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This paper contributes a different perspective to the debates regarding the role of research ethics committees (RECs) in edu-
cational and social sciences research. It identifies limited explicit engagements from such debates about how academics who serve
in RECs can learn from these committees towards academic growth and development in and beyond being ethical researchers. We
(the authors) follow a duoethnographic method to reflect on our experiences of learning from one committee in a South African
university. We argue that, notwithstanding the identified shortcomings in some of the REC committees, they can also be spaces for
situated learning. Based on our experience, we identify several ways in which these committees can be resourceful. (1) They can
empower the less experienced members through observation and interaction with the experienced. (2) They provide opportunities
for the transfer of “knowledge power” to beyond the committee for quality research and postgraduate supervision practices. (3)
They can be a solution to the limited research supervision capacity in some institutions. The paper also extends the understanding

of the situated learning theory as we add ‘visitors’ as an element of the community of practice.

1. Introduction

Social scientists are angry and frustrated. They believe their
work is being constrained and distorted by regulators of
ethical practice who do not understand social science re-
search [1].

Although the above epigraph does not apply to all social
scientists, it is an example of some discourses about research
ethics review committees (RECs) in social sciences and
educational research. While there are scholars that defend
and justify the work of RECs (such as [2, 3]), many that are in
anthropology, sociology, and education criticise these
committees [4-7]. Such criticisms note the imposition of a
biomedical model of ethics review which limits academic
freedom in education and social sciences [1, 8-13]. Leder-
man [7] argues that some institutional review boards (as they
are called in America) motivate unethical and dishonest
research, cynicism, confusion, and frustration among the
ethnographic and other qualitative researchers because of

the regulating documents that are designed with positivistic
and political orientation.

The concern is the inappropriateness of some RECs to
judge the merits of research in paradigms with which they
are traditionally not familiar [12]. Often, ethical reviews are
about compliance to policy; yet, there is a “distance between
procedural compliance and actual ethical conduct in the
practice of research” in qualitative research [14].

It is noteworthy that many educational and social science
researchers do not refute the significance of ethical clearance
reviews but do not agree with the once-off REC procedures
that occur before the research commences [15]. For example,
Head [6] notes that ethical codes, rules, and principles that
are set by the RECs are not enough for educational research:
“ethical issues in educational research go beyond a matter of
compliance with rules, codes, and principles to the complex
matter of ethical dilemmas that are organic, dynamic, and
dependent on context and relationships, and which are often
contestable.”
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In this paper, we contribute another perspective to the
discourse relating to RECs. As educational researchers
ourselves, we agree with the arguments against the
homogenising tendencies of some RECs. However, we have
come to realise that there is limited explicit engagement
about how academics who serve in the RECs can learn from
the committees towards academic growth and development
in and beyond being ethical researchers. This silence sur-
prises us for two interrelated reasons. First, academics work
in a competition-filled, neoliberal environment where
practices are quantitatively measured to determine perfor-
mance and promotion [16-18]. Therefore, the literature
about academics serving in RECs may shed light on whether
such an activity enables or constrains their development in
such an environment in various key performance areas.
Second, academic REC members spend time reviewing the
applications for ethical clearance. The value of time in the
neoliberal and capitalist environment cannot be over-
emphasised [19-21]. How serving on such committees
compensates for this quantitative time cannot be known
unless academics’ experiences are shared.

We write this paper from an advantaged position of
having been in both sides: researchers who often apply for
ethical clearance and academic REC members.
N. Madikizela-Madiya (author 1) served in the committee
before she obtained her Ph.D. (a permissible situation in her
institution), while A. T. Motlhabane (author 2) served when
he was already a professor in natural sciences education.
Thus, we assume that our reflection will trigger discussions
from other researchers and committee members across
contexts for possible improvement in the operations of
RECs.

The paper is structured as follows: first, a review is
presented of the literature to identify an account of how
RECs are perceived and the reasons behind such percep-
tions. Second, the situated learning theory is presented and
contextualised to our experiences of serving in the RECs. The
third section explains how the REC in our context is
structured. This is followed by a discussion of duoethnog-
raphy as a method we follow in the reflection. Next, we
present our experiences as data for analysis. This is followed
by the discussion of these experiences and the conclusions as
the final section.

2. Background to Research Ethics Committees

The formal review of research proposals stemmed from the
medical field following the exploitation and abuse of humans
by the medical fraternity in historical times [22, 23]. The
codes of research ethics were developed and declared in
documents such as the Nuremberg Code of 1947, the United
Nations Declaration of Human Rights, the Declaration of
Helsinki, and the Belmont Report. Such codes were adopted
to direct “the planning, conduct, and reporting of medical
research involving humans and (to prioritise) the welfare of
the participants over the aims of the research” [15]. Although
such regulations were meant for physicians and later other
medical researchers, the realisation of the vulnerability of
participants such as students in education led to the spread
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of formal ethics reviews to other disciplines [15]. As such, the
formal review of research proposals for ethical clearance is
relatively recent in the social sciences and education [24, 25].

While such formal reviews are meant to regulate the
protection of participants and researchers from harm during
the research process, the concern has been how all research
involving humans is treated the same regardless of its
purpose and context. Van den Hoonaard and Hamilton [26]
note the following: “even members of ethics review com-
mittees, as ‘guardians’ of ethics review processes, are not
entirely happy. Mandating researchers to submit their re-
search plans to ethics committees before gathering any data
involving humans is often not a joyful or productive one for
either party.”

