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Abstract The aim of research ethics is to ensure that research is
conducted responsibly, with respect for the rights, dignity and
wellbeing of participants. This viewpoint paper describes eth-
ical challenges that can arise when conducting research with
adult migrants who are learning an additional language (L2),
while also acquiring literacy for the first time. Anchored in our
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own experiences, we reflect on how an ethics of care perspec- o
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following viewpoints for consideration:

1. Standard institutional (macro) research ethics proce-
dures are often inappropriate when involving adult L2
literacy learners in research.

2. Ethics procedures do not prepare you for the reflexive,
micro-ethical decision-making that is usually required
when conducting research with these learners, and can
create barriers for inclusive research practices.

3. Ethical procedures and practices should embrace an
ethics of care framework, encouraging caring conduct
throughout the research process and in consideration of
all involved.

Keywords adult literacy, LESLLA, ethics of care, research ethics

Ethical decision-making is foundational to every stage of the research process. From
design to dissemination, researchers make choices about what questions to ask, who to
involve, what approach to take, and how to communicate what they find. Each of these
choices has the potential to impact the individuals and communities concerned, ideally
in a beneficial manner and, as a minimum requirement, not causing harm.
International as well as national guidelines require researchers to reflect on research
ethics (BERA, 2018; Fischer, 2006; NWO, 2016). These guidelines usually include core
principles, such as “(1) respect for persons, (2) yielding optimal benefits while minimizing
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harm and (3) justice” (De Costa et al., 2019, p. 122). Research ethics can then be further
understood by distinguishing between ethical principles and procedures specified by
professional institutions (macro-ethics) and contextual ethical decision-making that is
local and time-sensitive (micro-ethics) (De Costa, 2024).

Institutional ethics committees examine research plans, assess them for ethical impli-
cations and, given that the participants’ interests are believed to be protected, grant
permission to carry out research. The importance of ethical conduct is a shared value
among researchers; however, macro-ethical procedures can be criticised for being overly
bureaucratic (Haggerty, 2004; Yaw et al., 2023). Conducting research with underrepre-
sented and already marginalized groups can raise further questions about the extent
to which participants’ interests are prioritised. Such research contexts highlight where
general procedures do not serve all participants and aims equally well.

In this viewpoint paper, informed by our own experiences, we highlight the limita-
tions of existing procedures and guidelines when conducting research in the context
of Literacy Education for Second Language Learning Adults (LESLLA), and propose the
integration of an ethics of care perspective into both macro- and micro-ethical decision-
making. We use this framework to reflect on our experiences of conducting the following
empirical studies:

(a) aqualitative study into language learning strategies, based on interviews with thirty
adult literacy learners from Syria and Eritrea (Dalderop, 2024);

(b) amixed-methods psycholinguistic study, involving adult participants from across
the Arabic-speaking world with diverse literacy experiences (Shepperd, 2022).

Throughout this viewpoint paper, we include vignettes of concrete experiences that illus-
trate ethical challenges we faced and the approaches we took in an attempt to address
them. We embrace epistemological differences between our studies and demonstrate the
relevance of our proposals to a range of methodologies. The following sections provide
background information about adult L2 literacy learners and frequent ethical issues that
arise when involving these learners in research. We then outline what is meant by an
ethics of care, which is interpreted in relation to layers of vulnerability that LESLLA
learners may experience during the research process. Suggested adjustments are pro-
posed to mitigate identified vulnerabilities in our particular studies and demonstrate
how this framework can be applied, including and beyond LESLLA contexts.

