Chapter 24

Research Ethics Boards and the Gold
Standard(s) in Literacy
and Science Education Research
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Mei-Hung Chiu, Cynthia Fakudze, Irene Grimberg, and Bing-Jyun Wang

Curiosity-driven research has traditionally investigated problems, issues, and challenges
through a variety of research designs to match the research foci without many formal
constraints. The character of those designs has been the venue of the researchers, to
some degree the funding agency, and the research setting. The creative challenge for
the researcher has been consideration of the nature of the problem and research ques-
tion, development of the problem space, and the monetary, instrumental, and con-
textual resources available. Increasingly over the last 10-15 years, another presence
has joined the research team—the Research Ethics Board (REB), Research Ethics
Committee (REC), or Institutional Review Board (IRB). REBs (we use REBS, RECs,
and IRBs interchangeably in this chapter) play a mandatory role in reviewing and
permitting research conducted under the agency of funding bodies and educational
or research institutions in many countries. Over this same time, REBs have become
widely accepted as a necessary and reasonable process to ensure that ethical standards
of research are maintained and to avoid the potential for litigation resulting from
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faulty research designs and procedures. However, some researchers contend that the
unified research ethics regulations, or common rule, for all disciplines overemphasize
biomedical inquiries, risks, and norms—Ileaving much of the uniqueness of social
sciences, education, and professional practices and their associated research methods
lacking consideration. While the value of REBs is recognized, it is also evident that
their procedures and practices are not stable or neutral in their impact on researchers,
the potential research topics that are undertaken, and the research designs utilized.
These effects and the array of differential influences can be seen on every campus and
organization where research ethics reviews operate and, as described in this chapter,
in Africa, Asia, Canada, Europe, New Zealand, and the United States.

Explorations of these effects have begun to appear in the academic communities.
At the 2nd Island Conference, researchers from many countries came together to dis-
cuss contemporary issues in literacy and science education research in light of cur-
rent national policies that impact this research—in particular, REBs on a global scale
and the Gold Standard for research in the United States. In this international setting,
researchers had the opportunity to reflect on these policies, the policies’ influence
on their own research, and implications for future research. Increasingly, the conse-
quences of these policies are starting to be found in the education literature (Sieber,
2006). Some of the issues that have arisen include differences in the interpretation
of the domains of power that REBs have over research and special consideration of
peoples embedded in law or traditions. For example, although REBs are governed by
broadly phrased guidelines for the ethical conduct of research in Canada (Canadian
Institutes of Health Research [CIHR], Natural Sciences and Engineering Research
Council of Canada [NSERC], & Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council
of Canada [SSHRC], 1998), the interpretation of these guidelines is left in the hands
of the individual REBs. Thus, REBs may adopt practices and policies of review that
differ significantly from setting to setting and even within REBs from researcher to
researcher (Anthony, 2004). The authority that REBs take with regard to the review
and approval of research can vary widely and thereby differentially impact research.
Likewise, national policies allow for local options; and the interpretations, proce-
dures, and practices are moving targets (Sieber, 2007).

This chapter provides a theoretic background for research ethics and elaborates
critical issues, deliberations, and recommendations flowing from the 2nd Island
Conference and other related conferences based on the original deliberations. These
critical issues are used as a template for (a) international and aboriginal-indigenous
peoples’ perspectives and practical resolutions regarding the critical dimensions
of research ethics and review procedures and (b) future considerations and other
related ethical issues for literacy and science education research.

24.1 Background

Historically, research ethics gained most of its public attention and scrutiny from
medical, pharmaceutical, military, and biotechnological research while research
in the humanities and social sciences was disregarded. Recent considerations of
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human rights, privacy, and equality issues have increased attention on social sciences
research; however, much can be learned from the ethical issues of the high-profile
areas. The first research ethics issue emerged from the post-World War I Nuremberg
Tribunal for war criminals, which developed into the Nuremberg Code (Nuremburg
Code, 1948) to protect participants in experiments on the human body and explic-
itly established the importance of informed consent and voluntary participation.
The Clinical Center of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) in the United States
used these ideas as foundation and developed policy for protecting human beings as
experimental subjects. In 1964, the World Medical Association (WMA) announced
the Declaration of Helsinki (WMA, 2004) that specified the ethical principles for
medical research involving human subjects. These principles have been amended
several times, but four (of 32) principles have application to this chapter:

(5) In medical research on human subjects, considerations related to the well-being of the
human subject should take precedence over the interests of science and society.

