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The Presidential Commission for the Study of Bio-
ethical Issues was created by President Obama in 
2009 to identify and promote policies and prac-

tices that ensure scientific research, health care delivery, 
and technological innovation are conducted in  socially 
and ethically responsible manners.1 The bioethics com-
mission is an independent and thoughtful group of ex-
perts who advises the President and, in so doing, strives 
to educate the nation on bioethical issues. As part of the 
effort to promote policies and practices ensuring ethical 
conduct in research, innovation, and health care deliv-
ery, the bioethics commission staff, in consultation with 
commission members, has used the bioethics commis-
sion reports to develop pedagogical materials for tradi-
tional and nontraditional educational settings. The goal 
is to use contemporary issues addressed by the bioethics 
commission to support teaching of bioethics ideas, prin-

ciples, and theories across the major areas of study and 
practice.

An overarching theme throughout the bioethics com-
mission’s reports has been the need for improvement in 
bioethics education for scientific and medical profession-
als. The commission recognizes that in this era of mul-
tidisciplinary research, where professionals from various 
social, biomedical, statistical, engineering, and natural 
sciences constitute research teams to investigate solu-
tions to difficult health problems from diverse perspec-
tives, there is a need to calibrate the ethical foundations 
established during training. 

Today that need for foundational ethics encompasses 
more professionals than have traditionally studied basic 
bioethical principles. The bioethics commission has not-
ed that those involved in the emerging field of synthetic 
biology, for example, come from a variety of disciplines, 
including engineering and computer modeling, and thus 
might not have had the training with ethics standards 
expected of scientists working in biomedical research.2

Most training in the responsible conduct of research 
focuses on compliance with regulations rather than 
addressing the ethical foundation of the regulations,3 
despite the fact that funding agencies such as the Na-
tional Institutes of Health define responsible conduct 
of research to encompass knowledge and application of 
ethical principles in all professional activities related to 
scientific research.4

Even among students expected to study ethics—
medical students, for example—current education is not 
meeting expectation. A recent survey of medical students 
documented that many of those in their third year did 
not apply the language of ethics that they had learned 
early in medical school, even when asked to reason about 
situations that presented ethical challenges.5 Establish-
ing the appropriate ethical foundation early in education 
and reinforcing it throughout a career allow professionals 
across disciplines to build rigorous ethics into their daily 
work and to anticipate problems, helping prevent ethi-
cal surprises and obstacles down the road. “Bioethics is a 
universally important subject, fully consonant with a lib-
eral arts and science education, and as such it should not 
be taught first, let alone only, at the professional-school 
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level,” the bioethics commission concluded in its third major 
report.6 

In many of its ethical analyses resulting in recommenda-
tions to the President, the commission has emphasized the 
principle of responsible stewardship, calling for prudent vigi-
lance in considering what we as a society can and should do 
in anticipation of and response to emerging technologies to 
be responsible stewards of the world and its safety, now and 
in the future. Coupled with the responsibility of individu-
als and institutions to use their scientific capacity in morally 
responsible ways, the obligation to prepare scientists of all 
disciplines to understand the direct and indirect impact of 
their work on individuals and 
society at large is clear. It is 
incumbent upon every disci-
pline to ensure that scientists 
and health care providers are 
able to identify ethically chal-
lenging situations, to make 
morally sound decisions in 
response to these situations, 
and to seek and receive the 
support they need to do so. 
This is why the bioethics 
commission has repeatedly 
recommended improvements 
in ethics education that focus 
on broadening the scope of 
who is trained7 and how,8 as 
well as on increased account-
ability for individual investi-
gators and practitioners.9 (See 
the online version of HCR 
and bioethics.gov for a table 
outlining ethics education and researcher responsibility rec-
ommendations made by the commission.)

