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Abstract
Pilot studies within qualitative inquiry are crucial yet often hidden aspects of research design. In this article, we argue for pilots to
have greater visibility. We explore the role of a pilot in providing a foundation for enhancing ethical reflexivity, drawing on a
recent pilot study within a tertiary healthcare education setting. The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) presents a
unique environment with complex stakeholder relationships. There is a lack of consensus nationally and internationally on
whether all SoTL projects require consideration by institutional ethics review bodies. A pilot study offers an opportunity for
ethical steerage of a research project, reflecting ethics in practice whilst augmenting any procedural ethics review requirements.
We propose that a qualitative pilot study, as a design strategy, can enhance ethical conduct by researchers. Within SoTL
specifically, the pilot can provide an opportunity for researchers to demonstrate a commitment to a pedagogy of care spanning
the project’s duration, signifying a commitment to enduring teacher-student relationships within the broader learning envi-
ronment. Beyond tertiary settings, we believe the pilot study, as a space for ethical reflexivity, has applicability to research
settings where caring for and being seen to care for the wider participant community is a critical ethical consideration.
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Introduction

This article examines the pilot study’s role in enhancing
ethical conduct in qualitative research. Extending existing
purposes of pilot studies, such as feasibility and the testing of
research instruments, we draw on etymological imagery to
argue that a pilot also enables the researcher to consider their
position within the research. The word ‘pilot’ has its origins in
the Greek word pedon or steering oar. From the early 1500s,
the noun described people with a steering role such as a ship’s
pilot and, in more recent years, those piloting balloons and
planes. A central and common factor is the pilot’s role to guide
the vessel through ‘an intricate or perilous passage’ (Harper,
2021). Relating this role to that of the pilot study in qualitative
research raises parallels. With the pilot study acting as a
mechanism to guide the main research, opportunities arise for
the researcher, as the pilot, to make adjustments to enhance the
research, ensuring its safe passage to completion. Through the

pilot role, the researcher demonstrates a commitment to care
for the research project and its participants, reflecting an ethic
of care (Gilligan, 1977; Noddings, 2013), expanding the pilot
study’s focus from careful to care-filled steerage.

Positionality or reflexivity is a vital aspect of qualitative
studies where the researcher is the main research instrument.
Role examination is critical in the Scholarship of Teaching and
Learning (SoTL) within tertiary education settings. Prosser
(2008) identifies the key characteristic that distinguishes SoTL
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from educational research is that although both are evidence-
based, SoTL focuses on the ‘systematic reflection on evidence
collected about our own practice to improve the quality of our
students learning’ (p. 3). In other words, ‘tomake transparent how
we have made learning possible’ (Trigwell et al., 2000, p. 156).
Rather than being a new field, there is a sense that SoTL is now
more visible and underpins good educational practice. As Boyer
(1990) foresaw, the acceptance that examining the particularity of
educational practices ‘brings legitimacy to the full scope of ac-
ademic work’ (p. 16). Given the focus on practice, SoTL presents
ethical complexity as teachersmaywish to recruit their students to
inform practice. As with any research, ethical conduct is essential;
however, nationally and internationally, there is variation con-
cerning whether SoTL projects require formal institutional ethics
review (Lees et al., 2021). In such settings, we believe that
undertaking a pilot study can provide an ethical foundation in
tandem with, or the absence of, an ethics review process.

To highlight the ethical opportunities afforded by quali-
tative pilot studies, we first examine links between ethics and
reflexivity in qualitative research, particularly informed by
Guillemin and Gillam (2004) and Woods (2019). We then
introduce the multiple methodological roles of pilot studies in
qualitative research before exploring connections between
pilot studies and an ethic of care. Illustrated with examples
from a recent pilot study conducted within a larger SoTL
project, we consider specific steerage points. These points will
demonstrate how a pilot study can improve the care-filled
ethical nature of the research and the researcher’s actions
whilst also acting as a vehicle for showing an ethical com-
mitment to the broader participant community.

