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HOW CAN BIOETHICS BE INCORPORATED INTO BIOLOGY 

CURRICULA?

There are numerous methods that can be used to study bioethics, and

numerous places in traditional biology curricula where bioethics can be

incorporated. The following section offers some suggestions but is not meant to

be a comprehensive list.

METHODOLOGIES

• Case studies: These can be obtained from resources such as newspapers,

law journals or source books, or they can be fictional cases designed by

the teacher. Students may work in small groups, or discuss the case as

an entire class.

• Debate: Choose a statement to be debated and assign students a side to

argue. For example: "Resolved: genetic screening for the purposes of sex

selection should not be permitted."

• Panel Discussion: Identify the stake holders in a particular issue and have

students represent these roles as members of a panel. Other students

question the panel about their views on the issue.

• Role Play: In order to prevent students from feeling vulnerable about

voicing their personal opinions, assign specific roles to students so that

they are voicing the opinions of their assigned role.

• Journal Writings: Have students write their thoughts down rather than

voicing them in class.

• Student-led Seminars: Small groups of students research a particular topic

and then lead a one or two day class discussion. Depending on the

magnitude of the topic, it may be necessary to spend one day teaching

about the technology involved, and a second day exploring the ethical

questions.



GENERAL OUTLINE OF THE PROCESS

Regardless of the methodology chosen, certain steps are common to

all bioethical discussions.

1. Articulate the dilemma. This may be phrased as a statement or question

but should summarize the problem clearly and succinctly.

2. Identify the stake holders in the decision. Who has a vested interest in

the outcome? Encourage students to think of as many stake holders as

possible.

3. Present possible solutions. Again, there is always more than one solution

to an ethical dilemma, and students should be encouraged to describe as

many possible outcomes as they can.

4. Rank the possible solutions from best to worst. Choose the one which

seems to make most sense to you as an individual.

5. Explain WHY your choice seems like the best one to you. What

personal values are involved in making this decision? Are you entirely

satisfied with this choice? Why or why not?

SUGGESTED TOPICS

Ethical issues can be integrated into traditional biology curricula in many

ways. The following list provides some ideas to get you started.

• Organ Transplantation: Which of several matched donors should receive a

particular organ?

• New Reproductive Technologies: In vitro fertilization, surrogacy, RU-486,

pre-implantation embryo screening, cloning. Is there a significant.

difference between cloning sheep for pharmaceutical production and

cloning humans?

• Human Genome Project: Should employers be able to screen job

applicants for specific genetic conditions? Who should have access to



this information: family members, lawyers, insurance agencies?

• Gene therapy: What are the potential ramifications of somatic and

germ-line gene therapy?

• Fetal Tissue Transplantation: Does a fetus have rights? If so, what are

they and who is responsible for representing the interests of the fetus?

• AIDS: issues involving disclosure, privacy, discrimination, insurance

coverage

• Euthanasia: What is the right to die? How does withdrawing or

withholding treatment differ from physician assisted suicide? 

• Health Care Allocation: How do we decide who gets access to health

care, particularly expensive equipment and therapies?

• Environmental Issues: How do we decide between conservation and

economic interests, for example, in the Pacific Northwest? Is a "Land

Ethic" viable in the face of scarce resources?

Bioethics can also be taught as a semester or year-long class. In this

format, one can pursue issues more deeply and explore a wider variety

of questions. For the past two years, I have taught a course described

by the syllabus below:

I. Ethical Philosophy and Moral Development

II. The Manhattan Project

III. Reproductive Technologies

A. Artificial Insemination, in vitro Fertilization (IVF), Gamete

Intrafallopian Transfer (GIFT), Zygote Intrafallopian Transfer

(ZIFT)

B. Surrogacy

C. Drug Abuse during Pregnancy

D. RU-486

E. Involuntary Sterilization

IV. Genetics

.



