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tion (AAA).2 The AERA standards include
specific guidelines intended to reinforce and
strengthen standards enforced by institu-
tional review boards. Education researchers
are to respect the “rights, privacy, dignity,
and sensitivities of their research popula-
tions and also the integrity of the institu-
tions within which the research occurs,” and
protect human subjects by maintaining con-
fidentiality, obtaining informed consent,
and adhering to other IRB policies and pro-
cedures. The standards endorsed by the
AAA encourage ethnographers and qualita-
tive researchers to avoid doing harm or
wrong to people and to respect the well-
being of individuals, even if it means alter-
ing or discontinuing the study.

I lay all of this out for a reason. Many
faculty researchers and graduate students,
despite well-established methodological tra-
ditions and well-intended ethical standards,
are confounded by seemingly intractable
divides between notions of good, ethical
ethnography and qualitative research and
the ethical frameworks and applications of
basic ethical principles endorsed by local
institutional review boards (IRBs). The 
divisions have compromised and, in some
cases, scuttled the research despite its 
potential benefits. This has happened to re-
searchers at my university and other insti-
tutions (Anderson & Herr, 1999; Lincoln
& Tierney, 2004; van den Hoonaard,
2002). In van den Hoonaard’s edited vol-
ume, there is a sense of frustration among
contributors; one reported waiting for 
5 months before her qualitative protocol
was approved, and another presented the
case of a longitudinal study that was termi-
nated because members of the research
team were unable to address an IRB re-
quest to predict what subjects might say in
follow-up interviews.

I have been especially embroiled in the di-
vides because I conduct educational ethnog-

This article addresses the difficulties that ed-

ucational ethnographers and qualitative re-

searchers have experienced with what appear

to be great ethical divides between their re-

search approaches and the approval processes

of institutional review boards. The author be-

gins with a brief discussion of ethical issues in-

volving human subjects in education research,

then explains the divides as largely a conse-

quence of different ethical frameworks and

orientations toward applications of the basic

ethical principles of respect for persons,

beneficence, and justice. She also discusses

the challenges of bureaucratic arrangements

established to ensure federal compliance. She

concludes with strategies for bridging the

divides, with emphasis on the importance of

representation, communication, education,

and practical academic acumen.

Iwas fortunate as a graduate student in the
1980s to have studied with seasoned ed-
ucational ethnographers. Although there

was some debate among them as to how to
do research in schools and other educational
settings, they conveyed common notions
about what they thought it meant to do
“good” ethnography and related qualitative
research.1 Good educational ethnographers
and qualitative researchers, we were taught,
are adventurous in their pursuit of thick de-
scriptive data on how school administrators,

teachers, students, and other actors make
sense of their schools, homes, and other
worlds. Such researchers conduct fieldwork
in classrooms, corridors, and other natural
settings; position themselves as the primary
instruments of data collection; and do their
best to forge rapport with participants 
in order to capture “emic” viewpoints on
various social and cultural phenomena.
Although some ethnographers and qualita-
tive researchers construct initial guiding
questions before they begin their studies,
most do not formulate testable hypotheses,
nor do they rule out the pursuit of new re-
search ventures that crop up along the way.
They gather data by engaging in partici-
pant observation, conducting open-ended
interviews, and collecting documents, 
pictures, art, artifacts, and other archival
materials. And their data collection meth-
ods evolve, as do most other aspects of
their research.

The ultimate aim of educational ethno-
graphic and qualitative research and, for
that matter, education research in general,
is to generate knowledge that contributes
to the well-being of human beings and is
otherwise beneficial to scholarship, policy,
practice, or the people who participate in
the research (Hostetler, 2005). Good edu-
cational ethnographers and qualitative re-
searchers not only strive to make beneficial
contributions but also are ethical in their
relations with research participants. They
may, and often do, confront thorny ethical
dilemmas during the course of their field-
work, which, it is hoped, they resolve in a
fashion that does not hurt participants or
do serious damage to the research.

More specific ethical guidelines are ex-
plicated in association standards and disci-
plinary codes such as the Ethical Standards
of the American Educational Research As-
sociation (AERA) and the Code of Ethics
of the American Anthropological Associa-
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raphy, once served on my university’s IRB,
have had three protocols approved by the
IRB, and teach graduate courses on quali-
tative research where doctoral students are
required to seek IRB approval for predisser-
tation research projects. I have been on both
sides of the aisle as a former IRB member
and as a researcher/consultant/teacher. Like
it or not, I am in an ideal position to expli-
cate the divides and provide suggestions for
bridging them.

