
PHIL 1722: Health Care Ethics (Online)
Stoner/Spring 2023

Health Care Ethics introduces basic ethical theories, principles, and decision-making guidelines used in health 
care ethics. It examines moral issues confronting health care practitioners, patients, and others involved in 
medicine. The course includes philosophical analysis of cultural differences regarding medical practices, 
contemporary moral decision-making on topics such as disclosure, confidentiality, human cloning, medical 
research, abortion, transplantation and organ markets, allocation of limited resources, conscientious objection, 
research on human subjects, and euthanasia. The course is open to all students interested in health care ethics.

Successfully completing Health Care Ethics will require you to:

1. Evaluate arguments about a variety of moral issues in health care, such as assisted-suicide and 
euthanasia, disability and genetic screening, conscientious objection, justice in human research, abortion, 
truth-telling and confidentiality, and genetic manipulation and human enhancement.

2. Explain the value and limitations of professional ethics codes as guides to moral decision-making.
3. Explain the value of philosophical reflection on moral issues in healthcare.
4. Explain moral principles and moral theories commonly applied in bioethics, such as the principle of 

beneficence, the principle of autonomy, the principle of utility, prominent moral theories, and the social 
and medical models of disability.

5. Develop and defend a view about a moral issue in healthcare.
6. Engage in productive dialogue about controversial and complex moral issues.

Overview of the Course Design

Instructor

Dr. Ian Stoner
Room 3405
ian.stoner@saintpaul.edu

Office hours (in person): Mondays 12:15 – 2:15. No appointment necessary—just knock on the door to room 
3405 and I’ll answer.

Office hours (in zoom): Tuesdays 9:30 – 11:30. Appointment required. Book a time-slot here: https://ian-
spc.youcanbook.me 

Required Texts

Doing Practical Ethics: A Skills-Based Approach to Moral Reasoning by Ian Stoner and Jason 
Swartwood (Oxford University Press, 2021).
ISBN: 9780190078447

You are welcome to purchase the book in any format from any bookstore you like, but the 
easiest place to get it is from Saint Paul College’s online bookstore: 
www.saintpaulcollegebookstore.com/ 

I will post all other required and recommended course materials on D2L.
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A role-playing element

Throughout the course, we will imagine that we are members of the Center for Medical Ethics at a fictional 
hospital in the Twin Cities called Mount Chaos Hospital. We will imagine that you are a new intern and I am the 
center’s director. You will assist me in providing ethical guidance in the many controversies that divide the 
Mount Chaos community. To contribute to that project, you will need to learn a set of argumentation skills, as 
well as factual information and philosophical background relevant to these controversies. 

The role-playing element of the course helps structure the material I will ask you to learn and helps 
make it clear how the skills and content you will learn in this course will equip you to reflect on and discuss real-
world controversies. It also, I hope, will make the whole experience more fun.

A series of episodes

I have designed the course as a series of seven “Episodes,” each focused on a specific controversy unfolding at 
Mount Chaos Hospital. Each episode has three components: a topic-background component, a skill-level 
component, and a capstone assignment. I will post readings for the topic-background components in D2L. The 
skill-level components rely on the course textbook, Doing Practical Ethics. The capstone assignments are 
writing assignments that require you to apply your newly practiced skill to that episode’s featured controversy.

Grading

The capstone assignments, which ask you to demonstrate mastery of the skill you’ve been practicing, are the 
only graded assignments in this course.

For capstone assignments I will use specifications grading. Each assignment will come with a clear set 
of specifications describing what counts as satisfactory completion of the assignment. I will set the threshold for 
all assignments at a high but achievable level. Instead of assigning your work a letter grade or a percentage, I 
will classify it as either “Pass” or “Not Yet,” and give you feedback on your work.

