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3. LEARNING ON THE GROUND
How Our Research Stories Teach Us about Ethics

,1752'8&7,21

There is no doubt that a consideration and application of ethics and ethical conduct
is important when it comes to drama/theatre research and that this should apply
throughout the entire process – from the earliest stages of planning through to the
dissemination of findings and associated forms of reportage. This chapter looks at
some notable ethical challenges Kathleen and Richard have encountered in their
work as drama/theatre researchers and how these experiences have helped shape
their ongoing practice. Based on their curiosity in the other’s research, each poses
TXHVWLRQV IRU WKH RWKHU WR DGGUHVV UHODWHG WR WKH UROH HWKLFV KDV SOD\HG LQ WKHLU
UHVHDUFK DQG KRZ WKH\ KDYH QHJRWLDWHG YDULRXV HWKLFDO HQFRXQWHUV ,Q DGGUHVVLQJ
WKHTXHVWLRQVHDFKDXWKRUFRQVLGHUVWKHLUUHODWLRQVKLSWRHWKLFVDVLWUHODWHVWRWKHLU
drama/theatre research and how they have built an ethical framework for their work.
Through their conversations they discuss some key incidents and moments in their
UHVHDUFKDQGHDFKSURYLGHVDFULWLFDODXGLHQFHIRUWKHRWKHU,QGRLQJVRWKH\XQHDUWK
aspects of ethics in drama/theatre research which may be appropriate for a range of
research contexts, forms and practitioners.
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[It is late at night for Richard in country Victoria, Australia and early morning for
Kathleen in Toronto, Canada. Richard is sitting at his kitchen bench, staving off tired
eyes, for this Skype session with Kathleen. They are recording their conversation.
What follows is based on the Skype sessions that took place between them as they
shared their views and experiences in regard to how ethics has played a part in their
research and associated writing. Richard has scattered in front of him the notes he
has made based on questions posed to him by Kathleen.@
Richard (drinking a cup of hot tea)6R.DWKOHHQWKHTXHVWLRQVWKDW\RXDVNHG
me to consider about my research before we Skyped were:
How would you characterise your ethical relations with young
people?
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What controls do you give them in your research processes?
Can you share a difficult story of such relations and how you
resolved the challenges?


 HOO,KDYHIRXQGWKDWRQHRIWKHJUHDWHVWFKDOOHQJHVZKHQZRUNLQJ
:
with young people as research participants, particularly in more
longitudinal studies, such as conducting an ethnography, is that
after a while they tend to become more relaxed with me as the
researcher. And while on the one hand as an ethnographer, that’s
VRPHWKLQJWKDW,FKHULVKEHFDXVHWKLVFDQEHDQLQGLFDWRUWKDWWKH\
are more willing to open up to me, it can be ethically challenging
too because sometimes they reveal more intimate details of their life
WKDWJRHVEH\RQGWKHVFRSHRIWKHSURMHFW:KHQ,DPLQWHUYLHZLQJ
VWXGHQWV LQ D VFKRRO DQG WKLV KDSSHQV , FDQ¶W VLPSO\ LJQRUH ZKDW
they have told me. Accordingly the ‘researcher’, cop–in-my-head
(Boal, 2002) says to me, “Now you’ve just heard that, you’ve got
to deal with it in some way”. And my ‘responsible teacher’ voice
says, “well you’ll have to tell the student that you probably can’t
keep that information to yourself; you may have to tell someone in
authority about this”.
Once such a disclosure from a participant occurs it can potentially
change forever the relationship the researcher has with them because
they have been privy to something about that person’s life that may
be very personal, even intimate. Once the informant has disclosed
this, that person may become concerned that they can’t undo or
take back what they’ve said. Even if they ask for the information
not to be documented as part of the research, there’s no getting
away from the realisation that what they’ve said was heard by the
researcher. From my experience this can often be exacerbated in
drama/theatre research because many young people can feel safe in
the environment of the drama class and this may lead to them letting
their guard down more so than they may do in other aspects of their
OLIH LQ RU RXW RI VFKRRO  1RZ ,¶YH QHYHU DV \HW KDG D VLWXDWLRQ
ZKHUH,¶YHEHHQSULY\WRVRPHWKLQJVRSHUVRQDODQGVRFRQFHUQLQJ
WKDW,WKRXJKW,QHHGHGWRUHSRUWLWWRDQ\RQHLQDXWKRULW\+RZHYHU
some of my informants (especially young people) have come very
FORVHWRFURVVLQJWKDWOLQHRQRFFDVLRQVDQG,¶YHKDGWRVD\WRWKHP
>IRUH[DPSOH@³$UH\RXVXUH\RXZDQWWRJRKHUH"´RU³0D\EHZH
GRQ¶W QHHG WR JR LQWR WKDW OHYHO RI GHWDLO´ 2I FRXUVH ZKDW , DP
WU\LQJ WR GR ZKHQ , VD\ WKLV LV WR FUHDWH D SURWHFWLRQ IRU WKHP VR
WKDW WKH\ GRQ¶W VD\ VRPHWKLQJ WKH\ PD\ ODWHU UHJUHW , DP RIWHQ
FRQIOLFWHGDWVXFKWLPHVEHFDXVHZKLOVW,¶PJUDWHIXODQGUHVSHFWIXO
that an informant can feel so at ease with me that they can enter



