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ABSTRACT

This article addresses the ethical concerns related to research, pedagogical practices and process of child development based on

A. S. Neill’s study which is based on Summerhill, his book also entitled ‘Summerhill’. It represents a distinctive educational model

based on the principles of students autonomy, freedom of choice, and child-centered learning. This paper comprehensively

analyses Neill’s observational study conducted in the 1960s, in which the author documented students’ daily lives, internal

interactions, institutional culture, and overall development. Employing an ethnographic methodology, the study integrates

sustained immersion in the school community with systematic data collection and philosophical analysis. This article investigates

ethical concerns related to a research at ‘Summerhill’ in terms of informed consent, participant confidentiality, privacy protection,

the complaisance and nonmaleficence principles and researcher positionality. While conducting a study named ‘Summerhill’

demonstrates several significant ethical flaws, specifically the absence of formal participant consent, inadequate confidentiality

measures, and a lack of consideration of stakeholders. The investigation synthesizes ethical practices based on naturalistic

theory, consequentialist utilitarianism, and cultural relativism to investigate the validity of Neill’s pedagogical model. Through a

duty-based analysis, the researcher’s duty-based responsibility emerges as central to academic integrity through a consequentialist

evaluation. This study (Summerhill) aims to maximize students’ happiness and freedom to justify non-traditional educational

structures, through a relativist perspective, this paper interrogates whether institutional specificity permits deviations from

mainstream educational norms. This paper suggests that replications of such research in future requires rigorous adherence to

informed consent of the participants, robust data anonymization, transparent stakeholder communication, and balanced

representation of divergent scholarly perspectives.
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INTRODUCTION

The book ‘Summerhill’ has been written by A.S.

Neill to understand the students’ learning and

developmental processes. It was written in the 1960s,

based on the practices of Summerhill School. It observes

their lifestyle, family situations, interpersonal behavior,

and school activities. The author studies school children.

In this study, he systematically describes their daily

routines and attempts to understand their developmental

process. He observes and analyzes children’s behavior

and activities with relation to the nature of the activities
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of the students.

The author also investigates which  types of activities

most of the students spend their time on. He also

systematically compiles data to uncover various aspects

of personality development and learning, understanding

the various dimensions of their group interactions and

behavioural changes. The author personally observes

students in the community, analyzing their lifestyles and

schooling practices. The author also teaches students and

participates with them in various academic and non-

academic activities, including various facilities and

research-related activities. During this time, he closely

DOI : https://doi-ds.org/doilink/11.2025-88961648/IJASS/12.9&10/869-873

https://doi-ds.org/doilink/11.2025-88961648/IJASS/12.9&10/869-873


(870) Internat. J. Appl. Soc. Sci. |Sept. & Oct., 2025| 12 (9&10)|

observes their school practices, as well as their

interpersonal behaviour and psychology. The researcher

conducted his study by using ethnographic methodology.

Ethnographic design is a qualitative research method used

to describe, analyze, and interpret the shared patterns of

behavior, beliefs, and language that evolve over time

among people within a group sharing a culture (Creswell,

2015).

In that study, the author spends considerable time

with students, understanding their lifestyles, interactions,

school culture and other various dimensions. After that

he systematically compiles and analyzes all the aspects

of students’ holistic development. The author has

thoroughly described the various dimensions of this

research, each topic-wise. As a result of this analysis,

the researcher uncovers some aspects of students about

which society and the educational world hold different

opinions. After organizing and analyzing the data, the

researcher divided this educational structure and activities

into several key themes: the school’s philosophy, children’s

upbringing and their understanding about success,

discipline, sadness, and fear, their reactions and behaviors

to sex, religion, and morality, and their problems, as well

as those of their parents. In this article, the researcher

provides a philosophical and psychological perspective

on the process of children’s development, learning, and

understanding. The researcher found the author of this

book did not obtain any formal permission from the

students, nor did he mention anything related to this

research. The author did not informed anyone, including

the administration, parents, or other school staff, about

this research paper/experience/perspective in advance.

Summerhill was a fully residential school in England,

where students from different countries come to study

and live together. They complete their schooling from

here. This is a school where students were never

prohibited for any activity, nor are they forced to do any

work or activity. In fact, students are never forced to

study. According to this school, students studied only when

they felt like it, or rather, they did whatever they wanted

to do. Throughout this process, it was ensured that no

student caused any inconvenience to another student.

Students could do whatever they wanted without

disturbing any other classmates. These activities were

observed by the teachers living with them, who tried to

understand their lifestyle and environment. The author

was a teacher at that school. He draws on his 40 years

of teaching experience to analyze various aspects of

students’ learning and teaching methods, their lifestyles,

and the overall process of personality development, to

write this book. He analyzes the holistic developmental

aspects of the students. This research was chosen to

understand and consider the ethical concerns and various

ethical considerations associated with the research.