1 Adult literacy learners
LESLLA learners are a diverse group in terms of countries of origin, first languages,
biographies, migration paths, gender, etc. They have in common that they are (1) adult

migrants who have had limited or no access to formal education, (2) learning a new

SHEPPERD AND DALDEROP (2026), DUTCH JOURNAL OF APPLIED LINGUISTICS DOI10.51751/dujal60196


https:
elax {
oreencodecase =1{}char "002F}
elax {
oreencodecase =1{}char "002F}doi.org
elax {
oreencodecase =1{}char "002F}10.51751/dujal60196

WHY SHOULD | CARE? RESEARCH ETHICS IN THE FIELD OF ADULT L2 LITERACY 3/17

language as well as L2 literacy, and (3) often in a highly literate and bureaucratic context
(Minuz et al., 2022). In many European countries, they attend a mandatory civic integra-
tion trajectory (Rocca et al., 2020). Estimates of the group’s size within Europe vary. A
study from Belgium found that 16 % of asylum seeking migrants had less than six years
of education in their home countries, contributing to the 27 % who struggled with most
basic home language literacy tasks (Hooft et al., 2020). Swedish data from 2018 reported
18 % learners with less than six years of schooling in their countries of origin (Norlund
Shaswar & Wedin, 2019). In the Netherlands, 20-25% of asylum seeking migrants were
estimated to be “illiterate” in 2020 (Uitvoeringsbrief Inburgering, 2022, p. 9).

In second language acquisition (SLA) research, LESLLA learners are underrepresented
(Bigelow & Tarone, 2004), and there is a tendency to draw on narrow, highly educated
participant samples (Andringa & Godfroid, 2020; Plonsky, 2023). This is problematic,
for two reasons. First, it leads to questions regarding theoretical generalizability of SLA
research, as we cannot assume our research findings to be representative if research only
draws on specific participant groups (Bigelow & Tarone, 2004; Ortega, 2005). Second,
adult language learning is broadly challenging, but the obstacles appear to be especially
insurmountable for LESLLA learners (Deygers & Vanbuel, 2022; Housen, 2022; Strube,
2014, 2015). Since research has the potential to inform and improve practice and policy,
there is clear ethical imperative to include this learner group.

2 Ethical issuesin LESLLA research

When including LESLLA learners in research, it can be challenging to navigate the
macro- and micro-ethical issues which inevitably arise. Reflective publications by LESLLA
researchers have outlined a variety of ethical and methodological challenges, related to
communication, recruitment, informed consent, confidentiality, translation, reciprocity
and inclusive practices (Malessa, 2023; Michaud et al., 2022; Shepperd, 2022). As an obvi-
ous example, standard procedures for gaining informed consent usually rely on multiple
pages of written documentation about the study and ask for a written signature upon
comprehension of this information. This is clearly inappropriate for participants that are
unable to read the information, sign their name, and participate in other literacy-based
processes, such as complaints procedures.

An individual’s capacity to give informed consent is a cornerstone of macro-ethical
requirements. Flexibility for diverse groups is often available in how information is deliv-
ered and how consent can be registered (e.g., using oral methods). However, there is less
flexibility in terms of (a) when during data collection information and consent should
be given, (b) what information must be given, and (c) how related institutional pro-
cedures can be conducted. This can create a significant burden of understanding for
LESLLA learners, as even oral information can be lengthy, involve legal phrasing, and
outline risks and protections which may make little sense to participants before they
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have begun the study. Alongside fulfilling institutional legal requirements, the intention
is often to promote agency for the participant. However, for these learners the formality
of the information and protocols can generate mistrust and be perceived as threatening,
triggering difficult memories related to bureaucracy (Rodrick Beiler & Dewilde, 2024;
Thomas & Pettitt, 2017).

A participant’s ability to consent is often discussed in relation to the concept of vulner-
ability; a term that is frequently applied when conducting research in the LESLLA field
(Fox et al., 2020; Malessa, 2023; Shepperd, 2022). Although vulnerability is commonly
defined as a characteristic of certain groups of people (e.g. children), Perry argued that
“vulnerability is not a characteristic inherent in the participant but is rather an interac-
tion between the participant’s characteristics and the nature of the study” (2o11, p. 9og).
For example, a lack of formal schooling in and of itself has little bearing on an adult’s
ability to understand and consensually participate in an activity. However, when research
procedures are unfamiliar, reliant on literacy-based practices, and situated in contexts of
power imbalances, then risks, such as uninformed consent, coercion and exclusion, are
heightened.

