Stem Cell Ethics: An ethical decision making webquest

Introduction:

Anyone who watches the news or reads a newspaper is aware that stem cells offer a great deal of hope for medicine but are controversial.  At present, the federal government will not fund research that creates new embryonic stem cell lines.  While you may be familiar with the opinions of others on the stem cell debate, have you really formed your own opinion? Have you applied your own ethical values to the issue?  In this webquest, you will learn about ethics and ethical approaches, use that knowledge to examine other’s views on stem cells, and finally analyze your own opinion on the subject.

Objectives: At the conclusion of this assignment, the student will be able to,

1. Briefly explain five ethical approaches.

2. Examine arguments made for and against stem cell research.

3. Analyze stem cell arguments based on the five ethical approaches.

4. Examine their own ethical approach and relate it to the stem cell controversy.

Directions: Follow the links listed below to find each website and then answer the questions.

1. Introduction to stem cell biology. (Optional. This section should only be done if you are unfamiliar with the basics of stem cell biology.)

Website:

http://gslc.genetics.utah.edu/units/stemcells/whatissc/
http://gslc.genetics.utah.edu/units/stemcells/sctypes/
These two websites use animations to explain stem cell biology and the differences between embryonic and adult stem cells. Be sure to take the quiz.

http://www.hhmi.org/biointeractive/stemcells/therapies/index.html
http://gslc.genetics.utah.edu/units/stemcells/sctoday/
This animation and text explain how stem cells can be used to cure disease.

2. Three ethical dilemmas

Website:
http://www-phil.tamu.edu/%7Egary/bioethics/ethicaltheory/cases.html

(This website presents three scenarios that will challenge your thinking).

Questions:

1. For each of these scenarios, what would you do and why?

3. What is ethics? What are some ethical approaches?

Website:
http://www.scu.edu/ethics/practicing/decision/framework.html
(This short text presents the fundamentals of ethics and ethical approaches.  It is a very neutral approach to ethics, such as one would get in a college freshman ethics class. It also provides a framework for ethical analysis.)

Questions:
2. How would each of the five ethical approaches view embryonic stem cell research?

3. How would each of the five ethical approaches view adult stem cell research?

4. Which ethical approach or approaches seems to fit with your personal values?

4. What is the stem cell controversy?

Website:
http://www.eurostemcell.org/Outreach/Film/Conversations/film_cv_eng.htm
(This video allows various stakeholders in the stem cell controversy to provide their opinions. You will hear from researchers, patients, Doctors, and religious )

Questions:
5. For each of the four groups of stakeholders, identify:

6. What values they have.

7. How they are affected by the stem cell controversy.

8. What ethical approach seems to be closest to their ideas.

5. Making your own decision.

Website:

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/sciencenow/3209/04.html
(Click on the on-line poll.  You will give your opinions on stem cell issues, but be challenged by the alternate argument).
Questions:

9. Should the federal government fund embryonic stem cell research? Why?

10. Was your opinion changed by anything you learned or thought about during this assignment?

11. Should a person who is against embryonic stem cell research (or for) also be against (or for) In-vitro fertilization, abortion, war, and/or the death penalty?

12. How does your opinion on funding (or doing) embryonic stem cell research relate to you choices for the three ethical scenarios?

8. Classroom discussion:  

You will assume the role of one of the stakeholders (religious, medical, patient, researcher, politician) in this issue. You may request a role (I recommend that you pick a perspective that challenges your own).  Research their positions. In class you will form small focus groups chaired by the politicians to discuss the issue of federal funding for embryonic stem cell research.

Teacher notes: This webquest asks the student to examine the ethics of the embryonic stem cell controversy. This assignment is best for students in Advanced Placement Biology or honors introductory biology. The goal is that the student will be applying ethics principles to their decision making and to the opinions of various stakeholders. It does this by first asking the student to examine some classical ethics scenarios and then some basics of ethics and ethical schools of thought. The students can then apply these ethical considerations to the embryonic stem cell controversy. In this way, students will be arriving at their own ethical conclusions. Then students can examine the arguments made for and against embryonic stem cell research in light of the ethics principles they have learned.  Finally, students will discuss these issues while assuming roles of the stakeholders. 


This webquest can be done in parts and some of it can be done for homework.  The questions that follow each link can be answered by each student or be used for class discussion.


The first part of this webquest provides the students with a background into stem biology and can be skipped if they have done the previous webquest about stem cell biology or learned about stem cells in some other way.