In order to avoid the irony of seeking
IRB approval, I use anecdotal accounts to
illustrate the difficulties with the divides
that graduate students, colleagues, and I
have experienced.3 I then suggest bridging
strategies that have met with some success.
It is, I conclude, quite possible for IRBs
and education researchers to work together
in a mutually beneficial effort to comply
with federal regulations, promote good
ethnographic and qualitative research, and,
of course, apply ethical principles in ways
that protect human subjects.

Divisions: Ethical Frameworks 
and Application Orientations

Decades ago, there were instances of un-
ethical research in the human sciences that
prompted the U.S. federal government to
intervene. Most of us are familiar with Mil-
gram’s research on obedience, the Tuskegee
syphilis study, and other experiments that
were egregiously harmful to human sub-
jects. The ethics of ethnographers have also
been questioned sometimes by researchers
themselves. William Foote Whyte (1934),
who conducted the classic study of young
“street corner” men in an impoverished
Italian neighborhood in Boston, admitted
to having engaged in double voting in local
elections, retrospective falsifications of data,
and other violations of professional ethics.

Unlike other social science and behav-
ioral research, education research was re-
garded as largely risk free and not something
that needed to be closely scrutinized by IRBs
for ethical violations. This view was rein-
forced in the 1970s by a national commis-
sion established for the protection of human
subjects. A paragraph was crafted for inclu-
sion in federal regulations that allowed IRBs
to exempt education research conducted in
educational settings involving normal edu-
cational practices.4 Such exemptions were
routinely granted until the late 1980s, when
ethnographic and qualitative research began
to take hold. Such research muddied the

should receive the benefits of research and
bear its burdens.

Institutional review boards are all gov-
erned by similar ethical frameworks and
the same federal regulations, but local
boards are different in terms of their cul-
tures and operations. Ethical divides do
not always occur, but when they do the
chasm may be the result of disagreements
over ethical frameworks. But another,
often more common reason for divides is
differences between the orientations of
local boards and researchers toward the ap-
plications of the three basic principles.
Since their inception, IRBs have been
largely modeled on standard clinical trials,
where it is assumed that researchers have
clearly stated hypotheses, bounded rela-
tionships with their research subjects, pro-
cedures that can be described in some
detail, and assessments of risks and benefits
that are clear enough for subjects to be fully
informed about them (Bosk & De Vries,
2004). IRBs in their workings are also
very much affected by bureaucratic arrange-
ments, which, among other things, are
intended to head off legal liability for un-
ethical research. IRBs, it is important to
note, are set up as much for the protection
of research institutions as they are for
human subjects (Lincoln & Tierney, 2004).
The problem is the perception among
ethnographers and qualitative researchers
that IRBs are not oriented in a fashion con-
ducive to all types of research—especially
theirs. This has led to logistical, method-
ological, and political disputes that have
widened the divides over applications of
the three basic principles. In the next three
sections I discuss these disputes as related
to each principle in turn.

Respect for Persons
The divide over the first principle, respect
for persons, is most apparent in the re-
quirement to secure informed consent. Few
disagree with the Kantian premise that re-
search participants ought to be regarded as
autonomous agents, and there is broad con-
sensus on the principle that children, pris-
oners, and other vulnerable populations
should be given special protections. Ensur-
ing confidentiality and anonymity is some-
thing that ethnographers and qualitative
researchers were doing long before IRBs ex-
isted. Disagreements, when they do occur,
are mostly the result of the IRB requirement
that researchers obtain informed consent

“ethical waters” because its most salient fea-
tures—intimacy and open-endedness—
heightened concern among IRB members
about what exactly researchers might do to,
or with, potential participants (Howe &
Dougherty, 1993, p. 18).

The exemptions that IRBs granted were
no longer the rule, and this change, more
than any other, caused ethnographic and
qualitative education researchers to recon-
sider their ethical frameworks. Rachels
(2003) describes a number of ethical frame-
works that researchers have adopted, in-
cluding ethical subjectivism, morality rooted
in religion, feminist ethics of care, Hobbes’s
social contract, utilitarianism, and Kantian
respect for persons. But as Howe and
Moses (1999) observe, the principles that
IRBs employ in their assessments of re-
search protocols are “de facto Kantian”
(p. 23). Most IRBs endorse Kant’s cate-
gorical principle that people must always
be treated as ends in themselves and never
solely as means. Essentially what this means
for research involving human subjects is
that participants must be given the oppor-
tunity to weigh the risks and benefits of
their involvement in a study. Such decisions
should not be made primarily or exclusively
by researchers. Individual autonomy is fun-
damental and must be respected, with spe-
cial protections for children, prisoners, and
other people who, because of their dimin-
ished capacity or circumstances, cannot
make autonomous decisions. Tied to the
notion of autonomy is privacy, which is re-
garded as a basic human need and right
that also must be protected.

