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· Should a football team be thrown out of the FA Cup if one of its players used a performance enhancing drug in an earlier time?
· Would it be ethical for a mining company to fund an African village hospital, if it guaranteed them excavation rights over an open area of land rich in gold, or is this bribery?

· Is it wrong for a job applicant to change his mind about accepting a post, simply because he has received a better offer elsewhere?

These are just a few of the dilemmas which students are encouraged to tackle during classes in Ethics, which are bringing new insights to subject areas right across the campus. Save for those in medicine, alumni who graduated before 2000 are unlikely to have experienced anything similar during their time at Leeds. Even for those training to be health professionals, the ethical side of medicine was largely bolted on to their studies, rather than integral to everything they learnt. In other words, it was really just a box which they could tick. 
A new model has been developed to enable trainee medics to be taught collaboratively by both academics in philosophy, with expertise in ethics and moral reasoning, and by doctors and clinicians with expertise in medicine and relevant experience to bring subject alive. Ethics is also now embedded into many other degree programs at Leeds besides medicine, from computing to journalism, and right from students’ first year. We start with an introduction to how ethics are relevant. We develop students’ reasoning skills by looking at issues related to their own studies such as plagiarism, or whether working with team based assessments – where each team member gets the same mark – obliges every student to work as hard as their more motivated colleagues. As our students move into subsequent years and become more confident we go into greater depth on some of the serious issues of medical ethics. It really has worked. It makes the content of these courses really rich and robust and so much more engaging and relevant.

What exactly is ethics?

Ethics refers to our standards of right and wrong – morality, good and evil, virtue and vice, fairness and obligation to others. The standards inform our daily conduct, restrain us from rape, theft, assault and slander, while giving us a moral compass that informs our basic rights to life, privacy and freedom from harm. Ethics embeds honestly, compassion and loyalty into our relationships and other people. Applied ethics is a study of how we can use these basic beliefs and concepts in our everyday lives, and how our decision-making can be informed by ethical reasoning in the practical situations that we face day-to-day. 

It's all about putting the technical abilities and the ethical abilities into the same. Overwhelmingly, undergraduates value the fresh dimensional this is bringing to their studies. Students tend to be quite idealistic and think that ethics is relevant. On the other hand you do get some who have been watching programs like The Apprentice and have the wrong perception of what is needed to succeed in business and life. Equally some who are focused on the technical aspects of their subject and would rather concern themselves with the technical knowledge and let someone else make the moral decisions.

The guiding principle behind our approach is that professional people need the tools to reason for themselves, and prepare for any scenario. When faced with ethical issues, as they will be in their working lives, we don't want them to simply freeze like rabbits in the headlights. There are no simple answers, either.  Simply passing the module won’t help them deal with this situation which might be quite different to the one in the text. They need to reason for themselves, and develop a clear understanding of the values they should be implemented. It's facing people with challenging case studies and, by working through them, form a justifiable response. We’re developing skills, not just dumping a lot of knowledge in their heads.