Ethical Reflexivity

Reflexivity, focussing on a critical self-evaluation of one’s
position as the researcher, is central in qualitative inquiry.
Described by Berger (2015) as a ‘continual internal dialogue’
(p. 220), reflexive decisions on who to recruit, how to collect
data and how to disseminate findings reflect a process un-
derpinned by the researcher’s values, biases and context,
requiring their immersion in the research process (Carpenter,
2018). Ultimately, reflexivity can be seen as a process to
enhance the ethical nature of the research.

Guillemin and Gillam (2004) have identified two ethical di-
mensions within the research process, procedural ethics and ethics
in practice. They categorize the former as relating to gaining
approval from an institutional ethics review body and the latter to
the ethical issues arising during the research. Given that reflexivity
results in researchers considering their potential impact on the
research, including the participants, there is a close synergy
between reflexivity and institutional ethics review aims, partic-
ularly respecting persons andminimizing the risk of harm (Gillam
& Guillemin, 2018). However, as a form of procedural ethics,
institutional ethics review has its critics (Fletcher, 2021). Such up-
front processes may potentially impact researchers’ rights (Stark,
2007) and constrain the research process (Head, 2020).

Furthermore, researchers claim that ethics review processes
are considered by many as burdensome ‘performance’ (Brown
et al., 2020, p. 4). Of particular relevance to the dimensions of
procedural ethics and ethics in practice, Takeda (2021) argues
that procedural ethics insufficiently prepares researchers for
the uncertain and unpredictable reality of research in the field.
By contrast, ethics in practice reflects the ongoing presence of
ethical issues beyond the point of approval, thus providing a
rationale for sustained reflexivity throughout the project’s
lifetime. At the heart of this process is the researcher’s internal
dialogue, underpinned by their ethical values, determining the
ethically preferred course of action (Takeda, 2021).

Reflexivity, therefore, provides an opportunity to reflect on
and evaluate all aspects of the research process. This critical self-
scrutiny bridges procedural ethics within an institutional review
process and the reality of research ethics in practice (Guillemin&
Gillam, 2004). The ongoing self-scrutiny process also serves to
explore the nature of the knowledge produced, thus, reflecting ‘a
broader debate about ontological, epistemological and axiolog-
ical components of the self, intersubjectivity and the colonization
of knowledge’ (Berger, 2015, p. 220). Not only does reflexivity
play a role in knowledge construction, but it also allows the
reader of research to more clearly understand the underlying
perspectives and experiences embedded within the researcher’s
position. This understanding includes the researcher’s interpre-
tation of the data. Through reflexive practice, the researcher
invites the reader to consider their own assumptions, experiences
and practical knowledge, adding a raised self-awareness for the
reader of their interpretation of the research and its findings.

Guillemin and Gillam (2004) are pivotal in connecting re-
flexivity and ethics within qualitative inquiry. More recently,
Woods (2019) introduces the term ethical reflexivity. With
imagery fitting for our exploration of pilot studies as ‘care-filled
ethical steerage’, Woods deploys a metaphor of ethical reflex-
ivity ‘as a current running through the project as it progresses’,
with presence upstream, midstream and downstream of the
research project (p. 462). Gillam and Guillemin (2018) claim
that reflexivity is a research skill that the researcher can learn
through mentoring and practice. Therefore, a pilot study is an
appropriate upstream mechanism for developing this skill, just
as the researcher might use a pilot to develop other research
capabilities. In addition, such skills may better equip the re-
searcher for steerage through the midstream ‘changing cir-
cumstances of fieldwork’ (Fletcher, 2021, p. 3).

The Pilot Study in Qualitative Inquiry:
Multifactorial Roles

The pilot study’s importance and function within qualitative
inquiry have been categorized by van Teijlingen and Hundley
(2001) within the broad areas of feasibility and the trialling of
research instruments. Feasibility assessment, where researchers
undertake a small-scale version of the proposed larger project to
‘test the research process’ (van Teijlingen & Hundley, 2005, p.
219), can focus on research tangibles such as the research
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setting and associated elements such as costs (Beebe, 2007).
Researchers can also trial processes such as recruitment strate-
gies, data collection and data analysis methods (Doody&Doody,
2015). Pilots also allow researchers to trial research instruments
such as surveys to ensure questions are understood and appro-
priately pitched for the participant population (van Teijlingen &
Hundley, 2001). Lastly, researchers can address the human as-
pects of the study. These aspects might include the researcher
‘gaining experience with participants’ (Beebe, 2007, p. 213) and
a subsequent honing of the necessary investigative skills for the
project ahead (Doody & Doody, 2015; Kilanowski, 2006).