Your grade for the course uses the levels system. There are 4 skill-levels for the course. The capstone 
assignment you receive at the end of each Episode will correspond to the skill-level you are currently working 
on. If you get a “Pass” on that capstone, you will advance to the next skill-level in the following episode. If you 
get a “Not Yet” on that capstone, you will continue to work on the same skill-level in the following episode. 
Your grade for the course is determined by the highest skill-level you have completed:

Highest Level Cleared Final Course Grade

Level 1 D
Level 2 C
Level 3 B
Level 4 A

Due Dates and Time Management

Every Episode will be open for 2 weeks, and you can complete the required work any time within that period. 
Since the Episodes are open for so long, I will not accept late submissions of capstone assignments for any 
reason. Please make sure you have completed your capstone assignment early enough that wifi interruptions, 
D2L slow-downs, etc. do not cause you to miss it. 

I encourage you to work through each episode slowly, using short study sessions several times a week. 
My advice for most students is to complete the Topics and Skill-Level tasks, including required posts to the 
forums, in the first 10 days. Give yourself two days to complete the capstone assignment, and turn in your 
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capstone assignment on Saturday of the episode’s second week. If you keep to that schedule, you will never be at 
risk of missing an assignment window.

A strategy that will not work is to wait until the last day of the Episode and try to cram everything in a 
single study session just before the assignment window closes. Developing a new critical thinking skill takes 
practice, and the course is designed to give you practice. If you skip that practice and try to go directly to the 
capstone assignment at the last minute, you will probably fail it.

Skill Levels

The skill-levels for the course get progressively challenging as you work your way through them.

Skill Level 1: Illustrative Examples and Counterexamples. 

The ability to offer good examples is useful everywhere. Being good with examples will make you a better 
reader, more effective in debates with people who disagree with you, better at critically reflecting on your own 
values and beliefs. The textbook chapters for this skill level are Chapters 2 and 3. Clearing this skill level entitles 
you to a D for the course.

Skill Level 2: Analyzing Arguments from Principle and Arguments from Analogy. 

We will focus on two specific forms of argument that are especially useful in debates about Health Care Ethics. 
One form of argument seeks to articulate general moral principles that can be applied to a specific controversial 
case. The other form of argument seeks to identify morally similar cases that we can draw moral lessons from. At 
skill-level 2 we will focus on understanding the structure of these arguments by formally representing them in a 
specific presentation style called standard form. The textbook chapters for this skill level are Chapters 4, 5, and 
8. Clearing this skill level entitles you to a C for the course.

Skill Level 3: Evaluating Arguments from Principle and Arguments from Analogy.

Not all arguments are good arguments. After we have understood an argument, we must evaluate it in order to 
determine whether it is an argument that should persuade us to accept its conclusion. Skill Level 3 introduces a 
set of techniques for evaluating arguments in both of our argument form. The textbook chapters for this skill 
level are Chapters 6 and 9. Clearing this skill level entitles you to a B for the course.

Skill Level 4: Writing Arguments from Principle and Arguments from Analogy.

The most challenging skill of all is to write your own arguments. Skill Level 4 introduces methods that will help 
you write arguments that other people have good reason to take seriously. The textbook chapters for this skill 
level are Chapters 7 and 10. Clearing this skill level entitles you to an A for the course.

Schedule of Episodes

Episode 0: Course Introduction (Week 1)

This episode explains the structure of the course and its policies, provides suggestions for how you should 
approach it, and lists the resources available to support your studies.
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Required completion date for all students: 11:59pm on Monday, January 16. School policy requires all students 
enrolled in online classes to participate within the first week. If you do not complete the Episode 0 exam by the 
deadline, I am required to file an FN (Failure to Attend) grade for you.

Episode 1: The Question of Kal’s Chemotherapy (Weeks 2 – 3)

We have all grown up in cultures that teach us a variety of ways to avoid thinking about and discussing 
controversial issues. Episode 1 discusses problems with two of the most common avoidance techniques: 
appeals to sacred texts, and appeals to cultural differences. The capstone assignment focuses on a difficult case 
unfolding at Mount Chaos. A sick child’s parents have refused to treat his cancer, a decision that will almost 
certainly result in his (medically unnecessary) death. Should Mount Chaos Hospital take the parents to court in 
an effort to force treatment on their child against their will?

