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Higher education here is taken to be education beyond school level: often at an institution (a university) that has

degree-awarding powers, though some programmes may lead to a diploma, certificate or other award or

qualification. Nomenclature around “research” in the associated teaching and learning is contested: professional

enquiry, scholarship of teaching and learning, pedagogical research… are some of the terms used. Authors discuss

and distinguish such terms. An ethical issue is a circumstance in which a moral conflict arises or is implicit and

should be resolved in a morally acceptable way. These include privacy, informed consent, insider research and

power relationships within higher education research; there are also fluid challenges around the use of digital

contributions. Authors present a narrative exegesis of work in the associated areas, which authors argue will be of

use to universities promoting such research, and of particular interest to two groups of academics wishing to

systematically develop their practice in ways that contribute to the field: those on teaching-only contracts, who

would also demonstrate their research credentials; and researchers from non-education-cognate fields. Authors

identify directions for further work.

ethical issues  researching Higher Education  scholarship of teaching and learning

insider researcher  power

Research in Higher Education teaching and learning, herewith the acronym RHETL, is well-represented in the

academic literature , usually with a focus on universities and with a contested vocabulary that this entry

interrogates and critiques (see also ). Such research is increasingly important, globally, and especially in

research-intensive universities. This entry analyses why that might be so. RHETL is, however, unfamiliar for two

groups of academics: those who either hold teaching-only contracts or who come to such research from another

discipline. Such academics may not fully appreciate the associated ethical issues, especially as the related

research may appear as comparatively low-risk . The authors, (thereafter identified as “we”) present a scoping

survey of the current literature around the ethical practice of such research, and the issues that may arise in

achieving ethical approaches and research integrity in its enactment. We identify challenges in the effective

functioning of supporting structures and suggest steps that higher education institutions may take to further support

the ethical conduct of research in this field and discuss the purpose and significance of the particular focus adopted

here. Finally, we propose areas that merit ongoing or further research.

Higher education, in universities and other institutions, has two core roles: research (contributing to the advance of

knowledge) and teaching (usually towards degrees, although other awards are frequently also offered), and

although enterprise and engagement feature, these are not universally seen as core roles. These two core
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activities have different profiles across higher education institutions (HEIs) , but where both are substantial,

research often appears to be more highly valued, for example, in promotion criteria . Policy discourse and

evidence in the field of higher education are dominated by research-focused universities and higher education

institutions included in international rankings . Most students globally, however, are enrolled in professionally

oriented and teaching-intensive institutions that are frequently overlooked by policy and research , and any

distinctiveness of RHETL-related ethical issues in such institutions is at present unclear. Recent shifts in higher

education policy to a focus on performance, economic impact, competition and vertical diversification have

contributed to the bifurcation of academic responsibilities and especially the wider adoption of teaching-only roles

. Particular ethical issues arise from such “academic capitalism”  in educational research, with these

approaches resulting in particular pressures on (researching and teaching) academics and, indirectly, potential

participants in research—through the particular neoliberal publication pressures arising from punitive research

funding conditions are less likely to apply to RHETL, which is commonly unfunded . A range of recent evidence

has, though, found notable bias towards research merits in academic career appraisal, especially in research-

intensive institutions, with teaching performance not translating into parity of esteem with research and generally

with less influence on academic career progression .

Learning in higher education represents enormous investment—of time, money and effort: the World Bank 

forecasts over 300 million HE students globally by 2030, and already higher education accounts for about 2.5% of

GDP in the USA, for example , with the global higher education market size estimated at USD 736.80 billion in

2023 . Researching teaching and learning in higher education is important, because it is only by knowing what

approaches to teaching work well to support learning for particular goals, or in a particular context, that the quality

of learning can be improved. Compared with the evidence base in school education, that in higher education is still

comparatively poorly developed. It is likely that more can be learned from understanding “what works well” at the

school level—but also that some aspects of that need to change for the different group of learners and target

learning in higher education. High-quality RHETL can enhance student experiences , and can also support

academics in becoming more expert in their teaching practice, thus improving their job satisfaction .