Despite being multi-purposeful, and a ‘crucial step in the
research process’ (van Teijlingen et al., 2001, p. 292), pilot
studies have been under-reported in the literature. Beebe
(2007) argues that pilot studies are not universally valued.
Often, authors only make a brief reference to having con-
ducted a pilot. In many cases, they only refer to having piloted
a research instrument such as survey or interview questions.
Historically, pilot studies have been linked most closely with
positivist research and, if used within qualitative approaches,
often predominate within ethnographies (Sampson, 2004). As
a result, some academic journals may consider pilot studies
unsuitable for publication. Editors electing not to publish
pilots argue that there are no results of note to report or that
authors present projects as pilots when they are more accu-
rately a small-scale study (Watson et al., 2007). By contrast,
we believe pilot studies offer the reader of qualitative research
important insights into ethics in practice.

Virtues and a Care Ethic

Carpenter (2018) identifies common principles institutions
and professions use to guide research conduct, such as
maximizing benefit, respecting rights, ensuring inclusivity and
researching with integrity. To have an awareness of how these
principles might apply to any proposed research requires a
reflexive stance, an immersion in the research and, as Car-
penter argues, a set of specific dispositions or virtues, in
addition to knowledge and skills. Virtue is defined as ‘a trait of
character; manifested in habitual action, that is good for
anyone to have’ (Rachels & Rachels, 2018, p. 162). Several
ancient thinkers focused their work on virtues, with Aristotle
being perhaps the most well-known. Anscombe (1958) ex-
plains that between Aristotle and modern times, Christianity
emerged and with it a shift to associate virtues with concepts
of divine law. Following the Renaissance and the subsequent
secularizing of society, virtues were reconceptualized as
‘moral law’ (Rachels & Rachels, 2018). Since the seminal
writing of Anscombe, feminist philosophers and others have
taken up the mantle with a resurgence and a challenge for
virtues to be ‘“lived out” in practice’ (Macfarlane, 2010, p.
47). As a result, and given the need to interact directly with
research participants, virtuous characteristics of the qualitative
researcher become essential drivers for underpinning ethical
research. For instance, research participants need to rely on the

researcher’s integrity, so the integrous researcher commits to
being trusted and trustworthy (Melia, 2018).

The field of care ethics has dominated modern virtues
literature, informed predominantly from women’s perspec-
tives in the late-twentieth-century, notably Gilligan (1977) and
Noddings (1984). Feminist perspectives on caring extend the
Aristotelian virtue of care, drawing from broad social science
disciplines. Noddings (2012) stresses the importance of caring
as relational. While one party cares and one is cared for, the
relationship may not necessarily only be one way; there is a
sense of care reciprocity. Applying care ethics to an educa-
tional setting, Noddings (2012) considers the role of the
teacher within the teacher-student relationship is to ‘under-
stand what the cared-for is experiencing’ (p. 772), rather than
being informed by any assumed needs. A care ethic within an
educational setting has clear synergies with a pedagogy of care
reflecting the work of Gilligan and Freire (Bingham &
Sidorkin, 2004). While most literature discusses a peda-
gogy of care in relation to early childhood education, there is
no reason why a relational pedagogy would not also apply to
tertiary learning environments. Further to this, given the dual
role of the lecturer as researcher within the SoTL, it seems a
logical extension for a pedagogy of care to remain a central
tenet of any research project within this setting.