Analysis in terms of Ethical Concerns and the

Positionality of the Researcher:

In conducting any research, it is important for the

researchers to consider various ethical concerns related

to research and understand their various aspects. After

studying Summerhill, the researcher analyzed it with the

ethical concerns that could have been addressed.

Summerhill was established in 1921, approximately 40

years after this book was written. If such studies or

researches were written in current circumstances, what

considerations must be kept in mind to ensure the research

study. Was it successful and presented in a better manner?

The success of any research depends on the researcher

as well as its participants. Therefore, as important as the

researcher is for any research, the sources of data

collected are equally important. In this context, if we

consider this research study or social writing, we find

many ethically significant topics to discuss.

Informed consent of participants is crucial in the

process of conducting any research.

According to Polonsky and Waller (2011),

researchers involved in human intervention should ensure

that potential participants fully understand what they are

being asked to do and are informed of any potential

negative consequences of such participation. The most

effective way to address informed consent in any research

is to use an information sheet, which is provided to all

those invited to participate. If possible, this should be on

official university letterhead, as this not only increases

response rates but also informs respondents that this is

an official activity.

In an educational setting like Summerhill, students

are considered participants in an ongoing educational

experiment. Informed consent The researcher informs

participants about the purpose of the research,

procedures, and its timeframe. The researchers also

should have to inform participants about the applicability

and objective of the research, so that they can participate

wholeheartedly. In the selected study, Summerhill, it

observed that the author did not inform the students about

the study, nor did he consider it necessary to seek their
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permission. If any researcher were to conduct this

research, they would have to obtain informed consent

from the participants and also maintain their confidentiality

and privacy.

Confidentiality requires that you do not share

participants’ identities or related information, and that

people do not know who the participants are.

Confidentiality means that you know who the participants

are, but their identities will not be revealed in any way in

the resulting report (Polonsky and Waller, 2011). In this

article, the author should have paid more attention to

student privacy and confidentiality. The author also

provides some personal information of the students which

addresses differently in this article. The author presents

students’ interactions and behavior in his own way, which

should have considered the participants’ perspectives and

their own perspectives to ensure their credibility. In this

book, the author analyzed students holistically from

various perspectives from his own view. The public nature

of Summerhill as an institution and its openness reduces

the boundaries of confidentiality. Students’ experiences

at Summerhill, as well as their identities, were often

discussed in Neill’s book, raising questions about whether

students’ privacy was adequately protected. Although the

schools operated as a community, individuals’ personal

struggles and developmental processes were sometimes

used as examples in public discussions, potentially

compromising confidentiality. The nonmaleficence and

beneficence principles focus on avoiding harm and

maximizing benefit to participants. In any study

researchers must ensure that their studies do not harm

participants physically, emotionally, or psychologically.

According to Polonsky and Waller (2011),

participants can be harmed in many ways: physical harm,

psychological harm, emotional harm, embarrassment

(social harm), etc. It is important for the researcher to

identify any potential harm and determine measures to

mitigate it. Ideally, your research should minimize the

potential for harm. Based on the data, we find that the

author did not impose any restrictions on the students’

lifestyle, behavior, or decision-making in almost all

activities. The author interacted with the students. He

presented the students’ interactions and mental processes

with their classmates. In that study, the author analyzed

various dimensions of student development based on

various aspects such as social, cultural, and psychological

aspects.

This study should consider not only the participants

but also the broader stakeholders who could be affected

from the finding of this study. This educational experiment

extended beyond the students to their parents and society.

Parents had to rely on Neill’s unconventional methods

for their students’ education and future, raising ethical

questions about whether they had adequate information

about the school’s long-term consequences. Society as a

whole could also be affected by whether such an

educational model effectively prepares children for

adulthood.

This analysis incorporates some relevant key ethical

theories from the chapter “Right and Wrong” in Nigel

Warburton’s book “Philosophy: The Basics”

Duty-Based Theories (Virtually Ethics):

Duty-based ethical theories emphasize that acting

morally is equivalent to fulfilling one’s duty, regardless of

the consequences (Warburton, 1999). Discussing this

article, researchers have to understand that the author

analyzes his teaching experiences as well as the lifestyle

and culture of Summerhill. In the book, the author

describes in depth and entire processes of school to

convey the message of this study to the society, which

he understands as a duty of academic moral

responsibility. Developed by Immanuel Kant, this theory

focuses on moral duty. According to Immanuel Kant, the

morality of an action depends on the intention behind it,

not the outcome. This article reveals that the author

presented this article with positive intentions.

Furthermore, the categorical imperative states that one

should only act according to principles that can be

universally applied. The author’s purpose in presenting

this article is to understand and unveil the universal

application of this type of teaching method and the

developmental sequence of children.