Episode 2: Mount Chaos’s Staff Debates HB42 (Weeks 4 – 5)

Historically, there has been broad consensus in the USA that it is never morally permissible for caregivers to 
help their patients die. Over the last two decades, that consensus has weakened, and in 2020, Maine became the 
tenth jurisdiction to allow physician-assisted death. When, if ever, is it morally permissible for a health-care 
professional to help a patient die? What public policies best respect our moral judgments concerning individual 
cases of physician-assisted death? The capstone assignment focuses on a proposed bill that would legalize 
physician-assisted death should be legalized in Minnesota.

Episode 3: A Controversial Take-Over Bid (Weeks 6 – 7)

Few topics in health care ethics are as prominent in public debates as abortion. Under what circumstances is it 
morally permissible for a person to terminate a pregnancy? The capstone assignment focuses on the question of 
whether Mount Chaos hospital should accept a bid to be purchased by a Catholic hospital group that bans all 
abortion procedures at its hospitals. Is it morally permissible to stop offering abortion services at Mount Chaos?

Episode 4: The Case of the Refusing Pharmacist (Weeks 10 – 11)

Most of us have at some point faced a conflict between the expectations of our job and our sense of right and 
wrong. We can thus understand the conflict faced by medical professionals whose job requires them to do 
things they think wrong. But when, if ever, should we acknowledge that they have a right to refuse to do their 
job, based on their own conscience? The capstone assignment focuses on a pharmacist at Mount Chaos who 
consistently refuses to fill prescriptions for birth control. Is it morally permissible to fire him?

Episode 5: Confusion in the Fertility Clinic (Weeks 12 – 14)

“Disability” is difficult to define. Episode 5 first introduces three well-established views about what disabilities 
are, and what role they play in the lives of disabled people. The capstone assignment focuses on a controversy 
unfolding in Mount Chaos’s fertility clinic. A Deaf couple has asked us to use standard techniques of in-vitro 
fertilization and pre-implantation genetic diagnosis to help them guarantee that the baby they seek to have will 
be born deaf. Is it morally permissible for us to help produce a baby that is deaf from birth?

Episode 6: The Case of the Life-and-Death Wait-List (Weeks 8 – 9)

People who need liver transplants vastly outnumber available transplantable livers, which makes the question 
of how to order the transplant wait-list a question of life-and-death. The capstone assignment focuses on a 
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proposal to change the way Mount Chaos orders its liver transplant wait-list. Should we adopt a policy that de-
prioritizes patients who need a liver transplant because of alcohol-related liver failure?

Episode 7: The MouseRat Affair (Weeks 15 - 16)

Most medical research is done an animals. In almost every case, animal subjects suffer during the course of the 
experiment and are killed at the end of it. Under what circumstances is it morally permissible to inflict this 
suffering and death on animals? Under what circumstances is it morally wrong? The capstone assignment 
focuses on a proposal for a new research lab at Mount Chaos. Is the animal research the lab will pursue ethical?

Course Policies

Accessibility. I want this course to be accessible to all students regardless of their impairments and disabilities, 
and I have done my best to design the course, from the ground up, with universal access in mind. The course’s 
exams and assignments are not time-pressured. All exams and assignments can be re-taken or revised in response 
to feedback from me. I’ve done my best to ensure that the documents I post are accessible to screen readers and 
that the videos are captioned. My ultimate goal is to refine the course to the point where no student will ever 
need to go to the trouble of asking for special accommodations, because the course is already accessible to 
everyone.

But that is an ongoing process, and there is always room for improvement. If you have an impairment or 
disability that does not interact well with some aspect of this course’s design, please consider meeting with me to 
talk about it. Improvements to accessibility are improvements to the course, and students in future semesters will 
owe you a debt of gratitude for taking the time to give me your feedback on accessibility.

The Office of Access & Disability Resources can fill you in on the institutional support SPC provides 
students. Email accessresources@saintpaul.edu or call 651.350.3008 to set up a meeting.