Luna (2019) has proposed the metaphor of vulnerability as layers. She foregrounded
the multi-dimensional nature of vulnerability and argued that context may add lay-
ers of vulnerability to an individual, such that individuals in different circumstances
potentially are affected by more or fewer layers of vulnerability. Shepperd (2022) applied
Luna’s metaphor to LESLLA research and identified the following potential layers of
vulnerability for LESLLA participants:

[-] (1) the coercive influence of power-relations between the researcher, partici-
pant, and connecting friend, (2) linguistic and cultural accessibility of information,
consent, and debriefing, (3) experiences of trauma which may impact memory
and attentional capacities, (4) potential for negative emotions, such as stress and
inadequacy if tasks were found to be too difficult or unfamiliar, and (5) heightened
potential for study completion to be a pressurised activity amidst the anxiety of
life in a foreign country ... (Shepperd, 2022, p. 3).

Thus, we understand that specific aspects of conducting research involving LESLLA
learners may exacerbate particular vulnerabilities of participants. It is our responsi-
bility to mitigate such risks and ensure tangible or proportionate benefits. Part of this
responsibility is to critically evaluate procedures which may inadvertently exacerbate
participant vulnerabilities or exaggerate risks. For example, procedures and policies
which overemphasise risks may result in other harms, such as unjustified avoidance or
exclusion of ‘vulnerable’ language learners, reinforcing existing sampling biases (Ding-
wall, 2016; Malessa, 2023). We propose that an ethics of care offers a useful perspective
to both mitigate risks and empower researchers with alternative approaches to ethical
decision-making when conducting research with LESLLA learners.
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3 Ethics of care

Dating back to the eighties (Gilligan, 1982), the ethics of care philosophy embraces con-
textuality, relational capabilities, and emotions, such as empathy and responsiveness.
This is proposed in recognition of the frequent dependencies that exist in human rela-
tionships, the need to consider caring responsibilities within such relationships, and the
limitations of moral theories centred on human universality, autonomy and rationality
(Barnes et al., 2015; Held, 2006). Tronto (1993) identifies four ethical elements of care:
attentiveness, responsibility, competence and responsiveness. Each ethical element cor-
responds to broader caring elements, where caring involves: (1) being attentive to where
care is needed, (2) taking responsibility for care, (3) competently carrying out caring
practices, and (4) being responsive to how care is received.

Caring practices are in the hands of so-called moral agents. Moral agents can be indi-
viduals, but also groups, institutions, or nations (Held, 2006; Pettersen, 2011). A moral
agent recognizes and responds to the needs of others, values relationships and seeks to
nurture them. Moral agents exercise empathy, aiming to understand others’ experiences,
and act responsibly in ways that promote wellbeing for those they are connected to.
Applied to a research context, moral agents include the institutional ethics committee,
as well as the researcher. Participants, too, can be seen as moral agents since care is
understood as a shared practice, controlled by the carer as well as the cared-for.

In the researcher — participant relationship, the researcher typically holds power
and control. In terms of the ethics of care, this asymmetry emphasizes the researcher’s
duty to protect the participant’s rights and wellbeing. This means acting with sensi-
tivity to the vulnerabilities and unique situations of those they care for. While care
ethics acknowledges asymmetry, it also stresses the importance of empowering the more
dependent party to whatever extent possible, fostering agency and self-respect within
the context of care (Gilligan, 1982; Held, 2006; Pettersen, 2011). Besides the asymmetry
between researcher and participant, the relationship between the ethics committee
and the researcher is also asymmetrical, with the ethics committee in the position of
power. For example, institutional rules and regulations may put a researcher in conflict
with their own moral values (Thomas & Pettitt, 2017). Thus, there is also a duty of care
for the ethics committee to protect and empower the researcher, as well as research
participants.