Pedagogical Materials

In support of its recommendations for ethics education 
improvements, the bioethics commission has developed 

and posted to bioethics.gov pedagogical materials designed 
to reach traditional and nontraditional educators and profes-
sionals in a variety of fields. The materials are designed for 
use in academia—in ethics, philosophy, and applied content 
areas—as well as in continuing education and professional 
training courses, in graduate or professional school seminars, 
and in workplace discussion, IRB training, and other ses-
sions. The module-based materials are designed to offer max-
imum flexibility for integration into existing courses or for 
use as stand-alone curricula. The materials are not intended 
to provide a comprehensive bioethics curriculum but, rather, 
to complement a robust teaching strategy with contemporary 
examples of real-life ethical challenges addressed by a presi-
dential commission. 

Judging by the number of relevant headlines, public inter-
est in current bioethical issues is high. The objective of these 
resources is to capitalize on this interest and engage students 
and professionals through the integration of contemporary 
issues and case studies. When the bioethics commission pub-
licly discussed its ethical analysis of the 1940s U.S. Public 
Health Service STD research in Guatemala, press coverage 
resulted in more than 250 original news articles in fifteen lan-
guages in more than forty countries; wire stories alone reached 
more than 280,000 web pages. And when the commission 
released its analysis of pediatric medical countermeasure re-
search, including the possibility of pediatric anthrax vaccine 

research, wire coverage of the 
report reached more than 
100,000 web pages.

The bioethics commission 
is an advisory body. As such, 
it does not make federal regu-
lations or create laws. With 
that said, the commission is 
committed to seeing its rec-
ommendations implemented. 
Providing easily accessible 
and free materials based on 
the bioethics commission’s 
own analysis is an effort to 
help meet the advisors’ re-
peated recommendations that 
bioethics education should be 
available to a wider variety of 
disciplines at the undergradu-
ate, graduate, and profession-
al levels. 

The pedagogical materials 
the bioethics commission now offers comprise two approach-
es. The first, a report-specific approach, centers on reformat-
ting the ethical questions, considerations, theories, principles, 
and recommendations from a bioethics commission report 
into an accompanying study guide. The report study guide is 
designed to explore in further detail the ethical underpinnings 
of a topic, providing instructors and students with materials 
that reflect on the contents of a published bioethics commis-
sion report with the addition of reflective questions for analy-
ses, comments by commission members or staff bioethicists, 
and further reading on the ethical issues likely to be revealed 
in discussion. The first of these report-specific materials, A 
Study Guide to “Ethically Impossible” STD Research in Guate-
mala from 1946-1948, examines several topics rich with po-
tential to engage students, including vulnerable populations, 
secrecy, deception, scientific methods, and setting the ethical 
stage for such experiments. Each topic is introduced with text 
from the bioethics commission’s report on the experiments,10 
supported with additional original documents, and followed 
with a comment and additional resources. This format, which 
varies from the temporal nature of the ethical analysis of the 
report itself, offers a modular approach that can be used one 
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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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similarities across the four specialty areas include a normative 
approach, that is, a desire to elucidate what ought to be done; 
respect for those served, whether individuals, communities, 
or both; and the need for a decision-making process that con-
siders questions with unclear ethical solutions by using an 
established framework steeped in a common set of principles 
that guide the decision-makers through evidence, ethical con-
siderations, and scenario shifts to arrive at a path forward.  

We developed pedagogical materials with these various 
bioethics specialties in mind. The materials are designed to 
lead students through an exploration of foundational con-
cepts, applied to contemporary bioethical concerns. The fo-
cus is on skill building, decision-making, and incorporation 
of an ethical perspective into daily work, all of which apply 
in each specialty area. Some materials might lend themselves 
more to one area than another, but the intent is to develop 
tools that will be useful in all four areas. 

All bioethics commission materials are available for free 
downloading at bioethics.gov. Feedback, including success 
stories instructors are willing to share with others, is wel-
comed at education@bioethics.gov.

Disclaimer 

The findings and conclusions in this paper are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent the official position of 
the Presidential Commission for the Study of Bioethical Issues 
or the Department of Health and Human Services.
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