Office hours. Office hours are times each week that I have reserved to meet with students. This semester I will 
split my office hours between in-person meetings on campus and online appointments in zoom. In-person 
meetings are usually more effective and productive. Feel free to knock on my door any time during in-person 
office hours.

If you prefer to meet in zoom, I ask that you book an appointment at least two hours ahead of time here: 
https://ian-spc.youcanbook.me . After you book an appointment, you will receive a confirmation email with 
instructions about how to join the zoom call and how to prepare for a productive meeting.

I hope you’ll visit me in office hours. The opportunity to talk philosophy with students individually is 
one of my favorite parts of my job.

Emotionally intense content. A course in medical ethics is, by its very nature, a course covering emotionally 
intense subjects. Over the course of the semester, we will focus centrally on suicide and abortion. We will 
discuss religion, racial discrimination, alcoholism, and a morally ambiguous case of sex that might actually be a 
case of rape. There are undoubtedly other moments, which I cannot specifically predict, that will be intense for 
some students.

You may at some point notice a classmate have an intense response to a reading, video, or post. As your 
peer works through their own emotions, be patient and kind with them, even if you don’t understand the reasons 
for their intense reaction.

If you have direct experience with one or more of these topics, you will have a special perspective of 
experience that you may choose to share with others. Or you may choose not too. Those of us who do not have 
direct personal experience with a particular topic should keep in mind that we don’t know who in the class does 
have that experience. We should all, always, conduct ourselves in discussion in a way we can be proud of even if 
we found out other participants in the discussion have the kind of direct personal experience that we lack.
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The textbook & its royalties. Dr. Swartwood and I developed and refined the textbook for this course over a 
five-year period, and since the earliest drafts we’ve been thrilled by the progress our students can make using its 
skills-focused approach. We chose to pursue publication in order to share this approach with students and 
instructors at other schools, and we are honored that Oxford University Press wanted to publish our book.

For us, literally the only downside of publishing is that we no longer own the book’s copyright, and 
therefore can no longer give it away to our students. This puts us in the awkward position of requiring our 
students buy a book that we wrote—and for each new copy of the book that sells, we get paid about $2 in 
royalties.

It was never our intent to profit from our students. To make sure that doesn’t happen, we have settled on 
the following solution. For each student that enrolls in our courses requiring Doing Practical Ethics, we donate 
$2.50 to the Friends of Saint Paul College Scholarship Fund. That way, the royalties we receive from sales to 
students at SPC go to support the SPC community, not to our pockets.

Peer tutoring. The Tutoring Center (Room 3125) can help you improve your writing. Given that all of the 
assignments in this class are writing assignments, that’s great! Learn more about the tutoring center 
here: https://www.saintpaul.edu/studentservices/Tutoring . If you have questions, email them at 
tutoring@saintpaul.edu or call them at 651.403.4466. The tutoring center is one of Saint Paul College’s 
strengths—the people who work there are good at their jobs and excited to work with you.

This semester the Tutoring Center has hired Juan Rengifo as a peer tutor. Juan is an SPC student who did 
an excellent job with the argument skills in an earlier semester and is now specially qualified to help you 
practice the argument skills this course teaches. This is an excellent resource and we are lucky to have him 
available. If you are looking for help with the argument skills taught from the textbook, be sure to seek a session 
specifically with Juan. If you are looking for help more generally with reading and writing skills, the other tutors 
in the center are available to help you.

Contacting me: The best way to contact me is to come see me in office hours. A short conversation can often 
accomplish more than a long exchange of emails. If you cannot visit me in office hours, email me. I make every 
effort to respond to all emails by the end of the following school day. (Eg. if you email me on Monday, expect a 
response by the end of the day on Tuesday. If you email me on Friday, expect a response by the end of the day on 
Monday.) 
 If you email me, please be sure to do it from your SPC email address. The school’s junk-mail filter is 
excessively aggressive and if you email from an off-campus email address I may never see it.

Please do not use D2L instant messages or my college-assigned phone number; I do not monitor them.

Contacting you: For class-wide announcements, I will use D2L’s “Announcement” feature. If I need to reach 
you individually, I will email your Saint Paul College email address. Most of your other instructors will do the 
same. Please make sure that you check your SPC email address regularly.