Amidst these concerns, the value of RECs in limiting
unacceptable research practices and promoting ethical re-
search practices is also acknowledged [2, 3, 27]. Bond [28]
and Mertens [29] highlight issues involved in educational
and social sciences research which require such research to
be ethically cleared. First, educational and social sciences
research “involves interaction with individuals and com-
munities” [29]. Such interaction must be respectful, sensi-
tive, relevant, and considerate. These issues might be
overlooked by the researchers at times and the multiple eyes
of the REC assist in identifying them. Mertens [29] further
argues that “the concept of a researcher as an instrument
brings to the fore ethical issues related to relationships that
generally receive less attention or are not addressed in
quantitative research studies.” Second, Mertens [29] argues
that educational and social sciences research is often con-
ducted with vulnerable and marginalised people such as
“[those with] less power in the researcher-researched rela-
tionship [...].” Therefore, research ethics should be ensured
in considerate ways, considering the distinction “between
ethics as a process of application and being an ethical re-
searcher,” according to Tatebe [27].

Many of these discussions, however, do not speak about
how RECs can be spaces for situated learning in higher
education, hence the conceptualisation of this paper.

2.1. The Theoretical Perspective. Our approach to this re-
flection is that while RECs can impose constraints on ed-
ucational researchers, they can also enable learning and
growth. Archer [30] argues, “We are simultaneously free and
constrained [...]; the former derives from the nature of
social reality, and the latter from human nature’s reflexivity.”
It is this nature of reflexivity that motivates us to transcend
our thoughts beyond the constraints to identify opportu-
nities in REC practice. To do this, we regarded Lave and
Wenger’s [31] theory of situated learning as providing the
best reflective tools. Lave and Wenger developed the situated
learning theory to explain learning in practice and to the-
orise “the meaning and processes of learning as part of [a]
social act” [32]. As such, Lave and Wenger [31] speak of
learning as [a] a social phenomenon constituted in the
experienced, lived-in world, through legitimate peripheral
participation in ongoing social practice; the process of
changing knowledgeable skills is subsumed in the processes
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of changing identity in and through membership in a
community of practitioners; and mastery is an organiza-
tional, relational characteristic of communities of practice.

In other words, the process of learning from the com-
munity takes time (ongoing social practices), changes
identity, and involves paying attention to values and culture
(relational characteristics).

The key concepts of the theory of situated learning are
communities of practice and legitimate peripheral partici-
pation. Wenger et al. [33] define communities of practice as
“groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or
a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge
and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing
basis.” Therefore, not all groups of people are communities
of practice [34, 35], only those who interact regularly, learn
from such an interaction, and become established in the
knowledge and skills they share in practice. Iverson [34]
notes that such a group of people may also have “divergent
skills and possibly different departments within an orga-
nization that are formed to deal with a complex problem or
to generate new knowledge.” This divergence becomes a
resource for learning and for practice.

The second key concept is legitimate peripheral partic-
ipation, which explains that, in a community of practice,
some are more experienced than others and this experience
develops over time as they continue to participate in au-
thentic practices.

Legitimate peripheral participation provides a way to
speak about the relations between newcomers and old-
timers, and about activities, identities, artefacts, and com-
munities of knowledge and practice. It concerns the process
by which newcomers become part of a community of
practice [31].

This comment suggests that membership in the commu-
nity of practice is a process which comes through informal
learning. Brown and Duguid [36] contend that the concept of
legitimate peripheral participation challenges the assumption
that learning only occurs through pedagogy. They argue that
“the conditions of learning, rather than just abstract subject
matter, [are] central to understanding what is learned.
Learning, from the viewpoint of LPP (legitimate peripheral
participation), essentially involves becoming an ‘insider’.”
Thus, situated learning is about learning in practice in which
the identities of the community members become transformed
through interaction with and among community members.

However, in cases such as RECs, newcomers are not
always and necessarily people that are inexperienced in the
practices of the committees. As Lave and Wenger [31] put it,
“everyone’s participation is legitimately peripheral in some
respect.” Wenger [35] explains this notion further: whether
we are apprentices or pioneers, newcomers, or old-timers,
knowing always involves two components: the competence
that our communities have established over time (i.e., what it
takes to act and be recognised as a competent member), and
our ongoing experience of the world as a member (in the
context of a given world and beyond).

This argument elucidates a situation where at some point
one is a newcomer in a new community and works towards
learning and fitting into that community’s definition of

competence. Thus, this social learning is a system with
subsystems (various communities) of knowledge exchanging
through participation. Iverson [34] notes that learning from
such participation does not mean a mere reproduction of
what others do in a community of practice, but that “cre-
ative, innovative, and new forms of learning can occur
through participation.”

2.2. Modes of Belonging. The concept of “legitimate” in the
phrase ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ signifies be-
longing to the community of practice. Wenger [35] identifies
three “modes” in which belonging to communities of
practice occur. First, there is engagement (interaction,
working together, participating in various forms of pro-
duction). Iverson [34] comments that without this en-
gagement there is no community of practice:

Members must engage one another, and engagement can
be used to define insiders from outsiders. However, all types
of interaction do not count for mutual engagement, or CoPs
(communities of practice) would be no different from other
groups or communities.

Therefore, the engagement or interaction of a commu-
nity of practice may intentionally be for the purposes of
learning or learning can be “an incidental outcome of
members’ interactions” [37].

The second mode of belonging is imagination. This
involves “constructing an image of ourselves, of our com-
munities, and of the world, in order to orient ourselves, to
reflect on our situation, and to explore the possibilities” [35].
Wenger explains that it is not always possible to engage with
all community members, but we need to have an imagi-
nation of the world for the sake of our identity. Situated
learning is about identity development. Wenger-Trayner
and Wenger-Trayner [38] argue as follows:

As a trajectory through a social landscape, learning is not
merely the acquisition of knowledge. It is the becoming of a
person who inhabits the landscape with an identity whose
dynamic construction reflects our trajectory through the
landscape.

