide to take part, | kindly ask you to
please complete this consent form; you will be given a copy of this form to keep and refer to at any time.
Take time to read through the consent form carefully. | am happy to answer any questions you might have.

Pl make your selection by circling your answer:

Have you received sufficient information about the study and the intended YES NO
use of the information collected?

Do you understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without YES NO
having to explain your withdrawal?

Do you understand that you will not be disadvantaged in any way regardless YES NO
of whether you take part or if you do not take part?

Do you consent to take part in this study? YES NO
Do you consent to the processing of personal information for the purposes YES NO
of this research study; and do you understand that such information will be

anonymised in all disseminations based on this study and that it will be

treated as strictly confidential and handled in accordance with the provisions

of the Data Protection Act 1998.

Please fill in:

SIGNAtUre ..o Date ......ccccvnenee

For the researcher to sign:

| confirm that | have carefully explained the nature and demands of this study to this informant.

SIGNALUIe ... Date ...coovviiiiiii,

Needless to say, only informants that answer YES to all the questions and
sign the consent form can participate in the study.




Rundblad, G. 2006. Ethics is Essential. (www.appliedlinguistics.org.uk)

APPENDIX B
Useful websites

http://www.baal.org.uk/
see especially http://www.baal.org.uk/about _goodpractice.htm

http://www.bera.ac.uk

http://www.bps.org.uk/
see especially http://www.bps.org.uk/the-society/ethics-rules-charter-code-of-conduct/code-
of-conduct/code-of-conduct_home.cfm

http://www.disclosure.gov.uk/
which is the same as http://www.crb.gov.uk

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/research/ethics/
see especially http://www.kcl.ac.uk/research/ethics/links.html

http://www.ncb.org.uk/
see especially http://www.ncb.org.uk/Page.asp?originx1838gs_81330095622449n319531441

http://www.opsi.gov.uk/acts/acts1998/19980029.htm