(10) It is the duty of the physician in medical research to protect the life, health, privacy,
and dignity of the human subject.

(20) The subjects must be volunteers and informed participants in the research project.

(22) In any research on human beings, each potential subject must be adequately informed
of the aims, methods, sources of funding, any possible conflicts of interest, institutional
affiliations of the researcher, the anticipated benefits and potential risks of the study and
the discomfort it may entail. (WMA)

In 1979, the US National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of
Biomedical and Behavioral Research released the Belmont Report (US NCPHSBBR,
1979), which provided guidelines for research ethics that were not mentioned
explicitly in the Nuremberg Code and the Declaration of Helsinki and that were
applicable to educational research. The Belmont Report established three basic
ethical principles—respect for persons, beneficence, and justice—as the corner-
stone for regulations involving human subjects.

Recently, funding agencies have used the big stick approach to mandating
research ethics review of projects and institutions receiving support (CIHR
et al., 1998; US National Research Act of 1974; UK Economic and Social
Research Council, 2006) while international research associations have focused
on their members’ conduct regarding professional behavior, research inquiries,
knowledge construction, and ownership and intellectual properties (American
Educational Research Association, 1992; American Psychological Association,
2002; British Educational Research Association, 2004; International Reading
Association, 2008; National Science Teachers Association, 2007; Strike et al.,
2002). Unlike the high-profile health and modality research ethical restrictions,
the concerns stimulating these actions have frequently been based on anecdotal
records of negative events with little empirical exploration and evidence or docu-
mented resolution of potential difficulties (Pritchard, 2002; Sieber, 2006). Most
of the issues arising in these cases fall under a combination of legal, moral, and
ethical considerations.

Legal considerations involve violation of civil and criminal law, and include the
unauthorized use of someone’s ideas, violation of copyright, fraudulent use of authority
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and privileged positions, inappropriate conduct with underage people and clients,
libel, and other infringements of public or professional statutes. Moral considerations
are founded in the less well-defined standards of public, cultural, and professional
values and virtues (e.g., good—evil, honesty—dishonesty, integrity—deceit, right—
wrong, responsible—irresponsible, etc.). di Norcia (2006) stated:

Given a large enough sample, one would expect moral values and conduct to range from
serious but rare deviance (evil and immoral), to average commonplace conformity (moral
minimal and perhaps satisfactory), through creative and insightful ethical problem solving
..., to intense and rare commitment (moral heroism, sainthood). (p. 2)

Ethical considerations involve a set of principles derived from legal and moral
consideration that include, but are not limited to, customs, habits, conduct, etc.
Collectively, consideration of these attributes as they apply to research is a perplex-
ing and critical issue. Sieber (2006) stated:

To illustrate the speed [and importance] with which [the research ethics] field of study may
change, a few months ago it would have been foolish to suggest a situation in which one
society’s questioning the legitimacy of a particular line of scientific inquiry would help to
motivate another society to dominate that field of research and announce a series of scien-
tific victories—that turned out to be fraudulent. But now we know that in the void left by
the hesitancy of the U.S. to embrace stem cell research, South Korean scientists took the
international lead and prematurely declared a breakthrough purported to cure disabilities
and disease. (p. 1)

The legal, moral, and ethical ramifications of this ill-advised action was felt by
South Korea, Seoul National University, and a leading scientific journal, Science
(see Kennedy, 2006, for the retraction of the violating article).

24.1.1 Codes of Ethics and Standards of Professional Conduct

Codes of ethics and standards of professional conduct are intended to be proactive
devices to heighten awareness and avoid problems. The American Psychological
Association (APA, 2002) established four general principles—beneficence and
nonmaleficence, fidelity and responsibility, integrity, and respect for people’s rights
and dignity—of ethical practice that were incorporated into standards of practice
and conduct for their members’ various responsibilities and research activities.
Frequently, ethical misbehaviors related to these codes and standards involve
not-so-serious “infractions of falsification, fabrication, and plagiarism” (de Vries,
Anderson, & Martinson, 2006, p. 43). Cohen (2005) reported that about 13 cases
reach sanction-level annually at the US Department of Health and Human Service’s
Office of Research Integrity. de Vries and colleagues suggested that more often
“misconduct generally is associated with more mundane, everyday problems in
the work environment ..., [falling] into four categories: the meaning of data, the
rules of science, life with colleagues, and the pressures of production” (p. 43).
Meaning of data concerns relate to general issues of outliers in a dataset and the
“line between ‘cleaning’ data and ‘cooking data’ [during data interpretation]”
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(p- 45) while rules of science involve comingling funds amongst different, ongo-
ing research projects. Life with colleagues in a research community recognizes
research as a social endeavor in which research team members collaborate and
demand a degree of academic civility and traditional hierarchical authority is de-
emphasized (Florence & Yore, 2004). The publish-or-perish pressure is an ongoing
condition of the academy and, in conjunction with fuzzy boundaries of ownership
flowing from collaborations, leads to ill-advised use of data and knowledge claims
by an individual or the listing of coauthors not truly involved in the research and
knowledge-building processes (Strike et al., 2002).