Academics research-active in other fields, therefore, should also engage in researching teaching and learning in

higher education, and will often want to do so in relation to their own or their colleagues’ practice and the

associated student learning—though they themselves are often coming from non-cognate research fields.

Furthermore, recent years have seen an increase in “teaching-only” contracts in some parts of the world .

Nevertheless, those on such contracts also need to be research-active if they are to accrue academic respect in

the academy. There is also potential benefit to students from research-related teaching if academics have intrinsic

interest in both research and teaching . With no working time allocated for such activity, the obvious focus for

academics on teaching-only contracts is their own teaching, and the related learning, though they may be ill-

prepared for such work. For both groups of academics, education in appropriate research methodologies is needed

—and critically, also, if the research is to be conducted with integrity, education in related ethical issues. Of course,

there is a third group of academics, namely those whose field of research enquiry is higher education, for whom

the issues addressed here should already be familiar.
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At present, there is a wide range of literature around RHETL and similar activities, addressed via a plethora of

inter-related and contested terminology. For example, within the higher education sector, much has been written

about “professional enquiry” (including “evaluation of practice”), the “scholarship of teaching and learning”,

“pedagogic research” or, more recently, “close to practice research” . Such terms are often not well-defined,

and/or appear to have distinct meanings across different papers. We understand none of these terms to fully and

consistently represent academic research into higher education teaching and learning; therefore, we reluctantly

introduce yet another term, RHETL, into this crowded space. First, we need to clarify what we mean by “research”.

Since we are in an education space, we adopt Stenhouse’s ( , p. 104) education-derived definition of research

as “systematic enquiry made public”. Such research should of course be conducted with regard to prevailing

community norms. These include that, if an empirical approach is adopted, its design should be embedded in

theory, and centred around the exploration of a stated hypothesis or research question. The research should also

be designed to contribute to knowledge on a broader basis than within its original context, so findings should be

transferable or indicative of broader generalisability, thus contributing to the field in a systematic way, as in Levin-

Rozalis .

We understand professional enquiry or evaluation of practice  to be focused on questions of practice,

but to enjoy lower thresholds of systematicity. Rather, such enquiry is likely to be exploring some area of

professional interest in a way likely to be informative for that particular context, but without a necessary expectation

of, or need for demonstration of, wider applicability. Further still along a continuum of contribution to knowledge, we

use scholarship in relation to a practice or professional question to mean critical academic engagement with the

body of the research literature in the field. That may include harnessing the underlying discipline-specific literature

for professional purposes, for example, asking “what are the implications of literature around the nature of

mathematics, for the ways in which mathematics should be taught?”—but in recent years many HEIs have also

promoted academics’ engagement with the considerable higher education teaching and learning corpus, including

in relation to the underlying discipline, leading to “research-informed teaching”. In particular, the “scholarship of

teaching and learning” as a term is used variably, and often inclusively, in the scholarly literature. There is a large

body of related literature, particularly from North America. Sometimes, the term is interpreted as the above

“scholarship” as applied to teaching and learning, but in other instances, for example in the work by Schnurr and

Taylor , its usage appears to align with Stenhouse’s  definition of research; Healey et al.’s  usage appears

somewhere between the two. It is therefore important that readers of the related literature critically interrogate the

intended meaning; Burman and Kleinsasser , Hutchings , and Sharp  give accounts of its development of

use.

“Pedagogic research”, similarly, is contested in the literature. Stierer and Antoniou ( , p. 282), for example, claim

that “pedagogic research in UK Higher Education is so diverse, in terms of its purposes, contexts and personnel,

that it is unreasonable to discuss it as if it were a single, stable and monolithic enterprise, or to apply the same

standards and criteria uniformly when judging its quality”. Pedagogic research has on occasion  been conflated

with possibly unsystematic enquiry or with teaching-related scholarship. We take it to be a subset of RHETL, where

the focus of the research is on the impact on learning of specific approaches to teaching.
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Close to practice research is defined by Wyse et al.  as “research focused on issues defined by practitioners

by practitioners as relevant to their practice, and involving collaboration between people whose main expertise is

research, practice, or both” (p. 2): We consider both pedagogic research and close to practice research as

particular instances of RHETL (research in higher education teaching and learning), defining that to be research

focused on some aspect of an academic’s higher education teaching activity, and/or the related learning.