Individual autonomy, privacy, and re-
lated ethical commitments are the corner-
stones of the framework that supports the
three basic ethical principles guiding IRB
deliberations. These basic principles are re-
spect for persons, beneficence, and justice.5

For IRBs, as Vanderpool (1996) ex-
plains, respect for persons generally means
that research subjects are to be treated as
autonomous agents and that those with
diminished autonomy are entitled to pro-
tection. This principle also means that in-
formed consent must be secured from
human subjects, usually, but not always,
with some guarantee of privacy through as-
surances of confidentiality and anonymity.
Beneficence is defined as an obligation on
the part of researchers to do no harm, max-
imize possible benefits, and minimize pos-
sible harms. Justice has to do with who

 at SAGE Publications on March 10, 2009 http://er.aera.netDownloaded from 

http://edr.sagepub.com


EDUCATIONAL RESEARCHER14

from everyone directly involved in, or in
the vicinity of, the study. This is usually ac-
complished through the distribution of
written consent forms. For education re-
searchers, especially ethnographers con-
ducting extensive, holistic fieldwork in
school buildings, the idea of obtaining sig-
natures on consent forms from every single
teacher, administrator, staff person, stu-
dent, and student parent or guardian is
often an overwhelming if not unreasonable
precondition for data collection. The Na-
tional Research Council acknowledges the
burden and suggests ways to ease it, but also
makes it very clear that in schools and other
“closed systems . . . informed consent
should be obtained from all those who are
at the facility on a regular basis” (Citro,
Ilgen, & Marrett, 2003, p. 106). This re-
quirement is even more onerous when there
are people in the “system” who are under-
age, illiterate, or do not speak English well
or at all. While guidelines do state that con-
sent and assent may be verbal, the IRB on
my campus and, no doubt, those in other
institutions are hesitant to approve proto-
cols that do not provide some kind of proof
that human subjects actually have been in-
formed and that consent is completely vol-
untary. Gathering signatures on written
consent forms happens to be the most ex-
pedient way to do this.

Unfortunately, such methods for secur-
ing informed consent have had deleterious
effects on ethnographic and qualitative re-
search. We have had doctoral students at my
institution who wanted to do holistic school
ethnographies that involved observations in
multiple classrooms and interviews with
several teachers and students. They were so
daunted by the belief that they had to obtain
written informed consent from every single
person in the school that they decided to
limit their observations to one classroom
and their interviews to a handful of people,
especially literate adults who were over 
18 years old and could meet with them in
places located outside the school building.
As if these drastic accommodations were not
enough, our IRB sometimes imposed more
restrictions by requiring the exclusion of
teachers and students who did not turn in
signed consent forms. Graduate student re-
searchers were thus barred from document-
ing the words and deeds of excluded
individuals even if they were inextricably en-
tangled in the social life of the classroom.

ever differently it felt in the moment, one
was used as a means to an end. (p. 253)

There is also the possibility that ethnog-
raphers and qualitative researchers may
create misunderstandings, ignite tempers,
fall in love, or become the unwitting love
objects of participants. While such “risks”
should be avoided, they are impossible to
predict and certainly are not the sort of
thing that gets reported in the types of for-
mal risk-benefit analysis that IRBs prefer.

Risks and benefits are murky in ethno-
graphic and qualitative fieldwork, but IRBs
do expect researchers to articulate them.
When board members are uncertain about
risks, they may become overly protective in
their assessment of a project’s dangers.
This happened to one of my graduate stu-
dents, “Jane,” who wanted to do a study of
sexual harassment among adolescent stu-
dents in a public high school. The topic is
an extremely important one because of the
enormous psychological and sometimes
physical harm that sexual harassment can
cause teenagers. It is also a rather dicey
issue that definitely carries research risks,
including the possibility of public exposure
of students who are victims of, or witnesses
to, sexual harassment. Jane came up with
what she thought was a good strategy to
lessen the risk. She planned to observe stu-
dent social interactions in corridor spaces
without any obvious associations with par-
ticular students. Students would then be
surreptitiously invited to participate in 
interviews with the help of a guidance
counselor. Interviews would be conducted
in private locations with the usual under-
standing that responses would not be shared
with teachers, administrators, or other stu-
dents and that real names would be changed
in transcripts and published reports. While
Jane could not guarantee that students
would not divulge their involvement in 
interviews, the actual identities of other in-
terviewees would not be revealed by her or
the guidance counselor.

