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topic at a time for a single in-service session or entirely to cre-
ate a semester-long course from this case study. 

The second, topic-oriented approach centers on single 
ethical considerations, theories, or principles integrating ma-
terial across applicable bioethics commission reports to dem-
onstrate ethical analyses and applications of foundational 
ethical principles to contemporary biomedical and scientific 
challenges. A single topic, such as informed consent, com-
munity engagement, or compensation for research-related 
injury, constitutes a module comprising a brief survey of the 
topic that includes definitions, explanations, ethical ratio-
nales, and an outline of current regulations, where applicable. 
This information provides necessary background for instruc-
tors, including those without a deep background in bioethics. 
Relevant bioethics commission reports are then introduced 
in conjunction with the brief survey of the topic to prompt 
questions, as well as points that might be mentioned in re-
sponses to the question, to help the instructor lead a group 
discussion. Related case studies and application exercises are 
provided to encourage deeper coverage and application of 
the material. As new reports are released, contemporary chal-
lenges will be woven into existing topic-oriented materials.  

Applicability to Bioethics Specialty Areas

The bioethics commission’s pedagogical materials address 
a variety of topics applicable in numerous bioethics edu-

cation settings. “Bioethics” is a broad term that encompass-
es topics associated with ethical conduct in science, public 
health, and medicine. Specialty areas that have developed in 
recent years have created four somewhat distinct topics in the 
field. While there is a great degree of overlap, these four topics 
have separated into clinical ethics, professional ethics, public 
health ethics, and research ethics. 

The differences in focus among these specialty areas have 
been strong enough to support a growing independent lit-
erature in each. In clinical, professional, and research ethics, 
a more limited range of opinions is considered for ethical 
decision-making. These fields vary from each other and from 
public health ethics in the question of to whom their ethi-
cal duty is owed, the process by which decisions are made, 
and the matter of who participates in decision-making. In 
clinical ethics, the duty is owed to the individual patient, 
and the ethical consult, which typically includes the patient, 
family, and clinical team, is the primary approach to deci-
sions. In professional ethics, the duty is to the field or dis-
cipline, and decision-making involves an expert panel, with 
individual professionals and professional associations bearing 
the responsibility for this process. In research ethics, the duty 
is owed to the research participant, and decision-making re-
sponsibility lies with the institutional or ethics review board. 
In public health ethics, which has an ethical duty to the com-
munity as well as the individual, a broad range of opinions 
must be considered. Its decision-making process employs a 
public health ethics framework, with public health authori-
ties and legislatures holding responsibility for decisions. Key 
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