Late work. Since the submission windows for quizzes and capstones are always open for two weeks, I will not 
accept late submissions. Please do not leave things go so long that normal interruptions to your daily routine—
unexpected shifts at work, a child home sick from school, food poisoning, an incorrectly set alarm clock, an 
internet outage at home, etc—could result in you missing a submission window. Get your work turned in early 
enough that none of these things are a risk.

Note that missing an assignment in a course designed around the Levels System is not necessarily as bad 
for you as missing an assignment in a course designed around a Points System. If you miss a submission 
deadline, you will just keep working on the same skill-level in the next Episode.

If you experience a major life disruption that will keep you away from school for a week or more, please 
get in touch with me ASAP so that we can make special arrangements.
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Incompletes: Incompletes are not for students have fallen behind and need more time to achieve their goal-
grade. Incompletes are an emergency remedy for a sudden and unpredictable disruption that prevents a student 
from completing required end-of-semester tasks—for example, a car accident on the way to the final exam. 
Since the last episode of this course is open for two weeks and there is no required last-minute work, there is 
virtually no circumstance in which an incomplete would be appropriate.

If you experience a major life disruption in the closing weeks of the semester that will keep you away 
from school for a week or more, please get in touch with me ASAP so that we can make special arrangements.

Important dates. A full refund is available until January 13. The last day to withdraw is April 18.
If, for any reason, you decide not to complete the course, please officially withdraw as soon as you have 

made your decision. If you do not withdraw officially (and I cannot do it for you), you will receive a failing (F) 
grade for the course.

As per school policy, if you do not participate for two consecutive weeks of class, I am required to 
assign you a grade of FW (Failure to Withdraw) for the course. Please make sure you leave some evidence of 
your participation in this class every week—watch a video, attempt an end-of-module exam, post on the 
discussion board—and do not put it on the back burner for more than a week.

If you have a medical, family, or other situation causing trouble for you in this class, please contact me 
as soon as you can, so we can arrange a way to avoid running afoul of these college rules.

Help with D2L. If you are new to D2L Brightspace, consider attending one of the Student Technology 
Orientations listed at http://www.saintpaul.edu/studentservices/d2l-brightspace
If you have technical troubles accessing D2L, e-mail the ithelpdesk@saintpaul.edu.

Academic integrity. Collusion, plagiarism, and other forms of academic dishonesty are corrosive not only to the 
health of Saint Paul College as an institution, but also to a student’s ability to learn. Students who violate basic 
ethical principles of academic integrity wrong their honest peers, de-value their own degrees, leave themselves 
unprepared to apply skills they have only pretended to learn, and damage the reputation of Saint Paul College.

I encourage you to work with friends and peers at coffee shops, in the tutoring center, during my office 
hours, in online hangouts, and on the discussion forums. But the work you submit for grades, whether exams or 
assignments, must be your own work and no one else’s. If I discover that one of your submitted exams includes 
work you did not do for yourself, I will fail you for that exam and halt your progress in the course at that point. 
(For example: if you cheat on the Episode 1 Skills Exam, I will permanently halt your progress at Episode 1, 
which will result in an F for the course.) I will also file a report of academic dishonesty with the college.

Plagiarism involves passing off the work, words, or ideas of other people as your own. If I discover you 
have plagiarized any part of any written assignment, I will fail you for that assignment, halt your progress in the 
course at that point, and file a report of academic dishonesty with the college.

Though I have zero patience for students who try to cheat their way to a degree their peers have worked 
hard to earn, I am 100% happy to talk with you about what college writing expectations are and why they are 
important. If you are even slightly unclear on what I’m talking about when I talk about “plagiarism,” contact me 
to ask about it before you submit the assignment. Some of your questions might be answered by this short video: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2q0NlWcTq1Y

For a more thorough statement of school policies regarding academic integrity, including a more detailed 
discussion of plagiarism, see https://www.saintpaul.edu/studentservices/academic-integrity-policy
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