Jane had done the utmost to guard the
identities of student participants and en-
sure confidentiality. The chair of the IRB
thought otherwise. She concluded that the
risks remained high, so high, in fact, that
she scheduled Jane for a full board review.
I accompanied Jane to the review, where
board members grilled her with questions
and speculations about the potential
harms to students. Jane held up quite well

Ensuring confidentiality and anonymity
may also be easier said than done. This is es-
pecially true in schools where people con-
stantly talk to one another and keeping
secrets is quite a feat. There is no way in
such situations that ethnographers and
qualitative researchers can guarantee that
participants will keep quiet about their
involvement in the study and what they
know about other participants—nor, for
that matter, should they necessarily try. This
is especially true for ethnographers who
purposefully immerse themselves in par-
ticipants’ ongoing exchanges of thoughts,
opinions, and information, including in-
formation about who said or did what to
whom. While social immersion in the field
is ideal for data collection, this method-
ological strategy runs the risk of being re-
jected by IRBs if researchers claim they
can contain identifying disclosures in in-
teractions where identifying disclosures are
the norm. This is often a major obstacle
and has led to many back-and-forth ex-
changes between IRBs and educational
ethnographers. Until an IRB is satisfied
that confidentiality and anonymity are
ensured in a given study, approval of the
study will be delayed. These sorts of ne-
gotiations can, and do, compromise the
integrity of good ethnography and qualita-
tive research. Unfortunately, the difficul-
ties do not end here.

Beneficence
There are also divisions over applications
of the principle of beneficence. Most IRBs
apply this principle by encouraging re-
searchers to provide a systematic analysis of
risks and benefits that can be summarized
in consent forms. The ethnographic and
qualitative orientation is such that identi-
fying risks and benefits is not easy, much
less informing participants about them.
That is because, as Bosk and De Vries
(2004) explain:

[T]he risks and benefits for subjects are not
so different from those of normal inter-
action with a stranger who will become a
close acquaintance, an everyday feature of
the lifeworld, and then disappear, after ob-
serving intimate moments, exploring deep
feelings, and asking embarrassing ques-
tions. There is risk inherent in any fleeting
human relationship—the risk of bruised
feelings that come from being used, the
loss when a fixture in a social world dis-
appears, or the hurt of realizing that how-
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during the review. But when the IRB sent
a list of revisions, with the understanding
that the protocol would be approved if
they were addressed, Jane decided to
change the topic and methods of research
rather than face another round of review.
One could argue that such scrutiny is a
valuable experience for doctoral students.
But there is a difference between holding
students accountable through the critiques
of scholars experienced in their fields and
doing so through the questions of IRB
members, who may have little or no un-
derstanding of the research presented in
protocols. Lack of understanding gener-
ates misunderstandings, which can cause
students, like Jane, to abandon controver-
sial or challenging inquiries in favor of
more innocuous studies to minimize the
risk of brutal IRB reviews.

Justice
The principle of justice has to do with who
should receive the benefits of research and
who should bear its burdens. Most IRBs
encourage researchers to apply this prin-
ciple through the development of fair pro-
cedures and expected outcomes for the
selection of research subjects. Normally,
what that entails is a sampling plan that,
among other things, makes it clear that dis-
advantaged groups (e.g., racial and ethnic
minorities, women, prison inmates) are in-
cluded in beneficial research and are not
the primary bearers of burdens for research
from which they derive no benefits (Citro,
Ilgen, & Marrett, 2003). Educational
ethnographers and qualitative researchers
have no quarrel with such applications.
What troubles them are instances where
IRBs interpret the requirement to include
teachers, students, and other school per-
sonnel in studies where “fair” inclusion is
difficult or nearly impossible.

