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The problem

Stage 3 and MSec students are examined on thelr
ability to think and argue about bieethical Issues.

But the class Is large.

Was 20-30 initially, grew: te 70-80 by winters 2005 & 2006; will be ~143
In winter 2007.

Thinking and arguing was practiced in a single substantial
essay: the large numbers made it difficult tormark and
provide feedback on a substantial essay in a timely.
manner.



Two possible solutions which | discounted:

Make the module optional — the bench mark
requirement for students to acquire familiarity
and skills in this area suggests a module in this
area should be compulsory.

- Get colleagues to help in tutorials — | would need
to train many colleagues, as was done at

Glasgow?, but this was not a possibility in the
short- or medium-term.

*Roger Downie, Westminster meeting 2002, Leicester meeting 2004.



My selution

Mass sessions to practice thinking and writing, of
an argued case.

Students work in groups & write individual
analyses within the session.

Purpose of talk

Inferm; you about this (in case you want te try).

Elicit sSUggestions fer Imprevement or alternatives.



TThe medule comprises two components running in

parallel:

21 sessions Inwhich different experts give 2-3
Interactive sessions on their iIssue. (Unchanged)

Sessions to practice thinking and arguing. (New)



Three 2h sessions te practice thinking and arguing:

Session structure:

> explanation ofi the session topic, organisation,
procedures, and output (powerpoint and hand out)

> discussion of topic In greups (6-7 students/group)

> Written argument (completed & submitted in session)
[=30 min, =1 h, =30 min]



Some points about the sessions:

> A few example ethical peints are given so the
students doen’t go Into the topic cold.

> How the group discussions should proceed Is
prescribed ( )

> llhere are a few demonstrators (1-to-few: staff
or PG; they can help with the marking too).



Session topics:

1. Specific - eg concerning an individual or family (but
others have a view):

Sibling| te provide a cure

2. Wider - affecting many eg| concerning| a technology:
Golden rice

3. Completely general - fundamental guestions

eg should there be limits to what scientists can
consider; determinism V. free will; ete



Thinking Invelves erganising facts and ideas as
well as being analytical, logical'and censistent.

So | provide tools, as follows.



Within discussion groups to help organise thelir
thinking (inspired by de Bono's “Six Thinking Hats”)

- Turns-each, no argument until Iits time, put gut
feelings on the table first, then identify interested
parties, then the facts including the gaps, then
some lateral thinking (try to see it from another

poInt ofi view), see Ifithere Is agreement and If So
Why: and Iff net Wiy not.



In & parallell lecture | have already. lllustrated a
Eucleidian structure to an argument: proposition,
assumptions, steps ofi argument, conclusion.

To dispute the conclusion one must either reject
the assumptions or detect a flaw: in the

argument.



Well-being

Autonomy.

Fairness

nterested
party A

P B

Ip C

etc




TThe written product:

Based on what Is in the student’s head, done immediately
fellowing the discussion.

Students can argue whichever view: they want regardless of
the eutcome of thelr group discussion.

TThe output: ~one side ofi writing;; guality of thinking not
guantity.



> The students get specific and also generic feedback.

> Generic feedback Is iImportant because It can illustrate
alternative ways to tackle the issues raised by the topic set.
Because the students have tackled this themselves, but
possibly have considered only one approach, they learn more

than by just seeing comments on their ewn work.

> For example, I'can analyse the goelden-rice topic to show how
much of the explicit argument is about facts, to ask the
guestion whether a technoelogy (rather than the use ofi it by
people) can be unethical, and te show the effect that answering
this guestion ene way or the other has on the complexity of the

answers, that can e generated.



So the students get practice under
with the incentive ofia mark,

And the emphasis Is on the key objective,
the not the
presentation guality.



This appreach gave more scope for practice
and progression in ability to think and
argue, and more scope for monitoring how
this developed, than my previous system
Using a substantial essay as practice.

It has therefore avoided the numbers
problem while, | claim, Increasing the
guality of the teaching and learning.
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Summary ofi talk:

Each session at different points during the
module copes withia large number of
students divided up inte small discussion
greups. Students get practice In achieving
the intended! learning eutcomes of the
module, they can seek help on the spot
and myseli and demonstrator(s) can
monitor and contribute te thelr discussions
and can give feedback on thelr wrtien
WOork.



Chie Kndl

...0f the talk...
But more detaills and examples fellew..........



In addition to the information In the talk, | outline to
students more about these factors that they will

Include in their discussion
> Emotions: Your intuitive/“gut” feeling.
> “The Interested parties”
> The facts.
> “lLLateral” thinking
> Reasoned conclusion

e GIGWIRG SIIGESIEI2EAIEN s



Take note of your feeling but ask yourself why you feel like

that.

Includes the “irrational” component.

Includes the “Yuck!” factor.



Who takes the action, and who may be affected.

Need not just include humans. How far should we

stretch this point?
1. Chickens!
Probably feel pain and probably experience fear.
Language barrier; try to interpret their responses.
2. Rare species of microbe in danger of extinction.
No pain and no fear, we think.

It has an “interest” in avoiding extinction.



What Is agreed as certain.
The gaps that need filling.