The third mode is alignment whereby “our local activities
are sufficiently aligned with other processes so that they can
be effective beyond our own engagement” [35]. These three
modes coexist but any can dominate a particular community
of practice and may bring the experience that one has ac-
quired to the home community, and the community
members may take this experience to expand their knowl-
edge as well.

There is also peripherality, which according to Lave and
Wenger [39] suggests that membership or any position in
the community of practice is dynamic:

Changing locations and perspectives are part of actors’
learning trajectories, developing identities, and forms of
membership [...]. As a place in which one moves towards
more intensive participation, peripherality is an empowering
position.

Therefore, sometimes one can be in the periphery and
not be empowered in any way, or in the core. For example,
the members of RECs do not necessarily know all research



niches of the applicants: “we cannot be competent in all the
practices in a landscape, but we can still be knowledgeable
about them, their relevance to our practice, and thus our
location in the broader landscape” [38]. Therefore, spending
time with other community members improves competence
in other areas in which a member was not knowledgeable.
Serving in a REC is one such space for academic develop-
ment where members interact directly with each other but
also indirectly with students and academic applicants.

2.3. Research Context. The REC on which we reflect in this
paper is in one college of a university in South Africa. In
South Africa, the REC system is relatively new, particularly
the formalised review practices in institutions [40]. The
RECs in the country operate under the auspices of the
National Health Research Ethics Council (NHREC), the
body that was established in 2015 to oversee the health
research practices and the composition and operations of the
RECs [41]. According to the guidelines, principles, and
procedures set by the Department of Health in South Africa,
“the ethical acceptability of planned research [does] does not
differ just because a different methodology is to be used”
[42].

In our context, however, the REC concerned is in ed-
ucation and reviews applications related to educational
studies for academics and students. This REC consists of
representatives from 11 departments in the College of Ed-
ucation, as follows: Educational Leadership and Manage-
ment, Psychology of Education, Inclusive Education,
Educational Foundations, Curriculum and Instructional
Studies, Open Distance Learning, Language Education Arts
and Culture, Mathematics Education, Science and Tech-
nology Education, Early Childhood Education, and Adult
Basic Education and Youth Development. This composition
helps the members to address discipline-specific ethical
concerns and issues rather than generalising. For example,
applications in educational psychology may have specific
ethical issues compared to those in mathematics education
or educational foundations. Thus, the reviews are not fully
homogeneous although they are based on the same guide-
lines. The committee is made up of 34 members who, in line
with the NHREC constitution, have undergone online
training on research ethics. The applications are emailed to
the REC chair who then distributes them to the members
according to discipline. Postgraduate students’ applications
are submitted by their supervisors.

The methodological strengths and areas of research
interest are diverse in the committee, and all approaches
(qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods) are repre-
sented. The members’ levels of experience in academe and in
the institution differ. There are lecturers, senior lecturers,
associate professors, and full professors.

The reviews are conducted through formal meetings
once a month from February to November, following the
terms of reference and the standard operations procedures.
The members of the committee are given seven days to
review applications before the whole committee meets to
discuss them. Such prediscussions are mainly discipline-
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specific or held by members of related disciplines. All
members sign the confidentiality agreement; those with a
conflict of interest cannot be part of the meeting during the
discussions of such applications. The review reports are
consolidated and discussed during the meeting in which the
decision is taken.

2.4. Duoethnography as a Research Method. Because we
reflect on our experiences of participating and interacting
with other REC members in the committee for periods long
enough to learn, the reflection follows a duoethnographic
design. Duoethnography is a relatively new form of col-
laborative, embodied, and dialogic research method in
which two or more researchers reflect on their personal
experiences of a phenomenon [43]. Sawyer and Norris [44]
describe duoethnography as a research process in which
researchers “work in tandem to dialogically critique and
question the meanings they give to issues and constructs”
thereby “excavating” “the temporal, social, cultural, and
geographical cartography of their lives, making explicit their
assumptions and perspectives.” Duoethnography is located
in the poststructuralist worldview, thereby rejecting “the
notion of a single, fixed, and absolute reality existing in-
dependently of human consciousness and imagination” [43].
It is framed as a lived curriculum, a lived space in which
researchers “deconstruct and reconceptualise their narrative
perceptions” [43]. It draws from discursive formations such
as narrative inquiry, narrative identity, critical theory,
Currere, and posttheories whose focus is on power and
interrelationship subjectivity [45].

In following this method, we interrogate our experiences
of practising in the RECs as a lived space and “curricular text
in order to evoke, interrupt, and create new perceptions and
meanings in the process of interrogating such” lived space
[43]. Our experiences are “the subject of analysis” [46] as we
reflect on, interpret, and identify “similar and different
meanings to” serving in the committees [47].

2.5. Trustworthiness in Narratives. Regarding trustworthiness,
we follow the tenets of duoethnography in that we do not
“make claims for the “Truth” or validity” of the stories we tell
and the interpretations we make of such stories [48]. Instead,
we explicitly declare these as our “explicit, subjective, vul-
nerable, and honest narratives about our experiences” [46]. In
this way, we do not “bracket” ourselves out, but we situate
ourselves “centrally within the meaning of the text [we] are
creating, thus promoting the inquiry goal of researcher/reader
self-reflexivity” [43]. Following Le Fevre and Sawyer’s [49]
suggestion for attending to trustworthiness, we disclose much
about ourselves as members of the ethics committee, “recog-
nising that [our] lens or point of view is part of the research.”
Below we discuss how we went about reflecting on this paper.