In understanding the shared practice of care, we recognise researchers are frequently
cared for and supported by collaborators, volunteers, mediators and participants. Indeed,
care for those involved in conducting research and those who may benefit from the
investigation are common motivations for research participation. An ethics of care
understands and reflects on the potential to promote positive relationships between
all agents, as well as being sensitive to power relations. Furthermore, care ethics high-
lights that dependency is not a weakness to be eliminated but a natural part of human
life.
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As a final point, ethics of care has frequently been discussed in relation to justice,
where earlier articulations emphasised the distinction between the two ideals (Gilligan,
1982). For example:

An ethics of justice focuses on questions of fairness, equality, individual rights,
abstract principles, and the consistent application of them. An ethic of care sees the
interests of carers and cared-for as importantly intertwined rather than as simply
competing. Whereas justice protects equality and freedom, care fosters social bonds
and cooperation (Held, 2006, p. 15).

More recent discourse, including positions by Tronto (1993) and Held (2006), have argued
that care and justice are not mutually exclusive but can and should be combined. Indeed,
both Tronto and Held suggested that each is insufficient without the other. This is the
position we take in our account.

4 Layers of vulnerability and care

The remaining discussion turns to three layers of vulnerability that were identified when
conducting our own research with LESLLA learners, namely: (1) informed consent, (2)
voluntary participation, and (3) minimising harm and maximising benefits. We apply
the lens of care in order to reflect on our experiences. The examples given below inten-
tionally highlight our desire to avoid a one-size-fits-all guide to best practice. Instead,
we acknowledge the complexity and contextuality of ethical issues that may arise when
conducting LESLLA research. We encourage reflexive micro-ethical decision-making,
where an ethics of care acknowledges the relational nature of research ethics and facili-
tates good research practice. Further, our intention is to promote deeper thinking about
the responsibility and responsiveness of both ethics committees and researchers, and
critique an overreliance on standard macro-ethical procedures to safeguard all involved
in the research process.

4.1 Informed consent

As mentioned earlier, standard ethics procedures include an information brief as well as a
consent form that the participant is required to sign before participating, thus stating that
they have been informed about the project, that they have understood the information
and that they consent to participate. Alongside study aims and procedure, this informa-
tion refers to risks, benefits, data protection, confidentiality and complaints procedures.
Oral explanations in plain language and alternatives to written consent are of course more
appropriate with LESLLA learners (Michaud et al., 2022). Also, iterative models of con-
sent have often been recommended in research with forced migrants, rather than a single
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moment prior to participation (Mackenzie et al., 2007). However, issues may continue to
arise around what information should be communicated to participants, and when. As
such, beyond pre-defined protocols, reflection around concrete and relational encounters
is necessary to inform ethical decision-making (Rodrick Beiler & Dewilde, 2024).

The formal character of the information brief, which includes abstract, culturally-
specific legalese and potentially threatening topics, can be alienating and distressing for
LESLLA learners. A research participant familiar with the academy and occasionally par-
ticipating in research knows that negative consequences are unlikely when taking part in
a study. For someone unfamiliar with research participation, this might be less obvious.
Sticking to a standard procedure while anticipating that this might be inappropriate
in the research context is an example where risks may be overemphasised to protect
institutional liability, at the expense of participant comprehension and comfort. Fur-
thermore, LESLLA participants may have negative associations with formality. Dewilde
and Rodrick Beiler (2021, p. 1) described how, in their LESLLA research, formality was
associated with “someone going to jail”. If formality is linked to negative experiences,
consent procedures may disturb rapport building (Dingwall, 2016), as well as have a
negative impact on participant wellbeing.

