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TEACHING BIOETHICS IN THE SECONDARY
EDUCATION – THE NORWEGIAN EXPERIENCE

Jakob Elster*

In this talk I will first make some general remarks about the pur-
pose of teaching bioethics in the secondary education. I will go on
to describe in some detail the Norwegian experience with
bioethics education in schools. I will finally ask some questions
about what skills and knowledge should be taught when teaching
bioethics.1

Let me start by saying a few words about the position I am talk-
ing from. I am a philosopher, not a scientist or a specialist in
education. I currently work at the University of Oslo, and I have
previously worked for several years at the Norwegian Biotechnol-
ogy Advisory Board (NBAB)2. My talk will largely be based on
the experience of the NBAB in promoting the teaching of
bioethics. (The opinions expressed in this talk are, however, my
own and not necessarily those of the NBAB.) The NBAB collabo-
rates with many of the organizations involved in the promotion
of the teaching of bioethics and biotechnology in Norway.

Jakob Elster
Teaching Bioethics in the Secondary Education: The Norwegian Experience
Educação e Formação em Bioética – Actas do 9º Seminário do CNECV
Lisboa, CNECV, 2006
pp. 31-45

* Department of Philosophy, Classics, History of Art and Ideas; University of Oslo
1. By “bioethics”, I mean “ethical questions related to modern biotechnology”, not just “medical ethics”.
2.  The Norwegian Biotechnology Advisory Board is an advisory board to the government on bioethi-

cal matters, both concerning medical biotechnology and the industrial and agricultural use of GMOs. (See
http://www.bion.no/index_eng.shtml.) The board has a double mandate: 

a). Give advice to the government. 
b). Promote knowledge and debate about biotechnology in the general public.
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1. The purpose of teaching bioethics in the secondary education

1.1. A comparison between secondary education and higher education
It is useful to start by comparing the purpose of teaching bioethics in schools, and

the purpose of teaching bioethics in higher education, in particular the purpose of
teaching bioethics to students in the biological sciences or in medicine and healthcare,
that is future practitioners of biotechnology.3 These students typically have only one
ethics course, in addition to all their scientific courses. 

What is the goal of this bioethics course in the higher education? The sometimes ex-
plicitly stated and often implicit goal is to turn the students into virtuous practitioners
of their profession. This in part means that the students must be able to recognize
morally problematic situations and have the ethical ressources to deal with such sit-
uations. These ressources can be various: knowledge of ethical theories, more prag-
matic methods for ethical decision-making, various ethical concepts and “tools”, the
habit of considering the ethical aspects of a situation, etc. But it means more than this.
It also means that the students should be motivated to act morally as practitioners. It
is perhaps not often publicly stated that the goal of bioethics teaching is not only to
make the students capable of ethical reflection, but also to make them desire to act
morally.4 Yet I believe that this is often the unstated assumption behind the funding
of such teaching. And in general, when a profession is touched by a moral scandal,
an appeal to more ethics in the vocational education is often heard. This can best be
understood on the basis of the idea that ethics teaching renders the students virtu-
ous.5

To what degree is this inculcation of virtue a purpose for bioethics education in the
secondary education? There seems to be a large dissimilarity between vocational
higher education and the secondary education, simply because most students in the
secondary education will not go on to work in professions involving medicine, bio-
engineering, etc. Bioethics education in the secondary education does not therefore
seek to create virtuous practitioners of biotechnology. The question remains whether
the inculcation of virtue is nevertheless a goal of bioethics teaching in the secondary
education. Of course, the inculcation of virtue is certainly an important – even if con-
tested – goal for schools in general. But on the face of it, this general inculcation of

3.  I here set aside the case of bioethics teaching for students who study ethics anyway, and for whom
bioethics is just one more application of their main line of study (philosophers and theologians in partic-
ular).