2.6. Developing the Duoethnography. In March 2020,
N. Madikizela-Madiya invited a few colleagues in the College
of Education where she works to develop papers on her own
research ethics to contribute to a journal that had issued a call
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for papers. A. Motlhabane accepted the invitation, but the
process of developing the paper was disrupted by the Covid-
19 pandemic shock and lockdown. In February 2021, the
conversations were more organised and focused on what was
common between us (N. Madikizela-Madiya and
A. Motlhabane) in terms of the research ethics topic: serving
in the RECs. We started meeting with Microsoft Teams every
third week and exchanging emails to discuss the topic and to
decide together on the readings we needed to focus on. After a
number of back and forth conversations about what we could
contribute, possible topics included the following: establish-
ment of RECs in education (because more literature related to
this topic focuses on the medical and psychology fields but is
limited in education), nonunanimous decisions about the
outcome of ethical clearance applications, and centralisation
or decentralisation of ethics committees (e.g., to have one
commiittee for all faculties in a university). We also considered
reflecting on the experiences of working either alone or with
an administrative assistant in chairing the committee. Because
N. Madikizela-Madiya was not a professor when she served
on the committee, we also considered writing about reviewing
senior colleagues’” work. We then decided that we should
think of an umbrella topic in which all or some of these
possibilities might come up as themes for reflection.

Then, we would meet and discuss each other’s reflections,
each considering how the other’s reflection applied or did not
apply to another’s experiences. Like Le Fevre and Sawyer’s
[49] understanding, “we told and interpreted our stories to
each other” relating how we experienced and learnt from the
RECs. We would read the first reflection, and in the process of
reading, the dialogue would come in, as presented below.

2.7. Reflection on Our Experiences. The question that our
reflection addresses in this paper is what we learnt from the
committee that contributed to our development as educa-
tional researchers and academics. We consolidated our
reflection into five aspects, as discussed below.

2.8. Learning for Research Improvement. Research is one of
the determinants of academic development in higher edu-
cation [50]. Therefore, any interaction or practice that serves
to improve research skills and knowledge is important for
academics. Based on this understanding, we asked ourselves
whether serving in the REC was of any help towards de-
velopment in research and we agreed that it was:

N. Madikizela-Madiya: I was working with professors in
that committee and I was still doing my Ph.D. Therefore,
the REC became a learning space for me. I considered
everything that they would say to critique the applications.
I would also look at the applicants™ proposals and think
“Oh, wow! Therefore, this is what can be done. This is how
this topic can be approached.”

This comment suggests that N. Madikizela-Madiya’s
involvement in the REC before she obtained a Ph.D. helped
her to learn beyond just the REC procedures and practices
but also to understand the diversity in research.

A. Motlhabane: There is a lot of eye-opening taking place
in the REC. Even the mistakes that the applicants make
improve our reflections about quality research.

N. Madikizela-Madiya: I agree with you. Sometimes when
the committee discussed applications, I would realise my
ignorance. I remember when one applicant was proposed
to do research about the marginalisation of gifted learners
in normative classrooms. I was very ignorant about that
topic because as researchers we often focus on finding
solutions for those who have learning difficulties.

A. Motlhabane: Yes, there is always an element of ig-
norance on some research topics and methods, especially
if they are not in your field, even if you are an experienced
researcher.

N. Madikizela-Madiya: Exactly! Probably the members
that were in the field of inclusive education were not
surprised by such a proposal, but I was.

This conversation suggests that serving in the REC in our
context helps members to realise the shortcomings of
working in isolated disciplines. Members’ ignorance of the
discourses of other disciplines is exposed, a situation that can
improve their individual research endeavours. It also indi-
cates that learning about research is continuous and that the
RECs can be good spaces for development in that regard. The
conversation also suggests that having academics of different
disciplines and different levels of experience to come to-
gether to review the applications was resourceful for our
academic development.

2.9. Informed Research and Postgraduate Practice.
Postgraduate supervision is not a skill that one can master
in isolation. It requires learning in practice as well as in-
tense mentorship. Sometimes those to whom the inexpe-
rienced look up for mentoring and guidance “may be
unable to do so effectively because of the structural con-
straints of their role” [51]. Serving in the REC helped us to
attend to this void:

N. Madikizela-Madiya: It has become easy for me to
supervise my master’s and doctoral students on the
process of ethical clearance application because I have
first-hand information on what the REC wants to see.

A. Motlhabane also commented that he learnt firsthand
the reasons behind the decisions given by the REC to the
applicants. Apart from learning to identify errors for our
students, we also realised that serving in the REC placed us
in an advantaged or powerful position:

A. Motlhabane: I have compiled a list of errors that led to
disapproval or referring back.

N. Madikizela-Madiya: This is what I call “knowledge
power,” A. Motlhabane, because when one is an applicant,
one gets feedback only to that particular application.
Therefore, one would make other mistakes in future



applications, but for the REC members there is a broader
spectrum of knowledge of errors.

A. Motlhabane: Yes, but I also conduct workshops to alert
all researchers and supervisors in the college to these
errors.

N. Madikizela-Madiya: In that case, the REC is a source of
knowledge and empowerment rather than an oppressor,
as we often perceive it. It is about improving the quality of
our work.

A. Motlhabane: Not only for us as researchers, but for our
students as well. I review my students’ applications and
provide them with feedback before the applications are
submitted to the ethics committee. Therefore, I can advise
my students on errors.