Our experience suggests that a pilot study within SoTL can
reflect a pedagogy of care. Relationships underpinned by care
exist between the researching lecturer and the pilot partici-
pants. However, a pilot study also depicts a desire by both
lecturer-researcher and student-participant to care for the
future student community. For the researcher, a pilot may
demonstrate an act of caring through the opportunities it
provides to look after the integrity of the research project in
advance through ‘forward reflexivity’ (Pritchard & Whiting,
2012, p. 350). Care for the research project is reciprocated by
pilot participants volunteering to participate, knowing that
only future student community members may experience
research benefits. Together, there is the potential to shape how
the research will develop. Having established connections
between pilot studies, pedagogy and care ethics, we now turn
to contextualizing the unique research features within the
SoTL by introducing the specifics of our pilot study.

Our Pilot: a Case Study From Scholarship of
Teaching and Learning

Our pilot was part of a doctoral project on ethical conduct for
research within tertiary teaching and learning. The SoTL
offers a unique setting for the critical analysis of research
ethics. There is a tension between educators having duties to
protect students as research participants and offering benefi-
cial learning experiences that may come about through re-
search participation. We recognize that variation in the ethics
review process and outcomes reflect a degree of contextual
subjectivity within research ethics for this type of study. In
addition, we were aware of the lack of studies seeking and
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exploring students’ perspectives on the ethics of research
involving them. Thus, we wanted to increase our under-
standing of students’ views of ethical conduct within tertiary-
based teaching and learning research and the extent to which
these views might align with the literature documenting
ethical issues within this setting, as identified by institutional
ethics review bodies.

Ethical Issues Within SoTL

Collecting and disseminating experiences and outcomes of
teaching practice raises intricate ethical issues. At the crux of
these, the researcher may also be the lecturer, and the student
may also be a research participant. Complexity manifests itself
through these dual-role conflicts (Linder et al., 2014). The
lecturer is responsible for teaching their students and providing
themwith positive learning experiences, yet simultaneously they
may pursue a range of other research goals. Students may benefit
from changed teaching practices as an outcome of their research
participation. Still, it is more likely that only future students will
experience curriculum improvements. By comparison, it is more
likely that the lecturer-as-researcher will gain directly from the
research outcomes. There are concerns that the power imbalance
within the lecturer-student relationship results in student par-
ticipants being a vulnerable population (Cleary et al., 2014). An
imbalance might create an environment where students feel
compelled to participate or feel unable to opt not to participate.
Woods (2019) asks whether researchers are guests or intruders.
In the case of SoTL projects, we often cohabitate the teaching,
learning and research environment with our participants, cre-
ating a unique dynamic for conducting ethical research.

It is also possible that the way ‘risks’ are considered in
many social science areas, notably within SoTL, may reflect a
biomedical legacy of ethics review processes. For example,
Leentjens and Levenson (2013) highlight their concerns for
students as participants, offering strategies to mitigate the
potential risks from the teacher-student relationship, the use of
third-party recruitment or electing not to recruit current stu-
dents. A growing number of scholars have presented alter-
native ethics frameworks to underpin research (Hudson et al.,
2010; Stutchbury & Fox, 2009; Tangen, 2014; Vermeylen &
Clark, 2017). Arguably, frameworks reflecting relational or
situational ethics might assess research and risk differently to
the current predominance of rule and consequentially-based
ethics review protocols. Given that students are the central
contributor to and benefactor of SoTL projects provides a clear
rationale for our project to seek their views and for these views
to inform ethical conduct in teaching and learning research
settings, irrespective of whether an institutional ethics review
process is required.

There are calls for vulnerability as a term within research
ethics to be scrutinized in greater depth regarding how it is
defined and applied (Grinnell, 2004; Kipnis, 2001; Levine
et al., 2004). Dual role research illuminates the complexity of
its use. For instance, a counterargument to the predominant

narrative of students as vulnerable is that students are com-
petent, intelligent adults who can make informed choices
within the tertiary setting. Kipnis (2001) stresses that through
consent, those giving or withholding permission hold an
‘ethical power’ (p.4). Students may equally consider them-
selves vulnerable if there is no evidence of the effectiveness of
the teaching and learning strategies they experience. The
setting, relationships and potential ethical issues provide a
clear rationale for the research design to include a pilot study.
Through this process, a pilot can acknowledge the potential
research complexity at the project’s genesis whilst also re-
flecting a caring disposition for the research participants and
the broader participant community of current and future
students.