A. The Human Genome Project

1. Eugenics

2. Genetic Disease and Genetic Screening

3. Gene Therapy

B. Genetic Engineering

1. Transgenic Organisms

2. Agricultural Applications

V. Transplantation and Xenografting

A. Fetal Tissue Transplantation

B. Xenografts

VI. AIDS

A. Disclosure

B. Transmission- Health Care Industry

VII. Right-to-Die

A. Advance Directives, Living Wills, Do Not Resuscitate Orders

B. Physician Assisted Suicide

WHAT RESOURCES ARE AVAILABLE? This is just a small sample.... 

Bioethics (1992). Woodrow Wilson Biology Institute Module, The

Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship Foundation. Available 

http://www .accessexcellence.org/AE/AEPC/WWC/1992/.

Beauchamp and Walters. (1999). Contemporary Issues in Bioethics, 5th

edition, Belmont: Wadsworth Publishers.

Caplan, A. (1995). Moral Matters: Ethical Issues in Medicine and the

Life Sciences, John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Field Testing Genetically Modified Organisms, (1989). National Research

Council.

Huxley, Aldous. (1932). Brave New World. New York: Harper Collins.

Jennings, B., Nolan, K., Campbell, S. and Donnelley, S. .(1990). New

Choices, New Responsibilities: Ethical Issues in the Life Sciences, The

Hastings Center.

Kevles, D. (1995) In the Name of Eugenics, Cambridge: Harvard

University Press.



Kieffer, G. (1987). Biotechnology, Genetic Engineering and Society,

NABT.

Lyon, J. & Gorner, P. (1995). Altered Fates Gene Therapy and the

Retooling of Human Life. New York: W. W. Norton & Co. , Inc.

Mapping and Sequencing the Human Genome: Science, Ethics and Public

Policy (1992). BSCS and the American Medical Association.

Nightingale, E. & Goodman, M. (1990). Before Birth: Prenatal Testing

for Genetic Disease. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Post, S. G. (1993): Inquiries in Bioethics, Washington: Georgetown

University Press.

Suzuki, D. & Knudtson, P. (1990). Genethics, Cambridge: Harvard

University Press.

Wingerson, L. (1990). Mapping Our Genes The Genome Project and the

Future of Medicine. New York: Penguin Books.

Yashon, R. (1995). Case Studies in Bioethics, RJ Publications.

ONLINE RESOURCES

The internet has a wealth of information on virtually any topic

imaginable. Any search engine (Goog1e, Lycos, A1ta Vista, Yahoo) can be

used to find articles and web sites related to specific issues. The following

list is a selection of my favorites:

Access Excellence

http://www.accessexcellence.org

Medical College of Wisconsin Bioethics Online

http://www.mcw.edu/bioethics/

National Human Genome Research Institute: Ethical, Legal and Social

Implications Research

http://www.nhgri.nih.gov/About_NHGRI/Der/E1si/



The Hastings Center 

http://www.cpn.org/sections/affiliates/hastings_center.html

University of Pennsylvania – Center for Bioethics

http://www.bioethics.net.

VIDEOS

"Enola Gay- Rain of Ruin" $24.95, Phone: 800-708-1776

This historical documentary describes the Manhattan Project. and

bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. It is the most objective discussion of

this topic that I have seen.

"Life, Death and Politics," 60 Minutes, From Ambrose Video Publishing,

Inc. Phone: 800-843-0048

This is the story of a Baptist minister and his wife who have a

child afflicted with Hurler's Syndrome, a lethal genetic disease that may

respond to fetal tissue transplantation.

"The Case of the Frozen Addict," NOVA.

This video is about 3 heroin addicts who contracted a Parkinson's

like disease from using tainted heroin. Fetal tissue transplantation was used to

treat two of them, with surprisingly promising results. (1 taped this from

public television, don't know how to "officially" get a copy- you might try

calling WGBH in Boston).

"Dax's Case" Video Corporation ,of America, Phone: 908-545-8000

A graphic and disturbing account of a young man who was

almost killed in a freak accident and his subsequent wish to end his life.

"The Kevorkian File," Frontline Video, Phone: 800-424-7963

Documentary about Jack Kevorkian

"Better off Dead?" Frontline Video, Phone: 800-424-7963

Documentary about. infants with anencephaly and other severe birth

defects and the treatment of these cases.