From this conversation, we realised that sharing our
experiences in this paper may encourage membership in the
committee in our context and in similar contexts where
academics are reluctant to serve due to the amount of time it
takes. The committees have the potential to improve re-
search supervision as well as an extensive understanding of
ethical errors in educational research. However, we also
interrogated the issues of power that seemed to arise from
the above conversation:

N. Madikizela-Madiya: Therefore, because you compile
the list of errors, does that mean your students are at an
unfair advantage of having their applications approved?

A. Motlhabane: Although I am aware of the errors and I
provide support to my students, this is not a guarantee
that their applications or my application will be approved.
In fact, to date, all of my students’ applications together
with my applications were referred back for revision and
clarification.

N. Madikizela-Madiya: I agree, but what about the power
dynamics in this case? Does your position as the com-
mittee chair not influence the members’ decision on your
and your students’ applications?

A. Motlhabane: The committee independently reviewed
my student’s applications and discussed them in my
absence and took an independent decision. In all cases, my
students’ applications were referred back and my students
had to resubmit, and the committee will sit in my absence
again and take an independent decision.

We were excited to have engaged in this conversation
because it spoke to pertinent issues that might cause conflicts
in the RECs as well as suspicions about their operations. The
conversation made us realise the power we had as the REC
members and this realisation strengthens our ethics and can
guard against ethical behaviour in the RECs.

2.10. Research Ethics Committee as Informal Mentors for
Postgraduate Supervision. In our college, there can be
hundreds of master’s and doctoral students at a time.
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Therefore, there are never enough experienced professor
supervisors to supervise these students. Yet the university
requires staff to cosupervise their first students with expe-
rienced professors. Having the developing supervisors in the
RECs proved to be a solution to this problem:

N. Madikizela-Madiya: There were few experienced and
professor supervisors in my department who could
cosupervise with me. Therefore, I supervised my first
master’s student alone and he passed. The committee was
my mentor. [...] Not only did REC help me to supervise
for ethical clearance applications, but I would listen to the
discussions and take that to improve my entire supervi-
sion process.

A. Motlhabane: You were lucky, N. Madikizela-Madiya.
At the time when I started supervising the postgraduate
students, the formal ethics committee did not exist. Al-
though my students passed, my supervision now, as a
member of the REC, is better compared to the time when I
was not.

This conversation suggests that somehow the members
of the REC were our mentors even though we were not
necessarily conscious of this mentorship.

2.11. The Extensive Nature of Research Ethics. Serving in the
REC opened our eyes to many aspects which, although
related to research, we did not regard as having much to do
with ethics:

N. Madikizela-Madiya: Among other things, I learnt that
research ethics is a contentious topic. It was not until I
served on this committee and worked with the professors
that I understood that inconsistencies in the methodo-
logical proposal can have ethical implications. For ex-
ample, some applicants would not explicitly state that they
would do classroom observations, but, maybe, in the
section where they speak of data collection, as a reviewer
you get to see that there would be some observations.

A. Motlhabane: Yes, also for me it was not until I served in
the committee that I became aware of the statement in our
research ethics policy indicating that if the methodology is
flawed, then the ethics is flawed.

Two issues could be drawn from this conversation. First,
we learnt the ethics in aspects of research methodology to
which our attention was limited. Second, serving on the
committee forced us to read and understand institutional
policy, which is one of the requirements for all staff
members. This would help us to grow in the area of policy
awareness.

2.12. Learning from the “Visitors”. As N. Madikizela-Madiya
mentioned earlier, communities of practice can go beyond
just the committee members in the case of RECs. She would
see the topics in the proposals and reflect on that. Therefore,
the applicants are somehow visitors who occasionally come
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into the REC community, but a member can still learn
something from that periodical encounter. This issue came
up again in the following comment:

N. Madikizela-Madiya: As committee members, we would
hold workshops with academics to explain what was
expected in each section of the application form. In this
process, I would learn from the questions, engagements,
and views of the academics in the workshop, in addition to
those that were committee members.

Our view, therefore, is that the situated learning theory
should include the role of “visitors” in learning within the
situated environment.

A. Motlhabane also shared an experience where he learnt
to use the REC’s policy and terms of reference to manage the
power dynamics inherent in the leading committee. He
abides by the policy in terms of receiving applications re-
gardless of whether the applicant was in a position of power
or not. That situation became clear from the conversation
below.

2.13. Learning to Manage Conflicts. The reflections went to a
point where we paid attention to social relations between the
committee members and the applicants and between the
members of the committees. We asked, “We review our
colleagues’ applications: What does this do with our rela-
tionships with these colleagues?”

A. Motlhabane: Sometimes there are tensions, especially
when the application is rejected or sent back for revision.
This happens especially when a supervisor does not agree
with the feedback given to a student’s application. Irre-
spective of the tensions, I have learnt that I need to remain
professional.

N. Madikizela-Madiya: What do you mean by remaining
professional?

A. Motlhabane: I refer the unhappy applicant to the policy
and guidelines.

N. Madikizela-Madiya: I see. I also learnt that sometimes
colleagues would appeal the decisions of the committees
about their applications. An appealing applicant would be
asked to attend a one-on-one discussion with the com-
mittee chair. From such a discussion, both sides would
realise which side made a mistake. This process curbed
possible quarrels that could ruin social relations.

A. Motlhabane: Yes, both sides can make mistakes.
Particularly, I have realised that even when feedback is
negative, if it is timely, applicants tend to appreciate it
than complain.

