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Research ethics and data protection

Ethics underpins all geography education research (GER) and, alongside data protection issues, they
will be particularly salient, as you navigate institutions, relationships, and varied methodologies. In
their 2023 article in Teaching Geography, Lauren Hammond and Emma Rawlings Smith explore some
key guidelines, which are just one way of interpreting the issues in ethics and data protection. It is
worth reading in full, but some of the key points they cover are below.

Ethics

e Research ethics involve moral decisions in planning, conducting, and disseminating research.

e Hall et al. (2021) theorise five key premises of ethical research: autonomy, beneficence,
avoidance of harm, confidentiality, and integrity.

e Children and young people are central to geography teachers' practice, and ethical research
involves respecting and engaging with their agency and perspectives.

e Teacher/researchers must consider power dynamics (adult-child and teacher-student) and
their own positionality, including identity factors such as age, gender, politics, and
experiences.

Data protection

e Personal data processing in educational research is governed by legal obligations, such as
GDPR and the Data Protection Act (2018).

e Schools, as data controllers, must securely and confidentially handle personal information,
complying with principles outlined in data protection laws.

e Data protection principles include lawfulness, fairness, transparency, purpose limitation, data
minimization, accuracy, storage limitation, integrity, and confidentiality.

e Teachers engaging in geography education research should align their practices with these
principles.

Some other guidelines and considerations

The British Educational Research Association (BERA) have issued online, open-access guidelines for
educational research (updated 2024). This is a dynamic area, and BERA note that issues of inclusion,
artificial intelligence, and social media have are now much higher on the agenda of educational

researchers than they were a decade or so ago.

Young people and ethics

As a teacher of geography, you may well have already covered ethics in research with the young
people you teach — most notably when you have been facilitating independent investigations at A
level. Indeed, engaging in research as a teacher will give you a valuable insight into this area. You,
and your students, will find the guidelines issued by the RGS (with IBG) and this Time for Geography
clip (featuring insights from Sarah Dyer and Matt Finn) useful.

Scenarios and research contexts

Hammond and Rawlings-Smith’s article comes with a downloadable document containing scenarios
which will help as you navigate this area of your research.

Hadfield-Hill et al (2023) have also brought together a concise yet wide-ranging collection of six
research contexts within which ethical considerations emerged. These contributions illustrate that
today's research environment is "increasingly cross-cultural and requires new sensitivities,

© Geographical Association, 2024 1


https://portal.geography.org.uk/journal/view/J9781899085966
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-fifth-edition-2024-online
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-fifth-edition-2024-online
https://www.rgs.org/schools/resources-for-schools/a-student-guide-to-the-a-level-independent-investigation-non-examined-assessment-nea
https://timeforgeography.co.uk/videos-list/human-geography-research/what-ethical-considerations-do-i-need-make/
https://timeforgeography.co.uk/videos-list/human-geography-research/what-ethical-considerations-do-i-need-make/
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partnerships and cultural competencies in planning, designing, reviewing and conducting research

with children and young people." (p8)
David Alcock, member of the GA’s Geography Education Research Special Interest Group, 2024

References
All websites last accessed 11/12/2024.

BERA (2024) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, fifth edition. BERA.
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-fifth-edition-2024-
online

Hadfield-Hill, S., Finn, M., Dudman, J., Ergler, C., Freeman, C., Hayes, T. A., Jarman, P., Leon, L., Lazaro,
M. C., Latai-Niusulu, A., Oza, E., Robson, E., Rosen, R., Schaaf, M., Taua’a, S., Tanielu, H., and Walker,
L. (2023) 'Expanding the scope of ethical research with and for children and young people — six
viewpoints on crisis, cross-cultural working and reciprocity.' Children’s Geographies, 1-9.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2023.2259331

Hall, S. M., Sou, G., and Pottinger, L. (2021) 'Ethical Considerations in Creative Research: Design,
Delivery and Dissemination'. In Von Benzon, N., Holton, M., Wilkinson, C. and Wilkinson, S. (eds)
Creative Methods for Human Geographers. Sage.

Hammond, L., and Smith, E. R. (2023) ‘Ethics, data protection and research in geography
education’. Teaching Geography, 48, 1, pp. 18-20.

© Geographical Association, 2024 2


https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-fifth-edition-2024-online
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-educational-research-fifth-edition-2024-online
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2023.2259331