4.  One exception is Beate Indrebø Hovland’s article “What can narratives do that principles cannot?”
in How to best teach bioethics (Elster, Jakob and von Troil, Helena, editors. Nordic Council of Ministers, Te-
maNor 2004:519.) 

5.  Let me elaborate briefly on this point. In general, there are two reasons why we fail to act as moral-
ity requires: We may lack the moral knowledge (or moral skills more generally, for example the ability to
recognize that a situation requires moral assesment), and we may lack the motivation to act on the knowl-
edge we do have. One goal of all bioethics teaching is certainly to remedy the lack of moral knowledge or
skills. And it is probable that this will also have an effect on the student’s moral motivation. Nevertheless,
there might be specific features of an education which specifically seek to also remedy the lack of moral
motivation, i.e. to create virtuous pracititioners.
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virtue is not something which is particularly related to bioethics. (I will return to his
point in the last section.) 

1.2. Future consumers and citizens: what knowledge is necessary?
In order to see what, by contrast with higher education, the purpose of bioethics

teaching in the secondary education may be, we should look at what students in the
secondary have in common in relation to biotechnology. What they do have in com-
mon is that they are future consumers of biotechnology and future citizens who will de-
cide on the permissible use of biotechnology. The content of the bioethics teaching
should therefore be one which makes them capable of fullfilling these roles. 

As future consumers of biotechnology, the students must be able to make decisions
for themselves about whether or not to buy GM–food or other GM–products, whether
to, when the time comes to have children, seek to test their children before they are
born, in order to select for certain traits, how to relate to genetic information con-
cerning themselves, etc. Furthermore, they must be able to understand how these is-
sues may be relevant for their friends and family. Finally, they must be able to un-
derstand how their personal choice may affect larger social structures. 

As future citizens participating in decision-making concerning biotechnology, the
students must, however, learn more than this. They must learn to assess not only
what they think is morally right, but also what grounds there are for forbidding oth-
er people to act according to their own moral standards. Furthermore, even in their
private choices, the students must learn to think as citizens, and to be aware of the
public effects of their private choices; in particular, they must realize that the aggre-
gated effects of actions which individually may be acceptable can be undesirable.

What kind of knowledge must the students have in order to perform these roles?
• Biological and technical knowledge:  Knowledge about genetics, heridity, what

modern  biotechnology can do, etc.
• Knowledge about the law: What is permitted today? And more generally: How

can bioethical questions be regulated through laws?
• Ethical knowledge and skills (theories, tools, practice in identifying ethical

problems and ethically relevant factors)
• Knowledge in political theory

I will return in the last section to what kinds of ethical knowledge students need in
order to be competent consumers and citizens in relation to biotechnology. 

1.3. Teaching all members of society by teaching school children
Of course, it is not only today’s students who need to perform roles as consumers

of biotechnology and citizens making decisions about biotechnology. This is the case
for all members of society today. (However, with the rapid advance of biotechnolo-
gy, the coming generation will probably face new and more difficult dilemmas than
we face today.) Advances both in genetics in general and in biotechnology are so re-
cent that many, perhaps, most, members of society do not have the technical knowl-
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edge to act as consumers or citizens in relation to biotechnology; and perhaps they
do not have an adequate grasp of the ethical issues involved either. The gap between
actual knowledge and the knowledge necessary for performing well the roles of con-
sumers and citizens might thus be as great in the general population as among stu-
dents in the secondary education. 

Let me illustrate this gap with some well-known numbers from the Eurobarome-
ter survey about biotechnology, which measures knowledge about and attitudes to-
wards biotechnology across Europe. In 2002:

64% of Europeans believed that ordinary tomatoes do not contain genes, while
genetically modified tomatoes do

51% of Europeans believed that by eating a genetically modified fruit, a person’s
genes could also become modified

62% of Europeans believed that genetically modified animals are always bigger
than ordinary ones.6

This gap indicates that not only is there a need for teaching bioethics and biotech-
nology in schools, but also for information about biotechnology and bioethics in the
population at large. In Norway, a large part of the work of the Norwegian Biotech-
nology Advisory Board (besides giving advice to the government) consists in spread-
ing information and fostering debate about biotechnology among the general public. 

