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Summary:  

• Students write short commentaries on a current 

news story that raises bioethical issues 

• The task helps them reflect on the relevance of 

their subject discipline to the contemporary world 

• In the spirit of “Students as Producers”, the best 

examples are shared with the wider community 

via the internet 

Introduction:  

• The Quality Assurance Agency benchmarking 

statements for the Biosciences have identified the 

need for students to understand the ethical 

significance of their subject[1] 

• Innovations in biology and biomedicine are 

frequent items in news bulletins  

• Many of these developments raise ethical 

controversies 

Details of core activity:  

• Each student writes 1000 word commentary on 

the ethical implications of a recent biological or 

biomedical news story 

• Maximum of 200 words summarising content, the 

rest to be focussed on ethical arguments for and 

against the development 

• Story must be from previous calendar year (i.e. 

Jan 2012 to Dec 2012 for 2013 cohort) 

• Story must be available as video clip on BBC 

website (max 5 mins long and not an excerpt from 

longer programme, e.g. Horizon or Panorama) 

• Must use at least 5 references, of which at least 2 

must be appropriately “academic” 

Outcomes: Some principal findings are given in 

Table 1. The most alarming observation concerned 

the readiness of students to accept the suitability of 

an essay generated via a paper-mill. 50.0% (2010) 

and 46.4% (2011) considered that the sample essay 

used here was “probably suitable” or “definitely 

suitable” as a source when writing a first-year essay. 

Evaluation: 118 respondents completed an 

anonymous evaluation of the activity. The vast 
majority were highly positive; 92% of students 
agreed (54%) or strongly agreed (38%) that this was 
a useful exercise. Comments included:  

• “In some instances my opinion and the actual 
answers differed by quite a lot. This activity gave 
me greater insight into how sources are viewed in 
terms of authority at a university level” 
• “It really opened my eyes to some aspects I had 
never given a lot of thought to” 
• “It made me aware of how important the quality 
of sources is and how to judge this”. 

Conclusions: This activity has proven useful in 

raising students’ awareness of the need to evaluate 

the merits of online sources. The task is available to 

colleagues to be used “off the shelf”. Alternatively, 

the model is easily contextualised for different 

disciplines. 
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Table 1: Comparison of tutor and student evaluations  
of the academic quality of the eight source materials 

Context:   
• Research Skills module 

• Second year (second semester) 

• n = approx 150 

• First run in 2009 

Assessment:  

• Overall counts for 25% of module mark 

• Allocation of marks within task: 

• 5%  Selection and use of clip 

• 25% Framing issues (summary) 

• 60% Discussion of ethical issues 

• 10% Selection of appropriate sources and 

referencing 

Secondary repurposing:  

• Best summaries serve as exemplars for later 

cohorts doing the same exercise 

• Also valuable resources for the wider community 

under title Headline Bioethics Commentaries 

• “Students as Producers” 

• Edited into standard format (and occasionally for 

clarity and/or accuracy) 

• Shared via Bioethicsbytes.wordpress.com site 

The best examples of student work are made available on the 

internet under the banner title of Headline Bioethics commentaries 

Students write short articles summarising a bioethics-relevant news  

story from the previous calendar year  