24.1.2 Principles of Research Ethics

When these legal, moral, and ethical dimensions are applied productively to
literacy and science education research, it will address some of the underlying
concerns embedded in the Gold Standard by enhancing the “public trust in the
research enterprise [that] can be nurtured in ways more fruitful than the conven-
tional default preoccupation with regulatory compliance” (Landwirth, 2006, p. 3).
Landwirth suggested that some research institutions have designated ethicists and
centers in matchmaker roles to collaborate with researchers to proactively address
ethics awareness and issues in the design, conduct, and reporting of their research.
“Typically, the [researcher] brings only limited experience with the methods and
language of ethical analysis, but a strong intuitive ethical sensitivity” (p. 3). This
observation can easily be extended to REC chairs and panel members charged with
shaping, monitoring, and enforcing ethics in education research. Many research
ethics policies attempt to provide an integrated set of guiding principles in a common
framework or common rule for all disciplines. Pritchard (2002) stated that the
fundamental principles are:

respect for persons, beneficence, and justice. The principle of respect for persons underlies
the obligation to obtain informed consent; the principle of beneficence demands the maxi-
mizing of benefit and minimizing of risk; and the principle of justice requires the equitable
distribution of the burdens and the benefits of research. (p. 8)

The solution to the ongoing problems facing REBs was to apply these common rule
principles across unique and diverse research domains.

Applied ethics, whether in field research or any other endeavour, should not necessarily
contain anything that is ethically peculiar or unique. They should be nothing more than a
particularized version of a universal ethical system or code, where the particulars are a
function of the nature of the activities unique to that application. ... Applied ethics, there-
fore, should be the application of general ethical principles to specific activities. (Truscott,
2004, p. 812)

Truscott suggested that these judgments should be based on an explicit set of criteria,
cases, and conscious decisions—not intuitive, spontaneous, and emotional judg-
ments. Strike and colleagues (2002) provided such illustrative cases associated with
each ethics standard developed by the American Education Research Association.
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24.1.3 Research Ethics Policies, Implementation,
and Review Boards

The US National Research Act of 1974 (§ 474) established that:

(a) The Secretary shall by regulation require that each entity which applies for a grant or
contract under this Act for any project or program which involves the conduct of biomedi-
cal or behavioral research involving human subjects submit in or with its application for
such grant or contract assurances satisfactory to the Secretary that it has established (in
accordance with regulations which the Secretary shall prescribe) a board (to be known as
an ‘Institutional Review Board’) to review biomedical and behavioral research involving
human subjects conducted at or sponsored by such entity in order to protect the rights of
the human subjects of such research.

The legitimate focus and purpose of research policies and review boards are “to
ensure the ethical treatment of research subjects” (Pritchard, 2002, p. 7). The
problems encountered by implementation of research ethics in education and the
operations of these boards or committees are increased with the diverse interpre-
tations of research, problems addressed, and approaches utilized as the scope of
education—social sciences research moves away from the biomedical tradition.
Research in education ranges from (a) traditional, two-group, experimental inquir-
ies to the effects on learners’ achievement assessed by an accepted test of a well-
established instructional program and (b) a safe, but innovative, alternative instructional
program to community-based, participatory research focus on social justice issues
and political actions of the least well represented and powerful members of a
hierarchical authoritarian community. Ethical approval of these issues and designs
involves drastically different considerations of the problem space, research ques-
tions, methodology, procedures, and reporting. Some approaches, like the traditional
control-experimental group design are driven by hypothetico-deductive processes
in which a clearly stated hypothesis and predicted outcomes inform data sources,
instrument selection, participant recruitment, data collection and analysis, and
reporting the argument and results. Other newer approaches—like community-based
participatory actions, practitioner inquiry, action research, and classroom design
experiments—are not planned and scripted a priori in the same manner as scientific
inquiries and rely on being more responsive to events as they emerge, which enables
a further stage of inquiry and research design. Ethics review in well-established,
traditional designs are based on the evaluation of the stated purposes and procedures
against established criteria reflected in most unified research ethics policies; review
of the second category involves projections of the criteria into anticipated scenarios
and assessment of the researchers’ abilities to ethically address the unexpected,
which are not reflected in most common rules (i.e., the researcher is opportunistic
and responsive to events as they occur and enacts the next procedure of the inquiry,
data collection, or data interpretation based on real-time monitor and regulation)
(Moretti, Leadbeater, & Marshall, 2006; Zeni, 2001).
Pritchard (2002) stated that IRB members must:

rely on the regulatory definition of research, which emphasizes the purpose directing the
activity in question. Activities count as research to an IRB only if the activity undertaken



24 Research Ethics Boards and the Gold Standard(s) in Literacy and Science 517

reflects a deliberate objective of discovering or learning something new that transcends the
particular activity. Research concerns the organized search for knowledge applicable to
other similar phenomena: ‘Research means a systematic investigation, including research
development, testing and evaluation, designed to develop or contribute to generalizable
knowledge. (34 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR], 97.102[d])’ (p. 4)

He continued:

Because the IRB’s purpose is to ensure the protection of human research subjects, a
research activity only falls within the IRB’s purview if it involves human subjects, as
follows: ‘Human Subject means a living individual about whom an investigator
(whether professional or student) conducting research obtains (1) data through interven-
tion or interaction with the individual, or (2) identifiable private information. (34 CFR
97.102[f])’ (p. 4)

This definition implies generalized knowledge claims but does not imply research
approach or intent to publish or present publicly.

Some professionals and researchers view the REB’s actions as infringements
on the academic freedom provided by their institution or employment to pursue
problems and questions of interest in an inquiry manner of their choice; as well,
they are concerned that they require colleagues to make evaluations and “form
opinions about the value of their colleagues’ research” (Lopus, Grimes, Becker,
& Pearson, 2007, p. 70). Major professional associations and some federal gov-
ernments make this a mute issue by requiring agreement with a code of ethics
as a condition of membership or as a condition of receiving a specific research
grant or general institution funding. van den Hoonaard (2006) reported that some
researchers seek to avoid such infringements by international collaborations
based in places without such regulations and by research inquiries not involving
human participants.

Traditional scientific inquiry designs utilizing experiment—control groups
assigned by random selection and double-blind studies generally fit the ethics
review process better than quasi-experimental, fieldwork, and naturalistic
inquiries (de Laine, 2000; Keith-Spiegel, Koocher, & Tabachnick, 2006;
Lee-Treweek & Linkogle, 2000; Simons & Usher, 2000). Plemmons (2007) stated,
“There is a perception that the IRB does not fairly and accurately assess social/
behavioral research protocols, especially ethnographic and participant-observation
studies” (p. 71). She believed that the lack of public transparency with IRB
actions and deliberations results in less responsive actions and lower applicant
satisfaction. An analogy can be drawn with the familiar issue in quantitative
research based on statistical analysis to balance Type I and Type II error. In
Type I error, the standard for accepting a claim is set too low, thereby allowing
inappropriate claims to be accepted; while in Type II error, a credible claim is
mistakenly rejected. When REBs are overly zealous in applying an unreason-
able threshold for approval, they avoid approving research that may include
an element of ethical risk (Type I error). However, the emerging chorus from
qualitative researchers points out that such unreasonable standards increase
the likelihood of rejecting research that has the potential to make important
findings (Type II error).
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Brydon-Miller and Greenwood (2006) offered several examples where action
research studies have been rendered impotent as a consequence of real and antic-
ipated limits imposed by REBs. Sociology researchers in Canada, like education
researchers, fear that the research ethics review procedures initiated in 2001 may
influence the type of research questions explored and the research methods uti-
lized toward inquiries that do not involve human subjects or toward quantitative
designs (van den Hoonaard, 2006). van den Hoonaard found that between 1995
and 2004 (a) the number of masters’ theses involving human subjects decreased
by 24%, (b) the number of qualitative studies increased, and (c) the concerns
expressed by graduate students and supervisors indicated difficulties with the
research ethics review process.