KD: Many of my research participants invited me to their houses to conduct the
interview. Being treated as a guest, I would have preferred to behave as a guest
and refrain from formality, especially when participants indicated that they would
rather skip the ‘official’ part, or showed discomfort. When introducing the study
to a participant, she repeatedly sighed and eventually said that she was reminded
of the interview she had had at the immigration office. I apologized, but still felt
obliged to finish my explanation on the participant’s ‘rights’, as agreed with the
ethics committee of my university.

Responsibilities around information practices can be complex, particularly when stan-
dardised and pre-agreed procedures result in feeling unresponsive to an individual
context. Caution around inadvertent paternalism is needed, as we make decisions about
what we believe participants need to know, but this requires reflexivity. We are always
choosing what information to share about our study, irrespective of the population.
However, when engaging with written information, a participant may have more agency
in what they attend to, what they skip over, and when they want to respond. The prag-
matics of orally shared formal information are quite distinct, meaning that additional
attentiveness is required.

Another formalised aspect of the information brief is the complaints procedure. It
is important that participants can communicate any problems they experience during
research participation, including the option to speak with someone external to the spe-
cific research project. However, facilitating this in a way that is accessible and responsive
to the needs of LESLLA learners is challenging.
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KD: When preparing the interview study among LESLLA participants, it took a
while to negotiate a procedure with the ethics board. A point we disagreed on
was the complaints procedure. The ethics committee insisted that I provided the
participants with contact details of the complaints office, while I anticipated that
the complaints procedure could cause confusion and discomfort. I felt it might
communicate that something unpleasant was about to happen. I also found it
problematic to inform people on rights, knowing that it was unlikely that they
could exercise these rights. We eventually compromised on providing the contact
details of the complaints office after the interview, when we would at least have
established a shared understanding of the conversation. I applied the procedure as
agreed, but felt embarrassed every time I had to hand over the sheet with contact
details of the complaints office. Many participants spoke about how hard their lives
were in the context of the Dutch bureaucracy. Referring them to the complaints
office was as if T had not understood them.

In this scenario, justice and care appear to be in conflict. For the ethics committee,
the principle of equality required treating all participants in the same way, whereas
the researcher felt that caring for this particular participant group would have meant
adapting the complaint procedures. The asymmetry between the institutional ethics
committee and the researcher placed the researcher in conflict with their own moral
values. On the institutional level more flexibility could have been exercised regarding the
complaints procedure, recognising issues with competency and responsiveness. Alterna-
tively, the address of the complaints office could have been given to the mediators, or
made publicly available on a website in case a participant would have liked to make a
complaint. Also, attentiveness to the ethical concerns and discomfort of the researcher
could have been taken more seriously.

Communication of key information often relies on mediation and interpretation
when participants and researchers do not share a common language, and written trans-
lations are not an option (Michaud et al., 2022; Perry, 2011). This, too, comes with
risks and ethical concerns (Kosny et al., 2014). For example, the interpreter may not
include all required information or may change the message in subtle but undesir-
able ways. This is a particular risk when working with individuals who have varying
experience and training in translation, interpretation and research, including research
ethics.

LS: While I was able to speak some Arabic, if an interpreter was available this was
preferable to help explain the purpose of my study to participants. I then under-
stood enough to notice if what I was saying was not being translated fully or if
information was being added. Sometimes interpreters would imply outcomes of
the study or include some pressure to participate that I would not want to commu-
nicate. With other learner groups, this may be clarified in the written information
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that they can read at their own pace. However, if interpreted spoken information is
the only source of communication with participants it can be difficult to manage,
especially if you do not speak the language at all.

Researchers, mediators and participants rarely have an affluence of time to lend to rela-
tionship building. So, it is worth considering the benefits of nurturing these relationships
from the early stages of planning, and how this can be achieved economically. For exam-
ple, working with one language background could promote deeper relationships with a
smaller number of interpreters and mediators. This could then enhance consistency in
communication and facilitate a space where both researchers and mediators are able to
learn from each other, understanding where unforeseen barriers to communication exist
and finding collaborative ways forward.