Any research brings with it ethical issues. Such issues are particularly worthy of attention due to the backgrounds

of the two disparate groups of academics identified above, who have reason to come to RHETL unfamiliar with

research norms in the field: those whose primary research work lies in another field, and those on teaching-only

contracts for whom RHETL is the most realistic option for developing a research profile, as well as enriching their

teaching in research-related ways. Both groups are at risk of under-estimating the ethical issues that may arise in

RHETL: educational research is commonly regarded as being low-risk compared with research in many other

fields, and there is often an under-appreciation of the potential ethical conundrums, including the power relations

involved and their implications .

Our rationale for exploring the issues was initially ignited by a desire to support more equitable career progression

opportunities for colleagues on teaching-only contracts; only later did we identify the second and third target

readership groups. In our own institution, all academics who teach are expected to develop a “connected

curriculum”  that makes deep and sustained links with existing research, so supporting “scholarship” in the

above sense—but academic promotion, on whatever track, requires evidence of appropriate research activity and

publications . Faculty work with colleagues on teaching-only contracts seeking to develop their own research,

highlighted challenges they experienced in understanding or accessing ethical consent processes, particularly in a

timely way. Such issues were unlikely to be confined to one HEI.

This entry therefore seeks to scope the principal ethical issues associated with RHETL, and particularly if the

research seeks to make use of contributions from the researcher’s own students. It also points to emerging issues

for RHETL as digital affordances for research, including AI, expand. It is particularly significant for the two groups of

academics identified above, namely those wishing to come to RHETL as academics with a research background in

a non-cognate field, and those on teaching-only contracts who are not otherwise research-active, since it draws

together in one place an overview of key areas for consideration. As such, it should be of interest also to academic

development professionals in universities, and to existing or developing institutional research ethics review boards

(IRBs), highlighting current knowledge and needs in a relatively concise and focused way.

The entry is organised by area of ethical issue, so as to be easily navigable by the intended readership. We first

address general issues likely to arise in such research, and then those that are particularly frequently encountered

in RHETL: ethical conundrums such as those inherent to adopting an insider researcher role, and those related to

the use of different sorts of student contributions, where the students concerned care taught by the researcher or

the researcher’s colleague(s). Finally, given the oft-cited challenges of working with IRBs for those unfamiliar with

their processes , we discuss ways in which IRBs may smooth paths to ethical consent for RHETL without

in any way compromising the research ethics standards expected. Among many in higher education, there is a
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view  that gaining ethical consent for relatively low-risk projects is a time-consuming and superfluous process

that obstructs timely research; we, on the other hand, argue in line with Bond  that, while analysis and critique of

ethical aspects of research processes can seem slow (and that every effort should be made to complete those in a

timely way), the associated preparation and external scrutiny support rigour and an ethics-first and project-long

approach. We return to such discussion in Section 4.

However, it is important to note that, while the approaches derived from the dominant literature in the field, and

presented here, are widely recognised for the purposes of conducting RHETL in many parts of the globe—and of

publication in many respected journals globally—they are western-centric and built on western ethical norms. They

pay little attention, for example, to sub-Saharan African concepts of “ubuntu” whereby actions are ethical if they

support the honouring of community relationships or community harmony, and so where, for example, individual

informed consent may be less highly valued. There is still much work to be conducted in coming to share a global

understanding and valuing of the multiplicity of our ways of knowing and of what are considered ethical behaviours

in achieving that .

Details of the approach used to develop this entry can be found in the Supplementary Materials.
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