Keith-Spiegel and colleagues (2006) believed that the level of satisfaction
researchers express about research ethics approval and the operations of the
IRBs was based on the implementation of ethics policies, resident expertise of
board members, and procedural attention given to the evaluation of the original
grant proposal independent of the ethics approval application and process.
They believed researchers’ satisfaction with ethics policies and review pro-
cedures decreases as research becomes less traditional and the designs move
away from the norms of traditional scientific inquiries and laboratories and
becomes embedded in sociocultural contexts. They surveyed the satisfaction of
educational, biomedical, and social behavioral researchers about justice issues
(procedural justice, interpersonal justice, bias, and pro-science sensitivity) and
other IRB characteristics (competence, outreach, formal functioning, structure,
composition, and upholding the rights of human participants). Analysis of the
responses by concerns and types of research conducted revealed significant
main effects for domains with justice issues rated more important than other
issues. There was no significant main effect for type of research, but social—
behavioral researchers assigned greater importance to justice issues than did
biomedical researchers.

24.1.4 Practitioner and Classroom-based Research

Simons and Usher (2000) outlined four general considerations as ethical prin-
ciples are applied to situated inquiries: challenges to universality, sociopolitical
dimensions, fairness in disadvantaged contexts, and the diversity of approaches
in education research. Maguire (2004) stated, “Whatever the location, the
important message that resonates is that researchers need to take into account
the effects of their research on participants, on public discourse, and on policy
makers” (p. 815). Pritchard (2002) addressed some of the difficulties facing
researchers and REBs regarding practitioner-researcher dual roles in teacher
research, practitioner inquiry, action research, and reflective practice. He espe-
cially considered the purposes of nonpublished, informed practice required by
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professional certificate and employment, and published knowledge-building
“broadly [referred] to the array of activities people carry out as they seek
knowledge or understanding while pursuing or improving a social practice
in which they regularly engage” (p. 3). The ethical considerations are related
to the participants and informants in these activities—not to the researcher’s
intent. In such cases, ethical approval of the research into the professional activ-
ity encounters difficulty when these activities are enacted in the workplace and
involve clients, students, and colleagues who become the central foci of ethics
review.

Pritchard (2002) unpacked the internal dimensions related to practitioner
research issues and identified the following as central ethical considerations:
(a) informed consent and free choice; (b) education misconception involving
power-over and value of, and to whom; (c) procedural changes, responsiveness,
and flexibility; (d) contingency for opportunistic and unexpected results; (e) pre-
serving anonymity or confidentiality of participating institutions and informants;
and (f) conflict and reform within the research institution, host organization, and
participants. Furthermore, he analyzed the obstructions to effective and efficient
address of these ethical issues by review boards. He stated:

[a]sking questions, slowing things down, demanding to be appeased ... [results in negative

impressions about] the time and effort needed to assemble IRB submissions, respond to

IRB requests, and work through whatever modifications on which the IRB insists. [The]
IRB’s appetite for paper seems voracious. (p. 7)

An inspection of any online or hard-copy templates for ethics approval will reveal
very lengthy, complex applications for rather mundane issues. He concluded that
IRBs were (a) overloaded with applications, (b) underresourced to handle the
workload, (c) ill-informed about the specifics of the research under consideration,
(d) focused on the common rule, (e) limited by their interpretations of the rules,
(f) overly concerned about insignificant and improbable risks, (g) emphasized pro-
tecting the reputation of the institution and research enterprise, and (h) involved
in ethical conflict. He suggested concrete improvements for operations, effective-
ness, and efficiency of IRBs including enhanced resources, improved expertise and
education outreach for board members and applicants, flexibility, and systemic
adjustments and reform.

Some research ethics policies allow for local adaptations and interpretations to
address unique features. Unfortunately, the local option can be used to include inap-
propriate requirements that are not central to the ethical treatment of participants in
research. McDonald (2004) pointed out that sometimes all three ethical principles—
respect for persons, beneficence, and justice—cannot be fully addressed independ-
ently and that resolution may involve maximizing compliance across the collective
principle—the ethical treatment of research subjects. For example, informed con-
sent may be unrealistic, therefore “the researcher must take on all the risks entailed
in research participant protection, [since] there is no easy use of informed consent
to off-load responsibility for research harms on to research participants” (p. 817).
Sieber (2007) pointed out that the respect for personal and informed consent was
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evolving constructs and required innovative procedures: “Perhaps it is time to start
thinking outside of the box™ (p. 2).