Assuming the need to develop such relationships early in the planning of research
also addresses issues around the selection of interpreters. Crucially, the researcher must
make sure that confidentiality is guaranteed. A case in the Netherlands revealed that
interpreters may work for the very government the research participant has fled from
(Terlingen & Jaspers, 2016). Thus, establishing relationships with mediators to under-
stand their contexts could be advisable, and improve the attentiveness to the needs of
participants if there was a threat to confidentiality. Conducting training and inviting
mediators and interpreters to sign confidentiality agreements can also help communicate
the importance of this point (Michaud et al., 2022).

4.2 Voluntary participation

Research participants should decide to enrol in a study of their own volition, but LESLLA
participants typically do not respond to a public call for participation. Instead, they
are invited by mediators, for example their teachers or key figures in their community.
The relationship between this mediator and the participant may make it hard to refuse
participation (Fox et al., 2020). For instance, when a teacher asks a LESLLA learner to
participate in a study, the learner may feel obligated to do so. Researchers should ensure
that the participant feels free to (not) participate, and does not feel pressured (Michaud
et al,, 2022).

KD: When recruiting participants for my interview study, together with the inter-
preters I recorded short videos, explaining the study’s aims and goals, in the
potential participants’ first languages. I then asked mediators, like teachers and
key persons in the communities, to share the video with people they knew would
qualify for participation. If interested in participation, the participant could indi-
cate that. If not interested, no action was required. The videos thus were a practical
way to communicate a request with a large amount of people, but also promoted
voluntary participation.
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We both used videos during recruitment, to orally communicate the aims of our studies
and what would be involved, in the languages of the participants we aimed to include.
This choice improved accessibility for a wider range of learners and facilitated an opt-
in approach, which promoted the agency of individuals in deciding whether or not to
participate. An additional layer of care could involve spending time and resources on
nurturing relationships with mediators and participants outside of the research context,
such as offering classroom support with teaching. This would provide more insight into
the unique situations of potential participants, improving attentiveness and contextual
responsiveness to a situation where a learner may feel obligated to participate. Addi-
tionally, increased opportunity to discuss the research aim and approach with mediators
can improve communication with participants and ensure that a consistent message is
shared about their choices in relation to participation. It could be argued that building
trust and relationship in this way may have a coercive effect, where both mediators and
participants feel a greater sense of obligation. However, this is the type of reasoning a
researcher often has to weigh, depending on context, research design and individuals
involved, in order to competently care for potential participants.

Coercion can also arguably occur through the use of financial incentives, which has
been discussed by both Malessa (2023) and Shepperd (2022) in the context of LESLLA
research.

LS: It is standard practice to offer financial incentives upon completion of psy-
cholinguistic experiments, particularly in the context of multi-session experiments.
However, during my ethics review process, it was recommended that I should not
offer any financial incentives to my participants, as they are considered a ‘vul-
nerable’ population. While I acknowledge that the potential for coercion may be
increased for some participants who may be facing financial difficulties, I was
uncomfortable with the broad brushstroke categorisation of the migrant language
learners I was working with. This discomfort persisted throughout recruitment and
the assumptions behind this choice were challenged by teachers and others looking
out for the interests of these learners. The lack of nuance in the ethical guidance
led to me pursuing a procedural approach that ultimately felt discriminatory and
uninformed.

In this scenario, risk of harm to participants appears exaggerated and potential benefits
are reduced by institutional procedures. Additionally, the ability of the researcher to be
responsive to feedback during the research process was inhibited. While it is important
to protect voluntary participation, a more balanced and caring response would have
been to seek collaboration with those involved to devise an appropriate solution, rather
than assume the avoidance of any such an incentive would solve the issue.
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4.3 Minimising harm and maximising benefit

Institutionally and individually, we have a responsibility to mitigate risks related to par-
ticipating in language research and improve the immediate and lasting impact of our
research for participants. For example, the psychological wellbeing of participants is
important to consider, as the prevalence of trauma exposure (before, during and after
resettlement) is likely heightened for those who have been forcibly displaced. Also, for
LESLLA learners specifically, a sense of competency around language learning and for-
mal schooling can be more delicate than for language learners with more educational
experience. A caring approach advocates attentiveness to these aspects of wellbeing, the
nurturing of positive relationships and a contextual responsiveness with both the “carer”
and the “cared for” in mind. This perspective acknowledges the need of the researcher
for care as well, in relation to difficult topics and emotions that are likely to arise.