There is an acknowledgement that institutional ethics re-
view bodies were not established with the SoTL in mind,
stemming from a need to protect patients in biomedical re-
search settings (Martin, 2013). Some institutions deem that
projects evaluating teaching practice do not require ethics
approval. For example, reporting student participation and
views on a nursing workshop at an Australian university, Craft
et al. (2017) cite: ‘[e]thical approval was sought but was not
required as it is the policy of this university that evaluations of
teaching approaches do not require ethical certification’ (p.
115). Where ethics review is mandated, there are arguments
that current processes weigh too heavily towards managing
risk over benefits, inhibiting educational change (Butterwick
et al., 2020). Some academics lack awareness of the need for
ethics review when assessing their teaching practices
(Stockley & Balkwill, 2013). In some cases, a failure to en-
gage with ethics review processes has had disciplinary con-
sequences (Tomkowiak & Gunderson, 2004). Therefore, in
the absence of a consistent approach to ethics review, it is
incumbent on the researcher to demonstrate ethical conduct.

Applying reflexivity within our pilot study has provided a
way to lay a solid foundation for the research ahead, especially
in better understanding our position as those who have a duty
and desire to care for the research project, its participants,
relationships and environment. In addition, purposefully being
reflexive within the pilot helped address the concerns of
Browne (2013), who argues that researchers can all too easily
add reflexivity to the methodology as an afterthought rather
than a cornerstone.

Ethical Steerage Points

We now present the steps taken within our pilot study to
embed and reflect ethical conduct as researchers and how
reflexivity enhanced our pilot’s ethical nature, and, un-
doubtedly, the research that will follow. We consider our pilot
study through three ethical steerage points, mirroring
methods, modelling ethical relationships and practicing for-
ward reflexivity (Figure 1). We do not claim that these are the
only steerage points to consider, nor will all points be relevant
for all studies. We have left space for additional areas of ethical
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consideration by other researchers utilizing pilot studies in
qualitative research.

Mirroring Methods

We planned our pilot study to mirror each part of our proposed
research project. We did this as we did not want to make
assumptions about which aspects of the research may need
adjusting. Our institution required us to seek ethics approval
before commencing our pilot. However, it did not require us to
include a pilot in our project, and so in that way, we viewed the
ethics review as procedural. We had already made design
decisions that centred on ways to strengthen the ethical nature
of our research. Therefore, comparing our design alongside
the institutional review requirements helped us see the dif-
ference between Guillemin and Gillam (2004)’s procedural
and practice ethics ‘in practice’. A pilot study can be one
strategy to consider implementing, especially if your insti-
tution does not require ethics approval, as can be the case for
SoTL projects. The pilot provides a practice-based method to
help safeguard the project and the participants. The embed-
ding of reflexivity creates an additional evaluative process to
assess methodological, but importantly, ethical considerations
(Woods, 2019).

Our ethics approval permitted us to recruit across the same
population as we would be seeking participants from in the
main study. We invited participants to join either a pilot focus
group or a one-on-one interview. We offered these different
data collection methods to understand better how data would
be generated and how the various dynamics of the interview

setting might impact the type of conversations. For example,
there are suggestions that focus groups facilitate unique in-
terpersonal interactions, yet individual interviews provide
more depth (Guest et al., 2017). Alongside the literature, our
experience as lecturers was that focus groups more closely
emulated group work, with which students would already be
familiar. Our pilot enabled our participant community to help
shape the study design by us trialling both methods.

The design of our data collection method included the use
of vignettes based on recently published SoTL projects. These
vignettes formed the basis of conversations with participants
to elicit their perspectives of what constituted ethical conduct
as hypothetical participants in each vignette. We selected
vignettes in readiness for their use in the main study. Still, we
remained open to reviewing our selection based on the level of
engagement with each vignette and any feedback about our
choices. Aside from the structure of having vignettes, different
interview styles were also trialled, including semi-structured
indicative questions prepared beforehand, along with the
trialling of more unstructured free-flowing conversation. Fi-
nally, we transcribed the recordings with varying types of data
analysis, such as concept mapping (Clayton, 2006) and the-
matic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2012), assessing the most
effective way to make sense of the data.