Lopus and colleagues (2007) surveyed university professors’ perceptions about
ethics review requirements involving students as participants in classroom-based
research. They found ethics approval was required:

in cases which present only minimal risks, and when the investigation is intended for evalu-
ation of teaching approaches only, and not for publication. ... [A] logistic regression analysis
[of web-based survey responses] identifies the time it takes to complete the review applica-
tion, the time it takes to receive a response, and the necessity of revising a project as signifi-
cant factors in the respondents viewing the REC process as a barrier to research. (p. 69)

They believed such negative experiences with low-risk, classroom-based research
could be minimized by applying alternatives available within the regulations of the
institutions studied.

24.1.5 Community-based Research

Another growing and innovative area of research not well served by common rule
regulations and biomedical-dominated interpretations of research is community-
based participatory research, which is more of an orientation rather than a specific
research method and about real-time design rather than a priori delineation of problem
and procedures. Shore (2007) stated:

Community-based research has multiple meanings depending upon one’s perspective. For
some, it may signal that the research is situated within a community setting and does not
speak at all about the degree of participation that the community has in the research proc-
ess. For others, it signals a dynamic relationship between academic investigators and com-
munity representative in carrying out the research. (p. 31)

The relationship is critical when (a) the definition of community-based research
(CBR) switches from setting or target to partner and (b) the design process becomes
collaborative and responsive, more like technological design than scientific inquiry
in which the procedures are dynamic and respond to current events in determin-
ing the next step. This approach focuses on community as agent of change and
participation to address social justice issues and where all partners learn from one
another and express civility and value of one another’s contributions and resources.
“The community partners are recognized as having expertise through their [lived]
experiences and insider knowledge regarding the culture of the community [and its
knowledge stores], while researchers often possess research-related skills” (p. 32).
This operational definition of CBR does not fit the regulatory definition of research
in the US National Research Act of 1974 since it tends to focus on sociopolitical
actions, not knowledge claims; or place-based assertions, not generalizable claims;
or the researchers become advocates, not objective participants. However, Shore
believed the generalizability issue could be addressed by focusing on the applica-
tion of place-based claims to other places, communities, and situations.



24 Research Ethics Boards and the Gold Standard(s) in Literacy and Science 521

Much of the insights into ethics and research involving human subjects in a
community-based context and partnership must be gleaned from practice as this
is a newly emerging area of research. In Canada, there are several approaches
toward the development of standards evident. The first is individual, growing
out of the personal experience of pioneers of this approach. The collection
of papers edited by Leadbeater et al. (2006) includes a series of case studies
that report on the ethical dilemmas in designing CBR along with an array of
responses from researchers and community partners. The authors are circum-
spect in generalizing from individual case studies. Nonetheless, in a concluding
paper, Moretti and colleagues (2006) reminded prospective community-based
researchers that:

[w]hen we launch community-based research, at least two systems come into contact-and
sometimes collide: the university’s system and that of the community under study. Each
system comes with its own history and procedures for identifying and resolving problems,
as well as its own beliefs, hopes, and fears as they relate to the process and outcome of
collaboration. (p. 234)

As individuals and institutions become more familiar with issues in CBR, there
have been attempts to coalesce the individual cases into intuitional guidelines.

There are procedural and ethical challenges with CBR related to community
approval, informed consent, and confidentiality and anonymous participation.
Social justice can involve the traditions and operations of the community partner
in which the research target focus is on vulnerable, subordinate, or less powerful
members of the community. There is general acceptance that ethics approval pro-
cedures need to recognize the potential involvement in the injustice of the more
powerful members of the community—who, therefore, are in a conflict of interest
when it comes to supporting and approving the research inquiry. Furthermore,
communities like families, rural schools, and religious groups are tightly defined
contexts in which confidentiality is difficult to maintain; therefore, anonymous
status of informants—participating partners is highly unlikely.