KD: In my study, I had not anticipated the topic, language learning strategies, to
be extremely sensitive. However, some participants discussed a severe sense of
isolation as impeding their language learning and at times, those conversations
became quite emotional. I felt that taking time to listen was the best I could do.

With quantitative approaches, care should be taken to avoid confusing and unneces-
sarily difficult tasks. Experimental tasks are often challenging and researchers should
not underestimate the resilience and capabilities of LESLLA learners. However, level of
difficulty and type of challenge should be well-justified. Clear and accessible instructions
in the home language(s) of participants, without a reliance on print or digital literacy,
are essential. Examples, interactive demonstrations and opportunities for practice may
also facilitate understanding and completion of tasks (Shepperd, 2022). While these
recommendations are arguably good practice for research design broadly, the impor-
tance of steps, such as piloting, come with additional responsibilities to contemplate
learner wellbeing when risks are elevated. For those with limited experience of formal
educational contexts, immersion in text-rich environments and participation in abstract
language tasks can exacerbate a sense of disorientation that is likely pervasive in the
lives of these learners. As a result, research participation may install or reinforce negative
feelings around (language) learning. The consequences for a LESLLA learner’s linguistic
development and integration in the host country may be serious if ideas around linguistic
inability are reinforced.

LS: My study was designed to include participants with different levels of edu-
cation. Even those who were highly educated and who performed well across all
experimental tasks would apologise if they did not respond correctly to all items
or suggest they were not good at learning languages. COVID-19 restrictions meant
that I was not able to address these feelings during and after participation, apart
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from through written debriefing and email exchange. The inability to communicate
orally with participants and conduct the study in-person during lockdowns led to
the decision that it was inappropriate to continue recruiting LESLLA learners.

While the systematic exclusion of a population from research is clearly problematic,
here we again see the need for reflexivity and nuance in ethical decision-making. In
this specific scenario, a caring micro-ethical decision was made to exclude learners, in
order to avoid a potentially harmful experience. A further example of where LESLLA
learners were excluded from research as a protective measure is outlined below. The
decision was made as a response to the researcher’s discomfort and observations about
how macro-ethical procedures were experienced by participants.

KD: After an interview study with LESLLA participants, I had planned a study in
the LESLLA classroom. During the interview study I had been uncomfortable with
certain aspects of the consent procedure I had agreed to apply. I had noticed that
the formal introduction made many participants uncomfortable and also refer-
ring participants to the complaints office had caused confusion. Therefore, for the
classroom study I refrained from collecting learner data and decided to focus my
study on the teacher only. However, the classroom study was on co-construction
of language learning strategies. Hence, not including learner data was a question-
able decision, also in an ethical sense: did I assume the teacher to be the person
most knowledgeable about the learners’ strategies? And how can I advocate for
including LESLLA learners in the research base while excluding them in my own
study?

LESLLA learners are often and easily excluded from research participation. As outlined
in the introduction, this limits the extent to which these learners can benefit from empir-
ical findings, as existing knowledge may not generalise to their context and experience.
Underrepresentation may then misinform both practice and policy, as well as limiting the
development of support for LESLLA learners and their teachers. Drawing attention to the
benefits of research inclusion, Perry (2011, p. 899) reported on participants from refugee
backgrounds, “... who were eager to tell their stories and who believe that participating
in educational research was an important means of advocating for themselves and their
communities”. This was echoed in our interactions with LESLLA learners.