I mention the necessity of educating the general public because there are some con-
nections between bioethics teaching in the secondary education and bioethics teach-
ing for the general public. The first connection is that the former may be a means of
the latter: Parents are often closely involved in their children’s school life, either
through helping them with their homework, or more generally through discussing
what their children do at school. Targeting students in secondary education might
therefore be a means of reaching a larger public. 

The second connection I want to mention is that when making brochures or or-
ganizing public debates aimed at the general public, it is useful to have in mind that
these should also be accessible for students in secondary education. The technologi-
cal and ethical issues involved in bioethical questions are so complex that it is a chal-
lenge to present information in a way which is correct, but also accessible to non-ex-
perts. In the NBAB, we often tell those who write for us (in our magazine, brochures,
etc.) that the text should be accessible to a student in the secondary education. This
is not only a way of ensuring that our material may be used in schools, but also a way
of ensuring that it is accessible to the public at large. 

6. “Europeans and Biotechnology in 2002”, Eurobarometer 58.0 – 2003 (p.21); http://europa. eu. int/
comm/ public_opinion/ archives/ eb/ ebs_177_en.pdf
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2. The Norwegian experience 

I now move on to the more descriptive part of my talk. Let me first very briefly pres-
ent the Norwegian system of education. There is a 10 year compulsory primary ed-
ucation, followed by a 3 year (optional) secondary education. Bioethics is primarly
taught in the last year of primary education and in the first year of secondary edu-
cation. Although this talk purportedly is about bioethics teaching in the secondary ed-
ucation, I will also integrate the experiences from the 10th grade of primary education,
because it is at that level that a large part of the bioethics teaching in Norwegian
schools is done, and because the difference with the first year of secondary education
is not large.

2.1. What does the curriculum say about bioethics?
Let me briefly mention what the official curriculum, common for the whole coun-

try, says about what should be taught about bioethics. Although there are other oc-
casions for introducing bioethical issues, even when they are not explicitly mentioned
in the curriculum (for example bioethics can be integrated into general discussions of
ethics, of the environment, of technology, etc.), these are the fields where bioethics is
specifically mentioned and where bioethical issues should be taught in all classes:

• 10th grade natural science
• 10th grade religion and ethics
• 10th grade social studies
• 1th grade (of secondary education) natural science
• 3th grade (of secondary education) biology (optional)

In the appendix, I quote from the relevant sections from the curriculum. Note that
the curriculum is currently under revision; a new curriculum will be used from Au-
gust 2006. I nevertheless describe this (old) curriculum, because the Norwegian ex-
periences with the teaching of bioethics are based on this curriculum.

Let me make a few comments on the curriculum: 
• First, although many requirements are so broadly expressed that the teacher is

free to adapt the curriculum as she likes and choose various bioethical subjects,
two themes stand out as predominant: The ethical and environmental aspects
of GMOs, and the ethical aspects of prenatal diagnosis. 

• Next, as I mentioned above, the curriculum opens for general discussion of eth-
ical, enviromental and technological issues, even when biotechnology is not ex-
plicitly mentioned. It is therefore left to the teacher’s or the school’s choice to
what degree bioethics will be discussed beyond what is explicitly mentioned in
the curriculum. 

• Finally, there is large room for interdisciplinary work, for example across the
disciplines “religion and ethics” “natural science” and “social studies”. 

35CNECV | EDUCAÇÃO E FORMAÇÃO EM BIOÉTICA
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2.2 What is done to promote bioethics teaching?
I will primarily describe the projects which the Norwegian Biotechnology Adviso-

ry Board has been involved with, both projects which the NBAB has intitiated and
projects where the NBAB has been involved as a partner. The NBAB is, to my knowl-
edge, the only public organization in Norway with the specific task of promoting the
teaching of bioethics in schools, as opposed to the teaching of ethics or biotechnology
more generally, or the teaching of all natural science. Among the other major organ-
izations involved in promoting the teaching of biotechnology and bioethics, and with
which the NBAB collaborates, are the Norvegian Centre for Science Education and
the regional centres for the promotion of the teaching of natural science and biology
within the different universities. 