Utilitarianism:

It is the most well-known form of consequentialism,

and is primarily associated with John Stuart Mill and

Jeremy Bentham. It argues that the moral value of an

action is determined by its consequences, aiming to

maximize happiness for the greatest number of people.

Actions are evaluated based on their consequences

(Warburton, 1999). This type of teaching emphasizes the

freedom of children to live a life of their own by promoting

pedagogical methods and developmental goals. The author

analyzes various positive forms of open schooling and

living. However, within consequentialism, negative
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utilitarianism emphasizes minimizing suffering rather than

maximizing happiness. Critics argue that this can lead to

extreme solutions, such as eliminating all life to prevent

suffering.

Moral Relativism:

It holds moral judgments which are relative to cultural

or social norms. The standards for “Right” or “Wrong”

may vary across societies and beliefs. This variation across

societies suggests that there are no universal moral truths.

Critics of relativism argue that it prevents moral criticism

of societies with unjust practices such as slavery or

oppression. Summerhill analyzes the sequence of child

development, the formation of behavior, and the learning

processes. In this book, the author emphasizes the holistic

development of students, focusing on their developmental

processes. He ensures that every student who attends

this school remains mentally free, happy, and healthy.

Some people believe that the students, the author’s

descriptions of them, or the way they live and study here

are untrue. After leaving, students face many difficulties

in the students’ real life in order to cope-up with the reality.

However, the author believes that even though a student

who graduates from Summerhill may not fit into the world

of reality or the established social and cultural framework

or norms and standards, the author interpreted that those

students live their lives in their own way, understand daily

life better, and live a happier life than others. He also

points out that many of the students who have graduated

from Summerhill have achieved the best in life and today

served as leaders in many major companies. These

divergent opinions make it difficult to determine whether

the author is correct or the outside world’s perception of

the students at Summerhill. The author expresses both

these views himself. Based on an analysis of both aspects,

we can say that the author has presented his views

objectively and incorporated both perspectives. However,

it is also important to understand that when the author

presents views that contradict his own, he presents

students’ achievements, behaviour, and mental state in a

positive light, based on his own experiences with them,

both to counter those views and to support his own. The

author includes his own views in this article. It can be

said that the author’s personal experiences in this article

were shown biased and predetermined, as he was a

teacher and administrator of Summerhill.

In this book the author shares his teaching

experiences at this school. Its compilation inspires

reflection and understanding of certain aspects of

research. Furthermore, in current circumstances, various

aspects must be considered to make this study more

effective and useful. Any research must include informed

consent, confidentiality, privacy and anonymity, autonomy,

transparency, reliability and validity, and plagiarism.

Conclusion:

This article addresses important ethical concerns in

conducting educational research. This book was authored

by A. S. Neill. It has proven to be a landmark in the field

of child-centered education, prioritizing students’

autonomy, personal freedom, and holistic development

(Neill, 2007). However, from the perspective of

contemporary research ethics, this study has several

significant flaws that are not suited with modern research

practice ethics.

Informed consent is a significant ethical practice in

conducting empirical research. Neill conducted a study

where he did detailed observations without any formal

informed consent with the participants and after that he

analyzed it without obtaining formal permission from the

students and their parents as shown in this study.

According to Polonsky and Waller (2011), researchers

involved in human intervention should ensure that potential

participants fully understand the research, what they are

being asked to do, and are informed of any potential

negative consequences of such participation. According

to contemporary research norms and standards,

participants should be fully informed about the purpose,

procedure, potential benefits, and risks of their

participation. This principle is especially important when

working with vulnerable populations, such as children

(Polonsky and Waller, 2011). Violations of confidentiality

and privacy are another significant issue. In Neill’s study,

students’ details are publicly shared at several points.

Polonsky and Waller (2011) argues that privacy requires

that researchers not share participants’ identities or

related information. While confidentiality means that you

know who the participants are, their identities will not be

revealed in any way in the report of the study.

In Summerhill Stakeholders were not adequately

considered. Students’ parents, school administration, and

wider society should have been informed about the

potential impacts of this study. Ethical research practices

demand transparent communication with all relevant

stakeholders. According to Polonsky and Waller (2011),

participants can be harmed in several ways: physical
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harm, psychological harm, emotional harm,

embarrassment, i.e., social harm, etc. The theory of moral

relativism holds that moral judgments are relative to

cultural or social norms (Warburton, 1999). In the context

of Summerhill, children’s development, behavior

formation, and learning were analyzed as keeping students

at the center (Neill, 2007). Neil’s study was important

for its contributions to educational philosophy (Neill, 2007),

but it does not meet the standards of modern research

ethics. The purpose of this analysis is not merely to

critique the past, but to educate/aware future researchers.

So that they can conduct research study in a more ethical,

transparent, and responsible manner. Balancing academic

innovation and scientific rigor with ethical integrity should
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be a priority of the research institutions.
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