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The University of Toronto 
PHL 281 – Bioethics 

Fall 2025 
Syllabus 

 
 

This course will examine ethical and political issues relating to health care and medical research 
from a philosophical point of view. Some of the questions examined include: Should doctors ever 
act contrary to the will of the patient? How should decisions be made for patients without 
decision-making capacity? Under what circumstances is it legitimate to perform experiments on 
human subjects? How should we balance individual liberty and public health, particularly amidst 
a pandemic? What is the just way to distribute health care resources? Is abortion morally 
defensible? Under what circumstances, if any, should doctors assist patients in dying?  Should 
genetic enhancement of human beings be permitted? 

These are all urgent moral issues.  Not only are they relevant to medical practice and health policy, 
but they also raise profound theoretical questions about the nature of life and death, the contours 
and limits of our right to autonomy, our responsibilities for the well-being of others, the 
relationship between health care and knowledge production, and what it is to be human.  Thus, 
the course is addressed to both future health-care workers and students of philosophy. 

 

INSTRUCTOR:     Andrew Franklin-Hall 

CONTACT:      andrew.franklin.hall@utoronto.ca 

LECTURES:  Mondays and Wednesdays 12:10-1:00 
 Mondays: Mechanical Engineering Building (MC) 

102 

 Wednesdays: Northrup Frye Hall (NF) 003 

OFFICE HOURS:  Thursdays 10:00-11:00 
Jackman Humanities Building 428 

TUTORIAL SECTIONS:    Fridays 9:10, 10:10, or 11:10  
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Email Communication 

We will communicate with you using the Quercus message system. It is your responsibility to 
check your messages. 

Since this is a large class, it is best to contact your TA first about most matters, if possible. 

If you do not hear back from us within 48 hours of sending your email, feel free to send us a 
reminder email. 

 

Readings 

All readings will be available electronically through Quercus. 

 

Assessment 

ASSIGNMENT DESCRIPTION DUE DATE % OF FINAL MARK 

Tutorial Participation Attendance and 
Participation 

Every Friday beginning 
Sept. 12 

15% 

In-Tutorial Writing Short Writing 
Assignments 

See Schedule 15% 

In-class Midterm Exam Multiple Choice/Short 
Answer/Essay 

Monday, Oct. 20 20% 

Paper Outline >100 words Friday, Nov. 28 5% 

Paper 1500-1800 words Sunday, Nov. 30 15% 

Final Exam Multiple Choice/Short 
Answer/Essay 

TBA (Exam Period) 30% 

 

Tutorial Participation 

You must sign up for a tutorial section on Acorn. (You are not automatically signed up for a 
tutorial; you must do this in addition to enrolling in the course.)   

Tutorials are intended for discussion and review of material covered in lecture, as well as for 
providing guidance with the writing assignments. 

Tutorial sections meet each Friday (starting on Sept. 12), and attendance and participation in 
them is worth 15% of your grade. 

Your TA will grade your participation in tutorial on the basis of attentiveness and regular, 
thoughtful discussion that demonstrates engagement with the assigned texts.  
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Routine, informed participation will generally earn around 12 or 13 points—14 and 15 points are 
reserved for exceptional contributions to class over the semester.  

More than one unexcused absence will negatively impact your tutorial grade by one point per 
additional absence. 

 

Sample Participation Grades 

Unless otherwise noted, assume that these students had excellent attendance (no more than one unexcused 
absence). 

One of the two most engaged students in his tutorial. Clearly demonstrates familiarity with 
the week’s readings. Makes thoughtful comments. Good at listening to his classmates. 
Respectful toward those he disagrees with.  

15 

Very active participant in class discussions. Less engaged than the above student, but still 
among the five most active in her tutorial.  

14 

Highly engaged most of the semester, but quiet for a couple of classes. 13 

Moderately engaged for most of the semester but occasionally has more to say. Has clearly 
done the readings. 

13 

On average, says maybe one thing per class – seldom more. Demonstrates some knowledge 
of the week’s readings.   

12 

Highly engaged but can dominate discussions and go off-topic. 12 

Only speaks during small-group discussions (never in front of the whole class).  11 

Rather engaged in class discussions but does not generally seem familiar with the week’s 
readings. 