These are the main kinds of initiatives for promoting bioethics teaching:
• courses for teachers
• the creation of written material (on paper and internet)
• the creation of activities for teaching bioethics (these are presented through

written materials and through courses for teachers)
• direct contact with students

In illustrating these, I will try to be concrete, because I think some of the useful les-
sons are in the details.

2.2.1. Intensive courses for teachers
Many teachers might not have the necessary knowledge for teaching bioethics;

there are several reasons for this, some of which might be specific to the Norwegian
educational system, and some of which are inherent in the nature of the subject.

• Many teachers in Norway are relatively old (the average age of teachers in the
secondary education in Norway is 48.5). This means that many teachers had
their training before the revolution in biotechnology in the 1990s.

• In Norway, teachers often teach several subjects, even in the secondary educa-
tion. This means that they sometimes teach a subject which is not the one they
specialized in during their studies. 

• Bioethics is by nature a multidisciplinary subject, requiring competence in bi-
ology, ethics, social science, etc. Not all teachers have this multidisciplinary
competence. (But note that where it was above seen as a handicap that one
teacher teaches several disciplines, this might also be a good thing, because it
makes the teachers more apt for teaching a multidisciplinary subject.)

• Both biotechnology itself, and the ethical and social discussion of biotechnolo-
gy, are rapidly evolving subjects, so that even the best trained teachers need
continous education.

To remedy this, the NBAB organizes intensive courses for teachers, in collaboration
with the universities, with organizations devoted to promoting the teaching of nat-
ural science, and with the Norwegian Unesco office. These are two day intensive
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courses where primarily natural science teachers, but also in part teachers in social
studies or religion and ethics participate. The teachers hear talks about the scientific,
technological and ethical aspects of different fields: GMOs, stem cells and cloning, ar-
tifical procreation and prenatal diagnosis, and genetic testing and gene therapy. Fur-
thermore, there are talks on ethical argumentation. (The subject-matters vary some-
what from course to course.) The talks are given by the staff of the NBAB and also by
faculty from the local universities. In addition to the talks, the teachers are also in-
troduced to various activites for teaching bioethics, and also to activites for teaching
the technical aspects of biotechnology. 

2.2.2 The creation of written materials
As I mentioned above, there is in the general population, as well as among students

in the secondary education, a large gap between the actual knowledge and the knowl-
edge necessary to perform one’s role as consumers and citizens in relation to biotech-
nology. It is therefore an important task to diffuse information about biotechnology
to the general public. The NBAB does this by publishing brochures on various sub-
ject-matters, as well as publishing a quarterly magazine, Genialt (all the material is
free). Although students in school are not the only target for these publications, they
are one important target. Many school libraries, for example, subscribe to the maga-
zine Genialt. This is something one must always keep in mind when writing such ma-
terial, in order to make the text accessible for students. 

Furthermore, the NBAB makes material explicitly aimed at schools. Of course, the
students’ textbooks have sections about bioethics. But these often need supplement-
ing, for several reasons:

• The textbooks often only cover the “core” bioethical questions mentioned in the
curriculum, whereas the teacher might want to explore other bioethical issues.

• As the field evolves fast, the textbooks may be partially outdated.
• The textbooks rarely go into great detail, especially on the ethical questions.
• The material can also be a way of introducting teaching activites, not just fac-

tual information. 

2.2.3 Activities for teaching
Let me briefly describe two examples of activites which have been developed for

teaching bioethics.