From this conversation, we identified that there were
power relations between ourselves as the REC and the
applicants. Such relations would ruin the social

relationships if we (the committee) did not manage them
through openness to negotiation, further discussion, and
adherence to policies and guidelines. These are principles
that could be applied across our social relations.

3. Discussing Reflections

We realise that we had developed academically through
our involvement in the REC. Although we had not joined
the REC with the aim of learning, learning happened
through legitimate peripheral participation [31] in REC.
In accordance with Lave and Wenger [31], this implies
that our participation was “dispositionally adapted” to
produce learning. Lave and Wenger argue that partici-
pants can learn even if they were not attempting to ac-
quire or inculcate identifiable skills through their
participation. Our learning occurred in a participatory
framework [31]; therefore, it was mediated by the dif-
ferences in perspectives [31] of the REC members. The
differences in perspectives can be attested to by our
experiences in terms of different viewpoints expressed
during the REC meetings. In line with this framework,
our type of learning experiences could be viewed as a
special type of social practice associated with “legitimate
peripheral participation” [31]. Therefore, the REC as a
community of practice positioned us as legitimate pe-
ripheral participants [52]. Similarly, we agree with
Hasrati’s [53] research findings as our legitimate pe-
ripheral participation in the REC also contributed pos-
itively to our supervision skills of master’s and doctoral
students.

In line with the notion of community of practice, we
developed ways of doing things, dealing with power rela-
tions, and ways of talking [31]. We align ourselves with
Shaheen et al. [54] who say that “communities of practice are
a powerful strategy for supporting knowledge sharing
amongst members working in a common field.” This is
because the REC as a community of practice was central to
our learning experiences because it “embrace[d] the idea of
communities of practice as locales of learning and knowl-
edge management and thereby promote[d] situated learn-
ing” [55]. Our learning experiences confirm the assertion by
Lave and Wenger [31] that “learning is located or situated
within everyday practice.” Therefore, for us, the REC became
“an integral part of generative social practice in the lived-in
world” [31].

Our experiences are consistent with the argument by
Roux et al. [56] that learning does not entirely occur
through acquiring knowledge in a conventional sense, but
rather through social interaction and relationships. The
fact that we were active participants in the practice of the
REC as a social community and were able to construct our
own identities in relation to such a community is in
agreement with the notion of legitimate peripheral
participation [37]. We started as learners who were
novices and moved from the periphery towards full
participation. Therefore, as newcomers, we transitioned



as we learnt through legitimate peripheral participation
[31] from our interactions and relations with “old-
timers,” that is, experienced professors who are
knowledgeable.

Our learning experiences in the REC are in agreement
with Wenger’s [37] references to “learning as doing” and
“learning as experiencing.” We further align ourselves
with Jung [57] in that our involvement in the REC has
helped us to build our own sense of identity and interpret
our learning as a process of becoming something new.
Although the context of our study differs from those of
Jung [57] and Teeuwsen et al. [58], our experiences are
similar and point towards academic development and
identification with the academic community as a com-
munity of practice.

4. Conclusions

Five conclusions can be drawn from our reflections
presented in this paper. First, RECs have the potential to
do more than just validate research proposals in edu-
cation. When the REC is composed of persons with di-
verse experiences and disciplines, it can become a space of
empowerment for less experienced members and of
knowledge extension to beyond the disciplinary
boundaries. Second, RECs can be a resource for insti-
tutional management where there is a shortage of staff for
research and postgraduate supervision. They can play a
crucial role in the informal mentoring of inexperienced
supervisors through observation, interaction, and par-
ticipation. Third, when conceptualised in similar ways as
in our context, RECs can be incubators of knowledge for
all stakeholders; they can share and empower staff and
students. In this way, power is decentralised for quality
research and postgraduate supervision practices. Fourth,
through serving in RECs, the members are empowered
for other social and management roles. They can gain
skills and knowledge in terms of management and policy
analyses. Fifth, RECs, as communities of practice, provide
opportunities for members to learn not only from other
members of the community, but also from the visitors.
This is an addition to the situated learning theory, and it
depicts social circumstances in which communities are
not self-sufficient. It is clear, therefore, that there is a
positive side to RECs in education and this side can be
exposed through the reflection of the community
members.

Data Availability

No data were used to support this study.

Disclosure

This study is a part of University of South Africa.

Conflicts of Interest

The authors declare that they have no conflicts of interest.

Education Research International

References

[1] M. Israel and I. Hay, Research Ethics for Social Scientists, Sage,
Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 2006.

[2] K. De Wet, “The importance of ethical appraisal in social
science research: reviewing a faculty of humanities’ research
ethics committee,” Journal of Academic Ethics, vol. 8, no. 4,
pp. 301-314, 2010.

[3] S.Jennings, “Response to Schrag: what are ethics committees
for anyway? A defence of social science research ethics re-
view,” Research Ethics, vol. 8, no. 2, pp. 87-96, 2012.

[4] K. Bell, “The ‘problem’ of undesigned relationality: ethno-
graphic fieldwork, dual roles and research ethics,” Ethnog-
raphy, vol. 20, no. 1, pp. 8-26, 2019.

[5] H. Busher and A. Fox, Implementing Ethics in Educational
Ethnography, Routledge, London, UK, 2019.

[6] G. Head, “Ethics in educational research: review boards,
ethical issues and researcher development,” European Edu-
cational Research Journal, vol. 19, no. 1, pp. 72-83, 2020.

[7] R. Lederman, “The ethical is political,” American Ethnologist,
vol. 33, no. 4, pp. 545-548, 2006.