When I was on the IRB, we would oc-
casionally conduct full committee reviews
of qualitative studies examining or evaluat-
ing the effectiveness of a pedagogical inter-
vention or innovation on a limited number
of students. In the real world of schooling
and school research, studying entire classes
is not always feasible. Nevertheless, some of
my IRB colleagues would identify excluded
students who, because of their disadvan-
taged backgrounds or low academic profiles,
should be given an opportunity to benefit
from the intervention or innovation—

action research framed by feminist, post-
modernist, Foucauldian, or other ethical
and theoretical commitments that are in-
tended to be radical departures from pos-
itivist (clinical) research models. “IRBs
appear to be having considerable diffi-
culty with either understanding or with
supporting such research,” they explain,
“even though action research models (what-
ever their particular emphasis) show great
promise of involving stakeholders at the re-
search site in meaningful dialogue on their
own, indigenous, contextually determined
needs” (p. 228).

The issues that my institution’s IRB
have had with these types of inquiry have
less to do with “pressure from the political
right . . . to discredit the products of post-
modern theorizing” (p. 220), as Lincoln
and Tierney (2004) believe is often the
case, and more to do with board members’
lack of familiarity with action research and
the various methodological forms it takes.
Action researchers often use qualitative
research methods, but their projects are
distinctively “open-ended, collaborative,
methodologically eclectic, and without
specific methods, processes, or final goals
determined in advance” (Brydon-Miller &
Greenwood, 2006). The extent to which
participants are involved in the research
process is also greater than in qualitative
research. In the case of practitioner action
research, the researcher is a participant
“insider” with responsibilities and relation-
ships that are fundamentally different from
those of “outsider” qualitative researchers.
The ethical safeguards of anonymous in-
formants and disguised settings typically
adopted by outsiders are subverted in
practitioner action research the moment
insider researchers are identified (Zeni,
2001). Insiders often do not want to be, or
simply cannot be, hidden behind the cloak
of anonymity. They are also vulnerable to
disapproval and recrimination from peers
and administrators and may find them-
selves bearing the burden of written words
that could place their institutions at risk
(Shulman, 1990). These and other char-
acteristics of action research present
“unique ethical, political, and method-
ological puzzles” that can confound IRB
members (Anderson & Herr, 1999, p.
14). IRBs are not inclined to approve puz-
zling protocols, and this inevitably leads to
time-consuming bureaucratic slogs.

assuming, of course, that it actually worked.
This meant adding an extra and, some re-
searchers thought, unreasonable compo-
nent to the study.

Even more thorny were requirements,
also related to the principle of respect for
persons, that the IRB would attach to
qualitative studies where the researcher
was a school administrator or teacher who
occupied a superordinate position of
power over study participants. Such was
the case with a school principal in one of
our graduate programs who, for his disser-
tation, was interested in interviewing and
observing teachers in his building to find
out the nature and extent of their com-
mitments to democratic education. Al-
though he made it clear in his protocol
that teachers did not have to participate
and no negative sanctions would be im-
posed on participants who did not em-
brace democratic education, the IRB
refused to approve the study because
members judged the selection process to
be too coercive. They made this judgment
even though the study carried minimal
risks, was inclusive (every teacher was in-
vited to participate), and dealt with a po-
tentially beneficial educational agenda that
had been under consideration long before
the study was proposed. Despite the prin-
cipal’s attempt to convince the board that
the selection process was fair and nonco-
ercive, and that teachers were actually
looking forward to participation, the IRB
dug in its heels and told him to conduct
the study in another school. The student
was disappointed with the recommenda-
tion until he realized just how unethical it
would have been to conduct research on
people over whom he exercised power.
This is an issue that advisors should be
aware of and, hopefully, concerned about.

There were other cases where the IRB
would essentially require “dual role” re-
searchers to separate voluntary research 
activities from obligatory school responsi-
bilities so that participants could withdraw
from the research part whenever they
wanted to. This kind of compartmental-
ization entails tricky methodological ad-
justments that can be challenging for
administrators and teachers who want to
conduct studies in their own schools. Such
adjustments are even harder, as Lincoln and
Tierney (2004) observe, for researchers
who want to do “community-engaged”
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Bureaucratic Slogs
IRBs are governed by federal regulations
that keep piling up. This necessitates the
establishment, and continual upgrading, of
IRB policies and operating procedures to
ensure compliance. The protocols that re-
searchers submit are reviewed by IRB chairs,
who then determine whether they should be
exempted, expedited, or subjected to full
committee review. At my institution, there
is a detailed checklist that the IRB chair and
other members of the board use to make
sure that protocols, consent forms, and
conflict-of-interest forms comply with reg-
ulations. When checklist items are missed,
unclear, or otherwise problematic, revisions
are issued and addressed by the researchers
until the IRB finally grants approval. This
process generates bureaucratic slogs that
can take weeks, sometimes months, to work
through.

