LLB HONOURS DISSERTATION: RESEARCH ETHICS SCREENING

GUIDANCE FOR SUPERVISORS



The dissertation proposal forms as of 2006/07 include the following information for students:

Should your proposal involve either or both of: 

· Primary empirical research - fieldwork, observation, interviews, surveys, or experiments 

· Secondary information not otherwise in the public domain

Then the proposal will require completion of a checklist to ensure that it complies with the School's research ethics policy.  

Please note that it is not suggested or expected that an LLB dissertation should extend to include primary empirical research or the use of information not otherwise in the public domain.  It is however recognised that occasionally students may choose to undertake such research.  

If so, the student has a responsibility to alert their supervisor to their intentions, so that the checklist can be prepared and the proposal can receive appropriate consideration.  The supervisor will then need to assess whether what is proposed is reasonable and feasible both ethically and practically.  Such intentions should be declared clearly in the initial proposal as it is submitted to the Undergraduate Office.

A section of the form then allows the student to indicate whether ethical issues need to be taken into account, and to provide further details.  

The students are thus alerted to the relevant aspects of the School’s Research Ethics policy:

Students and their supervisors each have responsibilities under this Policy. Students should be made aware of the existence of ethical protocols and they should take the initiative in alerting their supervisor to any issues that they think may arise. Supervisors must discuss any potential ethical issues with the student. In accepting the title and plan of the dissertation, and allowing the student to proceed, supervisors are accepting on behalf of the School either that no material issues arise or that they have been adequately dealt with. 

In cases where the student proposes to conduct primary empirical research (meaning here fieldwork, observation, interviews, surveys or experiments) or to use secondary information not otherwise in the public domain then a checklist should be completed and, where appropriate, consent sought. If potential problems are identified then the project goes to level 2 review. The School would not normally countenance undergraduate research that involved issues necessitating level 3 review.

What this entails is that, should the student certify that the proposal involves neither of the relevant activities, and should this be the case also in the view of the supervisor, then no further action is required.
However, should a proposal involve either or both of the relevant activities, the supervisor will need to obtain a copy of the Level 1 checklist –

http://www.law.ed.ac.uk/research/researchoffice/files/researchethicslevel1selfaudit.doc
And complete it with the student at the first meeting in week two of the first semester.  If the Level 1 checklist suffices, it should be kept with the supervisor’s copy of the proposal form.  

Should the checklist indicate that there would be a “foreseeable ethical risk”, the Level 2 checklist would then be required –

http://www.law.ed.ac.uk/research/researchoffice/files/researchethicslevel2.doc
If a Level 2 checklist is required, then a copy of both the proposal and the checklists must be forwarded by the supervisor for the attention of the Research Ethics Committee (convened by Professor Richard Sparks).  Cases that can be satisfactorily resolved at this level may be dealt with by Chair’s Action.  A response to the supervisor will be made as soon as possible.   
Any proposals that raise significant ethical issues and/or involve potentially problematic aspects (i.e. a level 3 case) will be discussed in detail by the Committee but it is not expected that an LLB dissertation proposal could reasonably be of sufficient ethical complexity as to require this.  Neither should a proposal be of such ethical complexity as to require meetings between supervisor and student additional to those held ordinarily.
Students whose proposals require ethical screening above Level 1 should be made aware by their supervisors that approval of their topic cannot be conferred prior to the completion of screening.  This might be expected to delay the point at which the student would be able to take the proposal forward.  It might also require a revision to the proposal, or formulation of a new proposal, later in the semester.

It should also be noted that any students wishing to undertake empirical research involving contact with children under the age of 18 would require a Disclosure Scotland check, which ordinarily takes c. 4-6 weeks to arrange.  The cost of the Disclosure check (c. £15) would necessarily fall to the student concerned.  
� The Policy can be found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.law.ed.ac.uk/research/researchoffice/researchethics.aspx" ��http://www.law.ed.ac.uk/research/researchoffice/researchethics.aspx�
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