2.2.3.1 Stem cell research
The NBAB has published (in collaboration with the Norwegian Board of Technol-

ogy) a brochure on stem cell research for use in schools. The brochure contains:
– Factual information on stem cells, the various sources of stem cells, possible use

of stem cells, reproductive and therapeutic cloning, etc.
– Information about some general ethical concepts and theories (in particular the

distinction between consequentialism and deontology).
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– An overview of some of the ethically relevant factors involved in choosing be-
tween sources of stem cells.

– Two short essays on stem cells by popular Norwegian writers. 
– A short overview of the political process leading to laws on stem cell research.
– Suggestions for class activites.
The main suggested class activity is worth looking at in some detail. One way of

creating public debate and increasing public knowledge about biotechnological is-
sues, is organizing so-called “consensus conferences”, where lay-people, chosen to
represent the general population, are presented with information about a subject by
a group of experts, and are then asked to render (unanimous) advice to the govern-
ment concerning the issue in question. Such conferences have been organized in
Norway on GMOs, stem cell research and other issues – and they draw much atten-
tion from the media. 

The activity suggested and described in the stem cell-brochure is a reenactment of
the national consensus conference on stem cell-research. It proceeds in four steps:

1. Preparation: The participants should prepare by reading the brochure and oth-
er material

2. Simulating the “expert talk” phase. The class splits into groups, and each group
is given the task of writing and presenting the talk of one of the experts. These
can for example be scientists, philosophers or priests, or people representing pa-
tient organizations for diseases which can be cured by stem cells. The pupils
must present both the factual knowledge each expert has and his normative
point of view. (For this, they can draw on further material available from the
NBAB.)

3. Simulating the consensus debate. In this step, new groups are formed, and each
group is asked to give advice on stem cell research, based in part on the expert
talks that they have heard. Emphasis is put on making unanimous decisions
and on justifying the advice. The students are given, in order to help them, an
overview of the main options available for stem cell sources and a list of some
questions and considerations which are particularly relevant for choosing be-
tween these sources.

4. Finally, the groups may, if they wish, send their advice and justification to the
NBAB, which will constitute an online database, which with time may also be
consulted by government officials, researchers, etc.

The NBAB has done surveys on students who have used the brochure in class. On
average, they find the subject-matter interesting, but relatively difficult to understand.
Most students had not participated in the suggested activity (consensus conference),
but those who had found it very fruitful. 67% of the polled teachers are very satisfied
with the brochure, which has been published and distributed in 20 000 copies.

CNECV | EDUCAÇÃO E FORMAÇÃO EM BIOÉTICA38
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2.2.3.2. Online program on gene technology
The Norvegian Centre for Science Education has, in collaboration with the Uni-

versity of Oslo and the The Norwegian University of Science and Technology, made
several online programs to facilitate learning.7 Two of these concern biotechnology:

• cloning (plants, animals, humans)
• gene technology
Let me say a few words about the program on gene technology.8
It is designed for use in the 10th grade of primary education and all of secondary

education. The main purpose of the program is as a tool for teaching genetics and
gene technology (with exercises, games, animations, texts, etc.), but it also allows for
and encourages teaching bioethics. It is not primarily a program which the individ-
ual student should use alone, but rather a tool which the teacher can use while teach-
ing the students, or which students can use for work in groups or pairs. It is one of
the most popular of the on-line programs made by viten.no. 26 749 students have
used it so far9, and it has won a prize from the Norwegian Computer Society.

Bioethics enters in two ways into the program. First ethical questions, or ethically
relevant questions, are integrated into the more fact-based exercises. For example, one
exercice simulates the use of PCR to match the DNA found on a crime scene with that
of a suspect. But the students must also discuss whether, once a match is found, it is
sure that the person who matches the DNA from the crime scene is culpable. This is
perhaps not a profound ethical question, but it creates an awareness of the fact that
the link between DNA evidence and culpability is not as direct as it often is present-
ed in the media.

