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COURSE DESCRIPTION 

 

Philosophy is the activity of justifying the beliefs that we hold regarding the “big 

questions” of human existence.  Ethics is a branch of philosophy that studies the 

character (right/wrong, good/bad, justified/unjustified, etc.) of our actions.  In this course 

we will focus on questions regarding the ethical dimension of conduct in medicine and 

biomedical research.  Some questions that we will address include: What is the proper 

character of the physician-patient relationship? Must the physician always tell her patient 

the truth?  What are the ethical dimensions of privacy and confidentiality in the 

biomedical context?  What are the ethical questions raised by human and animal 

experimentation?  How ought physicians handle the refusal of life-sustaining treatment or 

cases of advanced directives?  Is suicide ethically permissible?  If so, is it permissible for 

the physician to assist in a suicide?   As you can see, these are complex questions.  Our 

goal in this course is (1) to explore the full depth of each question and (2) to examine 

arguments given in support of various positions. 

 

COURSE TEXTS 

 

Biomedical Ethics, ISBN: 9780073407456, Required, 7 Edition, Author(s): David 

DeGrazia, Publisher: McGraw-Hill 

 

COURSE GRADING 
 

Total number of points = 410 

Letter of Introduction 10 points 

Weekly Reading Questions (6 at 20 pts. each) 120 points 

Discussion Board Posts (8 at 10 pts. each) 80 points 

Midterm Essay Exam 100 points 

Final Paper  100 points 

 

 

Responsibilities: 

Online Class vs. Face-to-Face Class. All of the work we do will be through Blackboard. 

We will use the discussion board extensively, and you should be prepared to log on every 

day. Remember that each day in an online course counts for one hour of face-to-face 

time, plus the 6-10 hours of homework that you might typically be asked to do in a 

traditional class. Ideally you should be spending 9-12 hours per week.   

 



The most important folder is the Weekly Units folder. All of the readings assignments, 

reading response questions, and materials to aid in your understanding of the course 

readings will be in these folders. 

 

Email. I will check my email at least twice a day, so feel free to email me any questions.  

Again, since this course packs a lot into a short time period (8 weeks), you should be 

diligent in staying on top of things and in contacting me ASAP if you encounter 

difficulties or require help. 

 

Reading. You are expected to read the material assigned for each week. This does not 

mean skimming. This means reading critically—making an earnest effort to understand 

what the author is saying, noting where you have questions, disagreements, confusions, 

etc. Feel free to write in the margins of your books, or, if you plan on selling them back, 

keep reading notes. This will help you in understanding the reading, answering reading 

questions, participating in discussion, and writing papers (see below).  If you had 

difficulty with the reading it would be especially helpful to formulate a question or two 

(with an attempt at an answer) and hand them in at the start of class.  

Writing. This is writing-intensive course (that is what the “W” means in 

“PHI331WEL”—the “EL” means “elearning).  The best way to understand something 

(e.g.: a philosopher’s ideas, your own ideas) is to try to clearly write it out in your own 

words. As noted above, you will be required to write weekly essays as well as a final 

paper.  Each of the weekly essays will focus on a topic or question from the readings for 

that week.  Your midterm exam will consist of a series of essays.   

Reading Response Questions. There will be 6 sets of reading response questions; each 

set will be worth 20 points for a total of 120 points.  There will be reading response 

questions posted for each week during weeks 1-3 and 5-7.  There will be no reading 

response questions for weeks 4 and 8 since you will have a midterm in week 4 and a final 

paper in week 8    

Discussion Boards. In an online class, discussion boards are our primary way of 

communicating about the literature.  For each week’s reading, there will be a discussion 

board, on which you must post at least three times to be eligible for the full amount of 

points: you must start a thread once (i.e., you post a question, insight, etc. that starts a 

thread) each week and post twice each week in response to somebody else’s posts (not 

just “I agree” or “I don’t like this book”).  Please see the grading rubric for the discussion 

board component of the class—the rubric can be found in the “Course Documents” part 

of the BlackBoard site.  You will need to read everybody’s posts each time you log on, so 

you are not just repeating what somebody else has already said; this will be difficult to do 

if you are  just logging on the discussion board on the final day.  

 

 

 

 



CRITICAL THINKING 

What I mean by ‘critical thinking’ is not just the expression of opinions, likes, and 

dislikes. Anyone can say what they believe, or react to what another believes. In some 

cases (hopefully many cases) you will have strong feelings about what we are reading or 

discussing. These strong reactions are good, but they are only the beginning. We want to 

do more than just express our reactions. Thinking critically requires: (1) clearly and 

accurately expressing the relevant claims, (2) examining and questioning (both the 

reasons for and consequences of) others’ and (especially) one’s own beliefs, (3) 

developing and being responsive to alternative views, (4) trying to support or reject such 

views on the basis of evidence and argument, and (5) being willing to accept the outcome 

of such inquiry. 

 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 

 

Any compromise of academic integrity by cheating, misrepresentation, or plagiarism will 

result in failure of the class.  Plagiarism means that you have included in your paper 

ideas, significant phrases, or sentences that you have not cited and are not your own.  

Most plagiarism today happens when students cut and paste parts of websites into their 

papers.  Please carefully read “Academic Honesty” in the latest McKendree University 

Catalogue.  All instances of plagiarism will be reported to the provost to become part of 

your permanent student record. The first instance of plagiarism will result in a grade of F 

on the assignment.  The second offence will result in failure of the course.  
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