Slogs are a regular occurrence—even for
the most seasoned researchers. I was re-
cently asked to be a consultant on a multi-
methods research project focusing on how
departmental culture and other factors af-
fect the completion rates of doctoral stu-
dents. Everyone involved in the study was a
researcher who had been through the IRB
process more than once. We developed a
protocol with close attention to the check-
list and submitted our materials well in ad-
vance of the time when data collection was
scheduled to begin. We waited for more
than a month for the protocol to be re-
viewed (the chair said there was a huge back-
log), and when the review was complete we
received a list of 38 mostly minor revisions.
On the list of revisions were self-evident
questions (e.g., “Can a student skip ques-
tions?”); editorial comments (e.g., “The
consent [form] should say ‘you are invited’
and not ‘you have been selected’ ”; “Remove
bolding from all-capitalized statement at the
end [of the consent form]”); and eye-rolling
comments (“Protocol and consent form say
field notes, please clarify”). We made the
changes, resubmitted the protocol, and
waited another month before it was finally
approved. Despite the delays, we were
among the lucky ones. We went through
only one round of revisions.

The slog worsens when researchers are
asked to make major revisions that are
much more difficult to address. Lincoln
and Tierney (2004) present several cases of
graduate students whose research was de-

ture and nuances of ethnography and qual-
itative inquiry serve on IRBs. Howe and
Dougherty (1993) also suggest that school
staff, such as teachers and administrators,
participate in protocol reviews, particularly
those that involve judgments of what counts
as “normal educational practice” (p. 18).
Such representation on IRBs may not be
possible or easily sustained as board mem-
bers and consultants come and go. But it is
always possible to establish informal lines of
communication between an IRB and fac-
ulty researchers who effectively represent
graduate students and colleagues.

At my institution, it has been faculty
members teaching graduate-level research
courses who have found the most produc-
tive ways to communicate with the IRB.
Instructors have worked closely with the
IRB chair and have also participated in
focus groups where problems were discussed
and solutions were proposed. Institutions
may also consider funding researchers to
attend conferences and workshops for
IRB officials, such as those sponsored by
the Poynter Center for the Study of Ethics
and American Institutions, at Indiana
University.

The second bridging strategy that I rec-
ommend is education. Researchers, regard-
less of their ethical frameworks, need to
understand the three basic ethical principles
and more specific IRB policies and local op-
erating procedures. The online training
and testing requirement on our campus
has provided researchers with a much more
thorough understanding of IRB ethical
frameworks and application orientations.
But IRBs also need to be educated about
ethnography and qualitative research. Pre-
sentations and dialogues are not out of the
question and may, in fact, be enlightening,
especially for board members who have no
background in, or are skeptical about, non-
quantitative, nonexperimental, and non-
clinical research. Brydon-Miller (Brydon-
Miller & Greenwood, 2006), a colleague in
my institution, provided training on action
research to IRB members, and the program
manager for our board has attended addi-
tional presentations to learn more about
this form of inquiry.

There are also excellent resources that in-
structors, researchers, and IRB members can
use to inform themselves and others. Some
are general overviews of ethical issues and
human subject protections in social and be-

layed by rounds and rounds of IRB revi-
sions. The situation may worsen as more
regulations are heaped on IRBs or when, as
is the case in my institution, accreditation
is being sought.

A number of IRBs at research universi-
ties are seeking accreditation from the As-
sociation for the Accreditation of Human
Research Protection Programs (AAHRPP).
To be accredited by the AAHRPP, institu-
tions must require researchers to be trained
and tested on human subject protections,
and all protocols must be certified as scien-
tifically and methodologically valid by de-
partment chairs or their designees. These
policies are in effect at our institution. Fac-
ulty researchers and graduate students will
not be granted IRB approval unless they
take an online course and earn a passing
score of 80% on course quizzes.6 Doctoral
candidate advisors are also required to un-
dergo the training and pass the quizzes.
Moreover (I was told by the IRB chair), de-
partment chairs or their designees must sign
a signature box on the submission form cer-
tifying that studies are not “silly.” As head
of a division in our college, I do not relish
the thought of judging whether each and
every IRB protocol as silly. But I am more
worried about whether there will be a seri-
ous dampening effect on ethnographic and
qualitative education research if we do not
find ways to bridge the divides.