Next, students are asked to participate in an activity more explicitly aimed at teach-
ing bioethics. This is not dissimilar to the stem cell example. Here the students are
asked to simulate a televized panel debate on the use of GMOs. There are five par-
ticipants: 

• the anchor-man
• a peasant in favor of GM-food
• a peasant opposed to GM-food
• a salesman in favor of GM-food
• a consumer opposed to GM-food.
The students get assigned a role, and must prepare for the debate. Often several stu-

dents are given one role, in order to prepare together. Linked to the different roles are
articles with background material, permitting the students to give arguments for their
position.

Note that an advantage with this kind of role play is that it is often easier for stu-
dents to propose arguments when they are allowed to “hide” behind their pre-as-
signed role. Another advantage of role play, where students are assigned positions on

7. http://www.viten.no. Research on this project is presented here: http://viten.no/forskning/. 
8. This description is in part based on a talk given by one of the programs developers, Wenche Erlien.
9. Numbers from October 2005.
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certain issues, is that the students get training in considering the issue from another
point of view than their own.

2.2.4 Direct contact with school students
Finally, the staff of the NBAB interacts directly with students in the secondary ed-

ucation. Sometimes they give talks in schools, and sometimes they receive students
who work on a bioethics project in our office and discuss ethical issues with them, or
answer questions over the telephone or by e-mail. Finally, they are present at science
fairs where teachers bring their students. I want to underline the importance of this
direct contact with students. Contact with students is time-consuming, especially for
a staff whose main work is just as much advice to the governement as the diffusion
of information to the general public. And it goes without saying that this is not a suf-
ficient means for teaching bioethics to students across the country. This would require
a large staff and regional offices. 

However, having a direct contact with the students creates an awareness of what
the students know about biotechnology, and what they are interested in. This is nec-
essary in order for the materials that the NBAB creates for students to be adapted to
these student’s needs and interests.

Let me use the occasion to further emphasize the necessity and fruitfulness of col-
laboration between various actors in creating bioethical teaching materials. As I said
in the introduction, the NBAB has two main tasks: Advising the government about
bioethical issues, and informing the public and fostering debate. I believe it is fruit-
ful that the same body is in charge of these two tasks; that is, that those whose job it
is to be continuously updated on the current bioethical issues and biotechnological
advances are also those whose job it is to inform the public. But the staff of the NBAB,
consisting of scientists and ethicists, lacks competence in pedagogical matters and a
network among teachers. The collaboration between the NBAB and the organizations
(national organizations, like the Norvegian Centre for Science Education or local or-
ganizations, often linked to the universities) charged with promoting the teaching of
natural science in schools (but which do not necessarily emphasize ethics) is therefore
necessary.

3. Teaching bioethics: How, what and why?

I will now return to some questions I mentioned earlier. What ethical skills and
knowledge are needed for the students to perform their roles as consumers and citi-
zens in relation to biotechnology? To what degree is bioethics teaching only about im-
parting ethical skills and knowledge, and to what degree is it also a form of inculca-
tion of virtue - and should it be?
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3.1. The need for factual knowledge
One certainly needs a certain degree of factual knowledge about the biology and the

technology involved in a given issue. (Note also the importance of non-scientific fac-
tual knowledge, such as knowledge about the laws regulating biotechnology, and
knowledge about how such laws can be designed.) That being said, I wish to raise the
question of how much scientific knowledge is needed for a proper ethical discussion
of a subject.10 The answer will certainly vary from issue to issue, but there is some-
times a tendency to exagerate the amount of scientific knowledge necessary for a
proper ethical discussion. (For example: When discussing the ethics of genetic test-
ing, students need to know about mendelian genetics, but perhaps they do not need
to know about the structure of DNA.) And since the amount of time which can be
spent on a single issue is usually limited in schools, a great emphasis on scientific facts
will sometimes come at a price: a relatively superficial handling of the necessary eth-
ical skills and knowledge. 