[8] R. Dingwall, “The social costs of ethics regulation,” in The
Ethics Rupture: Exploring Alternatives to Formal Research-
Ethics ReviewUniversity of Toronto Press, Toronto, Canada,
2016.

[9] M. Hammersley, “Against the ethicists: on the evils of ethical
regulation,” International Journal of Social Research Meth-
odology, vol. 12, no. 3, pp. 211-225, 2009.

[10] J. M. Oakes, “Risks and wrongs in social science research: an
evaluator’s guide to the IRB,” Evaluation Review, vol. 26, no. 5,
pp. 443-479, 2002.

[11] Z. M. Schrag, “The case against ethics review in the social
sciences,” Research Ethics, vol. 7, no. 4, pp. 120-131, 2011.

[12] W. C. Van den Hoonard, “Is research-ethics review a moral
panic?” Canadian Review of Sociology & Anthropology, vol. 38,
no. 1, pp. 19-36, 2001.

[13] L. L. Wynn, “Ethnographers’ experiences of institutional
ethics oversight: results from a quantitative and qualitative
survey,” Journal of Policy History, vol. 23, no. 1, pp. 94-114,
2011.

[14] J. Morton, “Text-work in research ethics review: the signifi-
cance of documents in and beyond committee meetings,”
Accountability in Research, vol. 25, no. 7-8, pp. 387-403, 2018.

[15] A. B. Lees, S. Walters, and R. Godbold, “Variation in ethics
review for Tertiary-Based educational research: an interna-
tional and interdisciplinary cross-sectional review,” Journal of
Academic Ethics, vol. 19, no. 4, pp. 517-540, 2020.

[16] G. S. Cannella and M. Koro-Ljungberg, “Neoliberalism in
higher education: can we understand? Can we resist and
survive? Can we become without neoliberalism?” Cultural
Studies—Critical Methodologies, vol. 17, no. 3, pp. 155-162,
2017.

[17] R. Naidoo, “The competition fetish in higher education: va-
rieties, animators and consequences,” British Journal of So-
ciology of Education, vol. 37, no. 1, pp. 1-10, 2016.

[18] M. Tight, “The neoliberal turn in Higher Education,” Higher
Education Quarterly, vol. 73, no. 3, pp. 273-284, 2019.

[19] J. Kenny, “Re-empowering academics in a corporate culture:
an exploration of workload and performativity in a univer-
sity,” Higher Education, vol. 75, no. 2, pp. 365-380, 2018.

[20] J. Kenny and A. E. Fluck, “Towards a methodology to de-
termine standard time allocations for academic work,”
Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, vol. 39,
no. 5, pp. 503-523, 2017.



Education Research International

[21] J. Sugarman and E. Thrift, “Neoliberalism and the psychology
of time,” Journal of Humanistic Psychology, vol. 60, no. 6,
pp. 807-828, 2017.

[22] L. F. Anabo, L. Elexpuru-Albizuri, and L. Villardén-Gallego,
“Revisiting the Belmont Report’s ethical principles in inter-
net-mediated research: perspectives from disciplinary asso-
ciations in the social sciences,” Ethics And Information
Technology, vol. 21, no. 2, pp. 137-149, 2019.

[23] R. Dingwall, “How did we ever get into this mess? The rise of
ethical regulation in the social sciences,” Ethics in Social
Research. Studies in Qualitative Methodology, vol. 12, pp. 3-16,
2012.

[24] P. Sikes and H. Piper, “Ethical research, academic freedom
and the role of ethics committees and review procedures in
educational research,” International Journal of Research
and Method in Education, vol. 33, no. 3, pp. 205-213, 2010.

[25] S.Vermeylen and G. Clark, “An alternative ethics for research:
levinas and the unheard voices and unseen faces,” Interna-
tional Journal of Social Research Methodology, vol. 20, no. 5,
pp. 499-512, 2017.

[26] W. C. Van den Hoonaard and A. Hamilton, “The ethics
rupture summit in the context of current trends in research
ethics review,” in The Ethics Rupture: Exploring Alternatives to
Forma Research Ethics ReviewUniversity of Toronto Press,
Toronto, Canada, 2016.

[27] J. Tatebe, “The ethics of difference: ethical dilemmas of ex-
ternal researchers,” Journal of Academic Ethics, vol. 13, no. 3,
pp. 229-237, 2015.

[28] T. Bond, “Ethical imperialism or ethical mindfulness? Re-
thinking ethical review for social sciences,” Research Ethics,
vol. 8, no. 2, pp. 97-112, 2012.

[29] D. M. Mertens, “Ethics in qualitative research in education
and the social sciences,” in Qualitative Research: An Intro-
duction to Methods and DesignsJossey-Bass, Hoboken, NJ,
USA, 2012.

[30] M. Archer, Realist Social Theory: The Morphogenetic Ap-
proach, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, 1995.

[31] J. Lave and E. Wenger, Situated Learning: Legitimate Pe-
ripheral Participation, Cambridge University Press, Cam-
bridge, UK, 1991.

[32] A. Fuller, H. Hodkinson, P. Hodkinson, and L. Unwin,
“Learning as peripheral participation in communities of
practice: a reassessment of key concepts in workplace
learning,” British Educational Research Journal, vol. 31, no. 1,
pp. 49-68, 2005.

[33] E. Wenger, R. McDermott, and W. M. Snyder, Cultivating
Communities of Practice, Harvard Business Press, Boston,
MA, USA, 2002.

[34] J. O. Iverson, “Knowledge, belonging, and communities of
practice,” Communication and Organizational Knowledge:
Contemporary Issues for Theory and Practice, Routledge,
London, UK, 2011.