Statements that certain opinions are generally held or
held by people significant for the issue (the opinion

may or may not be correct).

Exclude the personal opinions of the discussants.



“Lateral” thinking
People often think in straight lines, or within a box.
Be imaginative, in order to see the issues from the point of

view of “interested parties” with widely different

CONCEINS.



You must explain your conclusion.
This does not exclude emotions as a consideration.

You could comment on how the interested parties will be
affected and whether you think that those effects should

be acceptable.



Go through the components of the discussion
session one at a time.

Each person must speak once on each point.
Repetition of points is allowed by different
contributors where It Is appropriate (e.g. gut
feeling but not in the facts round) and you can
go round more than once if useful (e.g. in the
fact round but not the gut feelings round).

Do net argue until the discussion reund (but the
note taker can ask for clarification).



You may repeat a round if it is helpful (e.g. If more

facts may be brought out or more factual gaps
identified).

The final round ofi discussion does allow
arguments. (But do net argue against
someone’s gut feeling.) Argue politely anad
regard the purpose as a constructive one — not
to prove someone wrong but to find the right
answer.

(There are also Iinstructions on chairing the
discussion groups.)



Session 1 case to consider and report on

(after, by quite a long way, John Searle, Leicester bioethics meeting)

A child has a genetic disease that will'kill' her within a few years.

She can be cured by a bone marrow transplant but needs the best
iImmunolegical mateh for success.

This can be provided by a genetically selected sibling.

The parents propose to produce one, and this will necessarily invelve in-
vitro fertilisation method (IVE).

Only some of the embryos produced will be returned to the mother. These
will be selected for absence of the gene causing the disease, and for
expected immunological match.

The child or children that result will' have been produced to cure their elder
sister.

Who are the interested parties, and on what basis do you identify them as
such?

What else, apart fromi the above infermation, would yeu need to knew:and
Why/?

Iiry to decide If this Is moral er immoeral. Explain your reasens.



Session 2: Golden Rice

Unlike other sessions, students are given
Information te look up beforehand.

The discussion groups meet during the
session but, again unlike the other
sessions, this leads into a debate.

Students then as usual write their argument
In the last 25-30 min| of the session.



Session 3

Ethics of Science

I this session different groups are alloecated
different questions and then contrbute to a
general discussion. Students then write on

whichever guestion they: like.

TThe guestions are.........



Science (and technology) creates problems such as
pollution. Should there therefore be no moere science?

Knowledge can be misused, seme more than others.
Should therefore some possible areas for research be
out-of-lbounds to science?

Science only provides a current “Dest-guess”, never
certainty. Therefore it would' be unethical to talk as
thoughiwe are certain. How: then should we, or can wWe,
accurately convey to the public, knewledge of risks
and possibilities (to de with foed safety, health,
technological possinbilities, etc)?

Sclence gives a determinist account ofi the world. So
fiee willlcannot exist. Why then do we: believe we can
make ethical judgements aboeut the application; of
SCIEnce?



Il make seme comments on each to help
them get started,

as follows....



1. Science (and technology) creates preblems such as
pollutien. Should we therefere stop deing science?

Chemistry underpins many pelluting industrial processes.
IS It possible to live and not gather knowledge?

2. Knoewledge can be misused, seme more than others.
Should therefeore some possible areas for research be
out-of-bounds to science?

Should we/couldiwe have aveided investigating nuclear
properties ofi atoms?

Shouldiwe eutlaw: researnch inremibryenic cell line therapy:?



3. Sclence only provides a current “best-guess”,
never certainty. Therefore it woeuld' be unethical
to talk as though we are certain. How: then
should we, or can we, accurately convey to the
public, knowledge of risks and possibilities (o
do with foed safety, health, technoelogical
possibilities, etc)?

Would it be unethical not to use your “best-guess”
i that Is all you have? lfi so, hew do we knew
when we knew enoeughi for the best guess to
pe safe (given the infinity of time ahead,, IS the
probability very: low)?

Disproving hypotheses (an impoertant part of the
hmelthod for scientific advance) Seems not e

elp?




4,  Sclence gives a determinist account ofi the world. So
free will' cannoet exist. Why then do we believe we can
make ethicall judgements about the application of
science?

Humans can hold two legically iIncompatible ideas in their
minds simultaneously and' believe both
(In the sense of each “working”, theugh possibly: In
different contexts).

Physicists accept that matter can be described as
comprised of particles or waves — seemingly. illogical
but acecepted by philosephers as well as physicists.

Do a mechanistic science and free will offer alternative
models of the world, applicable in different
circumstances?

Eree will s clearly bounded (We cannot wishi ourselves to
Vars);; does this net put It I the same: system as the
one descrilbed by science?



Some comments on the large flat space needed to
run many small groups simultaneously.

Ini the absence of an ideal space consider what can be
adapted, and If necessary argue your case for access
and adaptation.

Large flat spaces are rare but many Universities have one
large space for ceremonies such as graduation.

Consider large labs, though they are usually heavily used
there could be gaps in the timetable for a few sessions.

A large lecture theatre Is a possibility If the total number of
students Is not too large, If individual groups are of small
Size, and If there are enough rows te keep seme clear so
you can reach each group.
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