However, we should not exagerate the opposition between factual knowledge and
ethical learning. Emphasizing the ethical aspects of biotechnology is a way of mak-
ing the scientific material more interesting to students and bringing it closer to home,
and might therefore be a spur to learn more about the scientific facts as well.

3.2. What are the necessary ethical skills? 
First, there is what one might call a training in ethical sensitivity – i.e. being able to

recognize that a situation might be ethically problematic and calls for ethical analy-
sis.

Furthermore, one must know about the various ethically relevant aspects and con-
cepts which has been identified for a given issue. We could call this awareness con-
cerning a specific issue. Often, it is not realistic to demand more than this from the
students.

Next, one needs the tools for ethical analysis (and practice in using them). I do not
here primarily refer to the ethical theories popular with philosophers – utilitarianism,
deontology, virtue ethics, etc. – but rather the concepts and considerations which are
central to applied ethical analysis, such as “ethically relevant difference”, “prima fa-
cie vs absolute right or duty”, “slippery slope”,  “risk evaluation”, etc. 

To some degree, one might also need the ethical theories – utilitarianism, deontology,
etc. Nevertheless, experience shows that bioethics teaching – and applied ethical
thinking in general – is perhaps just as well done in the absence of these theories, or
at least without taking these theories as one’s point of departure. If one does want to
teach these theories, I believe that it is not fruitful to present them as competing
monistic recipes which each claim to yield a correct moral answer for any given prob-
lem, but rather as ways of elaborating and understanding the various ethical concepts
and considerations which the students use in their ethical analysis.

10. This is a question which extends beyond the teaching of bioethics. It is also relevant for knowing who
are legitimate participants in bioethical debates; it might be a democratic problem if those with a scientif-
ic education have a monopoly on the bioethical discussion, because of the perception that one needs in-
depth scientific knowledge to understand the debate.
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3.3. Democratic virtues
I now return to the question of whether bioethics teaching also involves a form of

inculcation of virtue. I believe it does, but a specific type of virtue, which one can call
a “democratic virtue”. When I described the stem cell project, where the students
reenact a consensus conference, I mentioned that emphasis was put on the need for
reaching a consensus. Although consensus is not necessarily a goal in ethical debates
in general, and not necessarily the best means of finding a morally correct answer, try-
ing to achieve consensus does have one important virtue. It forces students to not sim-
ply state their opinion, but to argue for it, in order to convince others, and it further-
more forces them to take the fact of plurality into account. If consensus is the goal, a
student cannot argue on the basis of personal convictions which he cannot expect the
other students in the group to share – such as gut feelings, or religious convictions.
By insisting on consensus, one hopefully teaches the students a certain procedural
virtue: the desire to, in public debates, only appeal to reasons which can be shared by
all. The search for consensus thus teaches that there is difference between what one-
self is convinced of and what others can be expected to be convinced of.11 (The aware-
ness of this difference is of course a virtue which is important for all kinds of ethical
debates in society. But it becomes particularly important in bioethics, because this is
a domain where personal, unarticulated reasons often play a large role.) 

This democratic virtue – the willingness to only appeal to shared reasons – is im-
portant not only for the search for consensus, but also for a further reason, which is
perhaps something which has not been sufficiently emphasized in the bioethics teach-
ing material in Norway. This reason is that there is a difference between answering
the following three questions:

1. “What do I think it is right to do?”
2. “What can we together agree that it is right to do?”
3 “What may we use the law to stop other people from doing?”
The emphasis on consensus teaches students to confront the second question, but

the third question is perhaps even more important. Bioethics is a domain which is
closely regulated by the law in most European countries, and this makes it particu-
larly important not to confound these two questions. The emphasis on consensus
does not sufficiently account for the fact that many laws must be made in situations
of disagreement over moral issues. In such situations, the willingness not to argue
from private reasons is very important.