[35] E. Wenger, “Communities of practice and social learning
systems,” Organization, vol. 7, no. 2, pp. 225-246, 2000.

[36] J. S. Brown and P. Duguid, “Organizational learning and
communities-of-practice: toward a unified view of working,
learning, and innovation,” Organization Science, vol. 2, no. 1,
pp. 40-57, 1991.

[37] E. Wenger, Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and
Identity, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, 1998.

[38] E. Wenger-Trayner and B. Wenger-Trayner, “Learning in a
landscape of practice: a framework,” in Learning in Land-
scapes of Practice: Boundaries, Identity, and Knowledgeability
in Practice-Based LearningRoutledge, London, UK, 2015.

[39] J. Lave and E. Wenger, “Legitimate peripheral participation,”
in Learners, Learning and AssessmentPaul Chapman, London,
UK, 1999.

[40] N.Mamotte and D. Wassenaar, “Ethics review in a developing
country: a survey of South African social scientists’ experi-
ences,” Journal of Empirical Research on Human Research
Ethics, vol. 4, no. 4, pp. 69-78, 2009.

[41] M. Israel, ““Ethical imperialism” and the export of re-
search ethics regulation from the global north to South
Africa,” in Proceedings of the 39th African Studies Asso-
ciation of Australasia and the Pacific (AFSAAP) Annual
Conference, Perth, Australia, 2017.

[42] Department of Health, “Ethics in health research: principles,
processes and structures,” 2015, https://www.sun.ac.za/
english/research-innovation/Research-Development/
Documents/Integrity20Ed.pdf.

[43] R.D. Sawyer and T. Liggett, “Shifting positionalities: a critical
discussion of a duoethnographic inquiry of a personal cur-
riculum of post/colonialism,” International Journal of Qual-
itative Methods, vol. 11, no. 5, pp. 628-651, 2012.

[44] R. D. Sawyer and J. Norris, “Duoethnography: articulations/
(re)creations of meaning in the making,” in The Collaborative
Turn: Working Together in Qualitative ResearchSense, Rot-
terdam, Netherlands, 2009.

[45] S. Farquhar and E. Fitzpatrick, “Unearthing truths in
duoethnographic method,” Qualitative Research Journal,
vol. 16, no. 3, pp. 238-250, 2016.

[46] N. Madikizela-Madiya and J. M. Atwebembeire, “Colleague
postgraduate supervision and the production of space in
higher education: a duoethnographic analysis,” Qualitative
Research Journal, vol. 21, no. 2, pp. 166-176, 2020.

[47] J. Norris and R. D. Sawyer, “Introduction: the efficacy of
duoethnography in teaching and learning: a return to its
roots,” in Theorizing Curriculum Studies, Teacher Education,
and Research through Duoethnographic PedagogySpringer,
Berlin, Germany, 2017.

[48] R. A. Breault, “Emerging issues in duoethnography,” Inter-
national Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, vol. 29,
no. 6, pp. 777-794, 2016.

[49] D. M. Le Fevre and R. D. Sawyer, “Dangerous conversations:
understanding the space between silence and communica-
tion,” in Duoethnography: Dialogic Methods for Social, Health,
and Educational ResearchLeft Coast Press, London, UK, 2012.

[50] B. Stensaker, “Academic development as cultural work:
responding to the organizational complexity of modern
higher education institutions,” International Journal for Ac-
ademic Development, vol. 23, no. 4, pp. 274-285, 2018.

[51] D. Boud and H. Middleton, “Learning from others at work:
communities of practice and informal learning,” Journal of
Workplace Learning, vol. 15, no. 5, pp. 194-202, 2003.

[52] K. Eggleton, R. Fortier, T. Fishman, S. J. Hawken, and
F. Goodyear-Smith, “Legitimate participation of medical
students in community attachments,” Education for Primary
Care, vol. 30, no. 1, pp. 35-40, 2019.

[53] M. Hasrati, “Legitimate peripheral participation and super-
vising PhD students,” Studies in Higher Education, vol. 30,
no. 5, pp. 557-570, 2005.

[54] Q. Shaheen, A. Kothari, J. Conklin, and S. Sibbald, “Sup-
porting successful communities of practice for older adults: a
qualitative secondary analysis,” Educational Gerontology,
vol. 47, no. 5, pp. 207-221, 2021.

[55] A. Contu and H. Willmott, “Re-embedding situatedness:
the importance of power relations in learning theory,”
Organization Science, vol. 14, no. 3, pp. 283-296, 2003.


https://www.sun.ac.za/english/research-innovation/Research-Development/Documents/Integrity20Ed.pdf
https://www.sun.ac.za/english/research-innovation/Research-Development/Documents/Integrity20Ed.pdf
https://www.sun.ac.za/english/research-innovation/Research-Development/Documents/Integrity20Ed.pdf

10

[56] D. J. Roux, K. H. Rogers, H. C. Biggs, P. J. Ashton, and
A. Sergeant, “Bridging the Science-Management divide:
moving from unidirectional knowledge transfer to knowledge
interfacing and sharing,” Ecology and Society, vol. 11, no. 1,
p. 4, 2006.

[57] J. Jung, “Learning experience and academic identity building
by master’s students in Hong Kong,” Studies in Higher Ed-
ucation, vol. 46, no. 4, pp. 782-795, 2021.

[58] P. Teeuwsen, S. Ratkovi¢, and S. A. Tilley, “Becoming aca-
demics: experiencing legitimate peripheral participation in
part-time doctoral studies,” Studies in Higher Education,
vol. 39, no. 4, pp. 680-694, 2014.

Education Research International