We aimed to learn from the pilot what worked best and
demonstrate a level of care for hearing student voices and
hearing them in the best way possible. We followed Noddings
(2012) guidance, who explains that within care ethics, ‘it is
important not to confuse what the cared-for wants with that
which we think he should want. We must listen, not just “tell”,

Figure 1. Ethical steerage points: Researcher strategies to enhance ethical conduct in qualitative pilot studies.
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assuming that we know what the other needs’ (p. 773). While
it is common to involve participants when using participatory
and action research methodologies (Brydon-Miller et al.,
2011) and researchers frequently use these methodologies in
educational settings, our main project was not an example of
participatory action research. We piloted our study with
students from the wider participant community as a way to
ensure we could adequately care for our eventual study
participants. We saw value in seeking viewpoints from the
participant community to show respect, irrespective of the
specific qualitative inquiry approach. This democratizing
strategy may be mutually beneficial where there are enduring
relationships with the participant community, as is the case
within tertiary teaching and learning settings. Seeking, wel-
coming and valuing student views were ways to acknowledge
and attempt to set aside our academic positionality.

Modelling Ethical Relationships

Implementing our pilot study revealed a degree of paradox in
terms of dual role relationships. On the one hand, we were
mindful of the literature espousing caution regarding power
imbalance and coercion within educational settings. Yet, we
guided our planning by the value we placed on the relational
underpinnings of teaching (Noddings, 2012). We used our
pilot study to establish new and grow existing relationships
with academic staff and student groups across our faculty.
With the course leader permission, we made a point to visit
students in the classroom to inform them of the invitation to
participate, rather than recruiting online within the institu-
tional learning management system. Rather than avoiding
relationships, we chose to foster them, reiterating our existing
relationships with all prospective participants, in the pilot or
the main study, by highlighting our shared connections as
teachers and learners within the same tertiary institution. We
stressed to classes we visited the importance of the pilot study
and the participants’ views in helping to shape the research
design. Course leaders would introduce us and our research,
reflecting the trust we hoped students would reciprocate.

Through our pilot study, we also drew on the work of
philosopher Levinas, whose thinking aligns well with Nod-
ding’s position of interpersonal relationality and virtues but
varies with a focus on the ethical responsibility for ‘the Other’,
whose proximity maybe both close and distanced (Vermeylen
& Clark, 2017). We saw our pilot participants as immediately
proximal, given their direct involvement as pilot participants,
while distancing spatially from the eventual main project.
Their voices spoke on behalf of those whose time to be
proximally involved was still to come by acting as a bridge
between the pilot and the primary research.

For Levinas, as researchers, ‘the Other’ affects us, creating
in us an infinite obligation, and through this sense of duty, we
gain increased self-awareness (Vermeylen & Clark, 2017).
Therefore, a Levinasian approach to research ethics requires a
reflexive stance to ensure that participant community voices

remain central. Accountability to ‘the Other’ should not be an
afterthought, nor should it be limited; Levinas reminds us that
we should never be finished with our responsibilities (Levinas
& Robbins, 2001). We argue that applying a Levinasian lens
also shows that accountability should not be limited to just the
main research project; there is an onus on ensuring respon-
sibility starts early. In this way, a pilot can reflect Guillemin
and Gillam (2004)’s procedural ethics given its precursory,
point in time role. At the same time, the pilot and its par-
ticipants shape what will be an enduring foundation for the
primary research. The onus on the researcher for sustained
ethical reflexivity reflects a dynamic ethics in practice.

Practising Forward Reflexivity

A pilot study can effectively gain insights into aspects of the
research that may need amending before its onset or identify
design and implementation elements that might need re-
checking throughout the project’s duration. In this way,
Pritchard and Whiting (2012)’s ‘forward reflexivity’ (p. 350)
invites the researcher to consciously and deliberatively adopt a
reflexive lens across the duration of the research project in-
stead of as a methodological afterthought. Reflexivity within
our pilot study helped us get a feel for the ‘current’ upstream.
Furthermore, it played a role in normalizing reflexivity, laying
a foundation for us to self-evaluate our project position
continually.