To conclude this section: If one of the goals of a bioethics education is to create in
the students an understanding that just because they personally think something is
wrong, this does not by itself mean that it should be forbidden, then perhaps bioethics
teaching is in part an inculcation of virtue, but a virtue related primarily not to action,
but to public debate. This democratic virtue is central to the role the students will play
as citizens deciding on how biotechnology should be regulated.

11. For a profound philosophical defense of the importance of this difference, see Nagel, Thomas, 1987.”
Moral Conflict and Political Legitimacy”. Philosophy and Public Affairs, Vol. 16, No. 3. (Summer, 1987), pp.
215-240.
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4. Concluding question: why bioethics in particular?

I will conclude by simply raising the question (without seeking to answer it) of
whether bioethics should be given a special place in the secondary education, among
the various other ethical issues where the students will play a role as citizens and con-
sumers. The ethics of war, enviromental ethics in general, global justice, immigration
– these are all urgent issues which today’s students – tomorrows consumers and cit-
izens – will need to reflect on. Is bioethics just another ethical issue among others, or
does it have a privileged place? •

43CNECV | EDUCAÇÃO E FORMAÇÃO EM BIOÉTICA



Jakob Elster – Teaching Bioethics in the Secondary Education: The Norwegian Experience

Appendix: Bioethics in the Norwegian curriculum

(NB: The curriculum is under revision; a new curriculum will be in use from August
2006.)

10th grade Natural science 

From the general part of the life science curriculum: 
“Subjects which often are discussed in the media, such as health and life style,
changes in the greenhouse effect and the ozon layer, gene technology and re-
source management are incorporated when they can be put into context. They
shall help the pupils develop a basis for their own opinions and attitudes. Train-
ing in discussing conflicts of interest, ethical and/or environmental aspects of
current affairs shall have a place in the education.”
Under the heading “Diversity in nature”:
“The pupils shall work on questions related to the breed improvement of plants
and animals, both through traditional means and through modern gene technol-
ogy, and they shall discuss various aspects of the research on and use of gene
technology related to ethics, the benefit to the community and risk to health and
the environment.”

10th grade Social studies

Under the heading “Participation and governance”:
“The pupils shall […] discuss equality between the sexes, sexual identity, abor-
tion, prenatal diagnosis and the relation between gene technology, medical in-
novations and ethical choices.”

10th grade Religion and Ethics (compulsory)
Under the heading “Ethics and philosophy”:
“the pupils shall aquire knowledge and train their ethical consciousness by dis-
cussing various religious, ethical and philosophical attitudes towards questions
such as:
• the value of human life
• human rights
• gene technology and philosophical conceptions of man 
• the beginning and end of life”
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Secondary education: 1st grade Natural science

It is first specified what knowledge the pupils must have about molecular biology, DNA,
heredity, the development of the foetus, including the role of pre-natal diagnosis, etc. Then
the curriculum says: 
“The pupils shall be able to give an account of what gene technology is, and give
some examples of the agricultural, medical and industrial uses of gene technol-
ogy and biotechnology. They shall be able to give an account of some of the eth-
ical problems related to the use of gene technology and prenatal diagnosis.”

Secondary education 3rd grade: Biology (optional)

From the general part of the curriculum: 
”Today, we have reached the stage where biotechnology, and especially gene tech-
nology, may have an important role to play in food production and disease pre-
vention. At the same time, however, many people are unsure whether this will re-
ally put us on the path to sustainable development. Developments in gene tech-
nology have also provoked a debate on ethical issues, and may, like the environ-
mental problems we are already facing today, raise questions about our unique
position in the natural world. In discussions on such matters, it is logical to draw
on other subjects as well, such as social studies, Norwegian, and religion and
ethics.”
Under the headline: “Pupils shall have a knowledge of concepts from classical genetics,
the molecular basis for the laws of heredity and gene technology”, it is specified what the
pupils must know concerning DNA, RNA, genes, etc. Then it says:
“Pupils shall […] be able to explain what gene technology is, give examples of
methods and practical applications, and be able to evaluate ethical aspects of the
use of gene technology”.•
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