Bridging the Divides

Despite federally mandated protections
for human subjects, IRB-approved ethno-
graphic and qualitative studies provide no
guarantees that researchers will be ethical
once they are in the field. Fieldwork ethics
are highly situational and ultimately de-
pendent on the moral judgments of the re-
searcher. It is, therefore, incumbent upon
those who conduct, and those who guide,
education research in schools and other set-
tings to be mindful of the ethical principles
that may come into play in the resolution
of ethical dilemmas.

Be that as it may, the great ethical di-
vides between IRBs and ethnographic and
qualitative orientations can, and must, be
bridged. I have some bridging strategies to
offer, the first of which emphasizes the im-
portance of representation and two-way com-
munication. With regard to representation,
approval processes go much more smoothly
when researchers who understand the na-
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havioral research (see Barnbaum & Byron,
2001; Kimmel, 1996; Penslar, 1995; Sieber,
1992; Strike, Anderson, Curren, van Geel,
Pritchard, & Robertson, 2002). Others
focus more specifically on ethnographic and
qualitative research, most notably Hand-
book of Qualitative Research (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2005); Ethics in Qualitative Re-
search (Mauthner, Birch, Jessop, & Miller,
2002); Walking the Tightrope: Ethical 
Issues for Qualitative Researchers (van den
Hoonaard, 2002); and Ethical Issues in Prac-
titioner Research (Zeni, 2001).

The third strategy is practical academic
acumen. While representation, communica-
tion, and education provide the foundation
for building bridges, practical academic
acumen is necessary for crossing them. Aca-
demically practical approaches to the IRB
approval process are not all that different
from those associated with review processes
for refereed publications and presentations.
It behooves researchers in both cases to sub-
mit polished manuscripts and to expect re-
visions. Like journal editors and external
manuscript reviewers, IRB members are
much more inclined to unleash a barrage of
negative feedback if a protocol is ill con-
ceived, confusing, badly written, or riddled
with spelling and grammatical errors. It is
not the responsibility of IRBs to clean up
sloppy protocols. That responsibility rests
with researchers, who should also accept the
fact that even the most polished initial drafts
usually need more work. Out-and-out re-
jections by IRBs are rare. Requests to revise
and resubmit are standard.

There are also practical ways to deal
with IRB orientations toward the applica-
tions of the three ethical principles. With
regard to respect for persons, researchers
should recognize that there is flexibility in
securing informed consent and assent.
Federal codes actually allow researchers,
under certain circumstances, to dispense
with written consent forms. Researchers
may also tape-record consent; ask someone
to witness it; or find other creative ways to
obtain it. When I do school ethnography,
I stuff teachers’ mailboxes with one-page,
easy-to-read descriptions of the study; in-
troduce myself at meetings; send parental
consent forms home with students before
data collection begins; and walk around
with extra consent forms when my field-
work is under way. These tactics not only
give me fairly free range in the field but also

study and bear its risks, as well as who will
be included or excluded. These justifications
should be made with sensitivity to the social
injustices experienced by, and the vulnera-
bilities of, racial and ethnic minorities,
women, prison inmates, and other dis-
advantaged groups (Citro, Ilgen, & Marrett,
2003). They should not be based primarily
on convenience or logistical issues. IRBs
want to know that a selection process (sam-
pling plan) represents the intent of the
study, as well as the benefits and risks asso-
ciated with it.

IRBs also want to make sure that 
researchers are not forcing people to par-
ticipate in research projects and that par-
ticipants can withdraw at will without
negative sanctions. Power in hierarchical
administrator–teacher and teacher–student
relations is inherently unequal. While ad-
ministrator and teacher researchers may be
absolutely convinced that they are not
being coercive in the recruitment of human
subjects under their authority, IRBs are
concerned, rightly so, about the subtle
pressures that superordinates impose on
subordinates. Consent under such circum-
stances is not completely voluntary. Peer
pressure may also be an issue, especially in
action research projects where people may
regard their relations as equal or egalitarian
but also feel a strong obligation to partici-
pate even if they would rather not. A good
way to handle this requirement is to make
a distinction between obligatory, or nor-
mal, activities and those that are directly
tied to data collection. For example, re-
searchers conducting classroom studies
ought to make it very clear that while teach-
ers and students are obliged to participate
in regularly scheduled instructional and
learning activities, they are under no obli-
gation to participate in interviews, video-
tapings, or other data collection activities.