The pilot provided the vehicle for ethical steerage and the
time and space to plan and prepare for the research journey.
We created time and space for forward ethical reflexivity by
using a critical friend, a strategy implemented commonly in
education research and practice whereby an invited person
provides an external perspective to provide support and add
rigour (Smith & Bradbury, 2019). The critical friend usually
shares a similar professional background to the researcher but
specifically does not have experience of the specific context
(Foulger, 2010). The shared foundation of the critical
friendship provides a trusted platform for the researcher to
gain insights into the specifics of the research setting that may
not have otherwise been visible. From a reflexive perspective,
a critical friend can be the catalyst for reflection and help
reveal unexamined assumptions (Fletcher, 2019).

Solo researcher projects often employ a critical friend
(Bullough Jr & Pinnegar, 2001). However, we believe their
use also has value in multi-researcher projects. In our case,
while only the primary researcher conducted the data col-
lection, all researchers considered themselves tertiary ed-
ucation ‘insiders’. While there are strengths to insider
research through the richness of data, there are potential
limitations. And, in the case of dual relationship teaching
and learning research, these limitations underpin our
broader research project and rationalize our inclusion of a
pilot study. Therefore, an external critical friend was invited
to uphold researcher integrity as a ‘research tool’ (Appleton,
2011, p. 1).
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In our case, the critical friend acted as the researcher, with
the primary researcher taking on a participant role. This role
play provided reflexive space for the researcher to reflect on
their choice of vignettes and their perceptions of the indicative
interview questions, all from a participant and self-perspective
view. A further critical friend joined to create a sense of
discussion to emulate the focus group. Following this session,
the primary researcher reflected on their experience, the
questions, how they responded and their thoughts about the
broader research project. This period of reflection helped
identify and explore biases and assumptions. The primary
researcher noted their experiences in a reflective journal. Then
they transcribed a recording of the interview, again with re-
flections journaled. Not only was the researcher able to think
reflexively about the way they had chosen and constructed the
vignettes, but the critical friend was also able to ‘pilot the
pilot’, providing external feedback. Chenail (2011) invites
insider researchers to consider an ‘interviewing the researcher’
strategy as there is the possibility that insiders may limit their
study to areas of familiarity rather than also finding ways to
focus on ‘what they don’t know they don’t know’ (p. 257).
Therefore, a critical friend plays a vital role in enabling the
researcher to practice forward reflexivity underpinned by
integrity, rigour and care.

Conclusion

In this article, we have argued for pilot studies having greater
visibility within qualitative inquiry with their purpose
broadened from predominantly methodological to encompass
an ethical role. Importantly, we believe the pilot study pro-
vides an optimal setting for forward-thinking, upstream ethical
reflexivity. While reflexive pilot studies can add value to any
qualitative inquiry project, we have specifically considered
their value for projects within the SoTL where dual roles of
both researcher and participant have the potential for ethically
challenging relationships. The teacher has an ongoing rela-
tionship with the broader student community within a tertiary
education setting. We underpinned our pilot study with a
pedagogy of care, including care for those students partici-
pating in our pilot but also care for ‘the Other’ unseen students
within the wider student community. In this way, a pilot study
has been one way to uphold the integrity of the dual role
teacher-researcher, making visible the commitment to the
research, the student participant community and their learning
experiences.

As a result of our pilot study, we felt more connected to the
pilot participants’ voices and the wider community they
represented. In addition, we felt better prepared for uncer-
tainty. There was a sense that we had cared for the wider
student community in terms of protecting them from any
apparent flaws in the design, and it helped us be open to seeing
future areas for refinement. We have shared three areas of
ethical steerage employed in our pilot study: mirrored
methods, modelling ethical relationships and practicing

forward reflexivity. Whilst our pilot and the main project
required institutional ethics review and approval, we are aware
of the variation of ethics review body processes for SoTL
projects internationally and nationally. We present our pilot
study to offer ethical evaluation guidance where formal ethics
review is not required. We hope that other researchers will see
the applicability of our pilot reflections beyond tertiary
teaching and learning environments to research settings where
caring for and being seen to care for the wider participant
community is a critical ethical consideration.
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