KD: In my interview study, many participants expressed gratitude for being invited
to share their experiences and being listened to. Seeing me as a more powerful indi-
vidual, a number of participants explicitly passed on messages for policy makers
and decision makers in their municipalities and the government. The messages
they wanted me to pass on included the need for more language classes and for
more time when taking a test.
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Sharing research outcomes outside the academy, with participants, practitioners and
policy makers, may further contribute to the benefits of research.

LS: As a way to thank mediators and participants and enhance the potential bene-
fits of my research, I created a one-page, plain language OASIS-inspired summary
(Open Accessible Summaries in Language Studies) of my findings. I created one
version in English and one in Arabic, which could be shared with teachers and L1
literate participants. I received numerous positive responses to the shared informa-
tion. Those who responded were often grateful for the opportunity to participate
and that they were able to see what they had contributed to. If COVID-1g restrictions
had not been in place at the time, I would have offered in-person oral information
sessions, accessible to those with limited literacy.

Beyond the benefits of being represented in research and informed about outcomes,
careful and collaborative approaches are needed to ensure appropriate, immediate and
tangible beneficial outcomes from research participation. It has already been highlighted
that the common use of financial benefits may be more complex in LESLLA contexts,
and caution is required around overly extractive exchanges. Alternatively, participatory
approaches with migrant language learners offer promising routes to explore how par-
ticipants and their communities can influence and benefit from research participation
(Sidaway, 2024). In line with an ethics of care, such approaches acknowledge power
asymmetries, embrace the value of relational investment, and encourage attentiveness
to the individual needs of all involved in the research process.

5 Why care?

In this viewpoint paper we have discussed layers of vulnerability that researchers may
need to navigate when conducting research with LESLLA learners. Through reflection on
our experiences, we have illustrated situations where institutional advice and macro-
ethical procedures had undesirable outcomes for both researchers and participants.
Despite the protective intention of such procedures, risks can be exaggerated and vul-
nerabilities can be exacerbated, as well as the agency of a researcher being restricted in
their micro-ethical practices. We have proposed the integration of care ethics in how we
conceptualise both macro- and micro-ethical procedures and practices to better address
the scenarios we have outlined in this paper.

We propose a rethinking of aspects of the macro-ethical review process in light of this
discussion. For example, evidence for ‘careful’ consideration of participants before, dur-
ing and after data collection could be provided for ethical review, as well as anticipated
micro-ethical dilemmas. We make the case for more flexibility on behalf of the ethics
committee, acknowledging that a one-size-fits-all approach does not serve the needs
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of LESLLA learners and other underrepresented groups, and may inadvertently lead to
harms or injustice, like excluding these groups from research.

This is not to suggest a lengthier procedure for conducting research with LESLLA
learners, or further bureaucratic obstacles to conducting research with more diverse or
underrepresented language learners. Rather, we call for the development of insights and
tools to support researchers seeking routes to contemplate and improve research conduct
in LESLLA contexts. As stated, layers of vulnerability will vary depending on the research
being conducted and the relationship between researcher, participant and mediator(s).
Therefore, it may be the case that there are minimal risks to mitigate. In these scenarios,
we recommend researchers and ethics committees to be mindful of where challenges
may be exaggerated by formal procedures or misinformed by generic understandings of
conducting research with ‘vulnerable persons’ However, the vignettes provided above
also demonstrate the need to reflect on and anticipate micro-ethical decision-making
with care, where formal guidance alone is insufficient to address delicate issues which
are likely to arise.

For this reason, we suggest that more contextual and flexible procedures could be
developed, through collaboration with the individuals and communities we seek to
include in research, and constructively critical conversations with ethics review boards.
Additionally, we believe that the topic of ethical thinking deserves a prominent place
in the education of students and researcher training to support the contemplation of
ethics through different lenses, such as an ethics of care, and develop practical skills in
relation to ethical dilemmas and contextual decision-making.
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