By far the best bridging strategy is for
both sides to recognize and embrace the
universal commitments to human subjects
that underlie the three basic ethical princi-
ples of respect for persons, beneficence, and
justice. Education researchers and IRBs
should strive to give people—all individu-
ally autonomous people—the rights, free-
dom, and truthful knowledge necessary for
them to decide whether they want to partic-
ipate in, or withdraw from, a research proj-
ect and whether they are willing to face risks
that might harm them or receive benefits

are extremely effective means to begin the
process of building rapport, because every-
one knows who I am, and what I want to
find out, before I begin data collection.

Ensuring confidentiality and anonymity
is always challenging in fieldwork. But re-
searchers need to realize that there are no
federal regulations that require researchers
to guarantee complete confidentiality or
anonymity, or, for that matter, to use
pseudonyms instead of real names. If such
guarantees are not possible, this must be
explained in IRB protocols and included in
consent forms and other information pro-
vided to research participants. As long as
participants are fully informed ahead of
time that their confidences and identities
may be inadvertently revealed or purpose-
fully exposed, researchers are in a much
better position to receive IRB approval.
The most practical rule of thumb for re-
spect for persons is that researchers must
make sure that potential participants know
exactly what they are getting into and who
might be intentionally or unintentionally
privy to the information they provide.

Handling the principle of beneficence is
mostly a matter of articulating direct re-
search benefits and risks associated with data
collection methods. If a study is designed to
directly benefit an educational setting or in-
dividual people, this needs to be spelled out
in detail. Language such as “this study will
lead to national school improvement” or
“your participation will help the plight of
under-achieving students” is largely rhetor-
ical, and IRBs may recommend that the
statements convey actual benefits or simply
be deleted. There may be, in fact, no direct
benefits to sites or participants. Researchers
may state this or make no mention of bene-
fits at all.

With regard to risks, it is not necessary
in IRB protocols and informed consent to
discuss the unpredictable social and psy-
chological risks associated with “normal
interactions” (Bosk & De Vries, 2004, 
p. 253). It is, however, imperative for re-
searchers to articulate potential social
stigmatization, psychological trauma, and
other harms that may occur as a direct re-
sult of their data collection procedures.
Such risks need to be clearly stated in IRB
protocols and informed consent.

The most practical way to address the
principle of justice is through thoughtful
justifications of who will benefit from the
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that could help them. These commitments
are the ethical bulwark of human subject
protections that form the basis not only of
IRB requirements but also of “good” ethno-
graphic and qualitative education research.

NOTES

I am grateful for the feedback of anonymous re-
viewers and am especially indebted to the re-
viewer who delved so deeply and in such an
engaging manner into the substantive issues
that I raised and also provided the wonderful
list of references. We should all be so fortunate.

1There are distinctive differences between
ethnography and qualitative research. Ethnog-
raphers immerse themselves in fieldwork for
prolonged periods of time in order to record
holistic accounts of a group of people’s social
and cultural way of life. Qualitative researchers
have more delimited focuses, may not use the
full range of fieldwork methods, and often
spend much shorter periods of time collecting
data.

2The ethical standards of AERA and AAA can
be accessed by visiting the associations’ websites
at http://www.aera.net/aboutaera/?id=717 and
http://www.aaanet.org/committees/ethics/ethics.htm,
respectively.

3There is a dearth of research on the impact
of IRB reviews on various types of scholarship
and, in particular, on whether board recom-
mendations unnecessarily restrict ethnographic
and qualitative research. Even though such
studies would require IRB approval, they, too,
could help bridge the divides.

4Paragraph 46.101(b)(1) of the Code of Fed-
eral Regulations for the Protection of Human
Subjects (45 CFR 46) identifies the following
kinds of education research as exempt from IRB
requirements:

Research conducted in established or com-
monly accepted educational settings involving
normal educational practices such as (i) re-
search on regular and special educational in-
structional strategies, or (ii) research on the
effectiveness of or the comparison among in-
structional techniques, curricula or classroom
management methods.

The Code also has an exemption for research in-
volving educational tests if the test information
is recorded in such a manner that subjects can-

not be identified directly or through identifiers
linked to them.

5The three principles were originally identi-
fied in the Belmont Report issued in 1979 by
the National Commission for the Protection of
Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral
Research.

6Researchers and doctoral candidate advisors
may fulfill the training and testing requirement
by taking the online CITI Course entitled The
Protection of Human Research Subjects, which
can be accessed by visiting www.citiprogram.org.
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