24.1.6 Aboriginal and Indigenous Participants and Their
Knowledge Claims

Respect for persons, beneficence, and justice, which are the fundamental princi-
ples of research ethics, and the central goal of research ethics approval—to protect
participants from physical and emotional harm—applied to vulnerable, aboriginal,
and indigenous participants need to consider political authority, individual and
social histories, and cultural factors. In some countries, aboriginal and indigenous
peoples are afforded nation status; their role must be recognized and infused into
any approval or evaluation process. A variety of cultural, linguistic, epistemic,
and ontological factors across several minority, aboriginal, and indigenous peo-
ples when considering knowledge about nature, natural occurring events, and
science literacy have been documented (Yore, Chinn, & Hand, 2008). The social
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history of people that led to their current state needs to be remembered since a
lack of awareness can perpetuate the same mistakes made earlier. Therefore, the
research ethics approval process needs to reflect and protect the value, traditions,
and conventions of host participants—partners and clearly recognize their history
and their intellectual property rights. Furthermore, unlike traditional scientific
inquiries, this type of research frequently involves community-based participa-
tory approaches where ongoing deliberations and adjustments to methods and
dissemination are part of the design (Glass & Kaufert, 2007). Most research ethics
regulations are based in a biomedical framework, scientific worldview, and inquiry
model of the dominant culture and are lacking consideration of alternative world-
views, epistemologies, and cultures.

Glass and Kaufert (2007) attempted to access the unpublished, gray literature of
aboriginal and nonaboriginal researchers regarding research ethics. They believed
that current research ethics policies not only reflect a Western scientific worldview
but also were “based on western liberal democratic political traditions protecting
individuals, [and they] place great weight on individual autonomy and ... self-
determination” (p. 26). Unfortunately, some research ethics policies did not reflect
on historical factors and prior engagements between cultures. They stated:

Aboriginal leaders have become more critical of both past and ongoing research and are
interested in playing a more active role in projects within their own communities. They also
set a high priority on whether a research project is culturally appropriate and respectful of
local knowledge. Key questions for many communities are whether the research assists in
building local capacity and is potentially able to solve [problems] the community itself
identifies as [priorities]. In many cases, communities have articulated their concerns and
are ready and able to participate in [the research ethics review process]. (p. 27)

The emerging interpretation of approval and consent in aboriginal communities
normally requires community review or consent and provisions for control and
ownership of data and knowledge claims. The need to include others in the review
process and to share authority requires reinterpretation of funding agencies’ and
universities’ policies, procedures, and practices. Similar deliberations and poli-
cies have occurred in Australia to reflect the indigenous rights of aborigines and
Torres Strait Islanders, in Canada to the status and rights of the First Nations,
in the United States to reflect the indigenous rights of Native American Indians
and aboriginal Hawaiians, in New Zealand to reflect the indigenous rights of the
Maori people, and in southern Africa in recognition of the diversity of indigenous
cultures in that region.

Gadicke (2005) conducted a research and development project about traditional
knowledge and technologies related to water in the Columbia River Basin in Canada.
Her ethics approval and development activities fully recognized that she was a
guest in the Ktunaxa Nation with limited and respectful access to their stories and
knowledge about water and technology. Furthermore, she recognized the ter-
ritorial boundaries and cultural diversity across the geographic area and the various
peoples of the Columbia River. Her approved uses of the traditional knowledge and
technologies were for a specific purpose and audience reserving ownership to the
First Nations involved.
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24.1.7 Best Practices

International experiences with research ethics regulations, implementation, and REB
practices revealed varying degrees of satisfaction and the general need for monitor-
ing and adjustments to these policies, structures, and practices in literacy and science
education research. Best practices should be a goal of any deliberation and investiga-
tion of research ethics involving humans (Sieber, 2006). Keith-Spiegel and colleagues
(20006) stated, “The ideal ethics committee appears to be a just body that employs fair
procedures, treats investigators with respect, and accords them the opportunity to have
a voice when disagreements arise” (p. 78). They suggested that consideration of client
service, proactive measures, staff and board members’ professional development, and
effective communications will improve researchers’ perceptions of research ethics
and IRBs and may, in fact, improve an institution’s research program.

The IRBs and RECs of professional associations and funding agencies should
promote thoughtful reflections and empirical investigations into the fundamental founda-
tions, critical principles, operational procedures, and research quality (Sieber, 2006). It
appears (a) as if the central focus of research ethics is not always central to IRB proce-
dures and practices, and (b) that IRB actions assign greater risks than actually exist, focus
on legal exposure, and privilege some a priori research designs over responsive designs
intended to reflect and react to contextual variables and real-time events. Effective IRBs
need to stay focused on the central goal “to ensure the ethical treatment of research
subjects [and the fundamental ethical principles of] respect for persons, beneficence, and
justice” (Pritchard, 2002, pp. 7-8). Levine (2006) believed that IRBs are:

losing [their] effectiveness in safeguarding t