11 

Attentive but silent. 10 

Invariably present but basically checked out. Seems more interested in phone than class 
discussion. 

9 

Moderately engaged in about four tutorials but misses seven of them. 6 

Never says a word. Misses seven tutorials. 3 

Never showed up to tutorial 0 

In-Tutorial Writing 

In about half the tutorials, you will do some in-class writing. These short writing assignments get 
you to practice the basic skills that you will use in writing your longer essays.  

Examples of assignments include: 

• Argument reconstruction 
• Counterexample 
• Four-sentence essay 

There are six writing assignments, from which we will take your top five. 

Make-ups for missed writing assignments will only be extended for excused absences. 
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Each assignment is graded on the following rough rubric: 

 

9-10 Exceeds expectations 

8.5 Completely meets expectations 

8 Good with one minor issue. 

7.5 One significant issue or a couple of minor issues. 

7 A couple of significant issues. 

4-6 Does not demonstrate familiarity with assigned texts. 

1-3 Incomplete assignment; lack of good-faith effort. 

0 Did not do assignment. 

 

Most assignments that demonstrate familiarity with the readings will earn between 7 and 8.5. 

 

Exams 

There will be a midterm exam and a final exam. 

The in-class midterm exam on Monday, Oct. 20. You will have about 45 minutes to write the exam. 

There will be a two-hour final exam during the exam period at the end of term. The exact format 
of the exam is yet to be determined, but it may consist of multiple choice, short answer, or essay 
questions. 

In the past, I have distributed a study guide for the exam, but last year I observed that people 
were using the study guide to ask AI to formulate answers for possible questions on the exam 
which were then simply memorized. This does not seem to me to be pedagogically valuable. As a 
consequence, study guides will no longer be distributed. To study for exams, review the lecture 
slides, especially the review slide at the end of each lecture. You may also find it useful to reread 
any material that you find yourself hazy on.  

Papers 

You will write one short paper in response to assigned essay topics, distributed at least three 
weeks prior to the due date. You will submit an outline on the Friday prior to due date and present 
the outline to a peer in tutorial. 

Late papers will be penalized by 2% per day late. Extensions will only be granted in exceptional 
circumstances: illness, personal emergency, accessibility reasons, etc. Extension requests should 
initially be submitted to your TA – not the professor. 

You will submit your papers electronically to your tutorial Quercus pages. Precise details will be 
provided later in the term. 
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Normally, students will be required to submit their course essays to the University’s plagiarism 
detection tool for a review of textual similarity and detection of possible plagiarism. In doing so, 
students will allow their essays to be included as source documents in the tool’s reference 
database, where they will be used solely for the purpose of detecting plagiarism. The terms that 
apply to the University’s use of this tool are described on the Centre for Teaching Support & 
Innovation web site (https://uoft.me/pdt-faq). 

Plagiarism and Academic Integrity 

Unless otherwise instructed, you are advised not to do outside research for the papers. That said, 
any text taken verbatim from other sources must be quoted and cited. Similarly, paraphrases and 
the borrowing of ideas from other sources should also be cited. Plagiarism will be dealt with 
severely and may result in both failing the course and having the incident permanently recorded 
on your academic transcript. You may talk with other students about your papers, but you must 
do the actual writing yourself. You are encouraged to have friends or writing tutors read over your 
work to proofread and give you feedback. 

For information on the University’s policy concerning academic integrity and advice about how 
to avoid committing plagiarism, go to:  

https://www.academicintegrity.utoronto.ca/perils-and-pitfalls/ 

 

***The submission of assignments using text or ideas generated by AI – like Chat GPT or other 
LMMs – is considered the use of an unauthorized aid and a breach of academic integrity. Their 
use in this course will not be tolerated.***  

Marking 

The exam and papers will generally be marked by the TA leading your tutorial. The enrollment of 
this course is about 300 students.  If you have a question or problem about the marking, you 
should talk to your TA about it first. If this does not resolve the issue, then you may bring it to 
the instructor. 

***Do not ask us to reconsider your mark or your final grade because you need a better grade 
for medical school or graduate school.  That is not a relevant reason for a regrade.*** 

(No) Extra Credit 

No extra credit will be offered. 

(No) Reweighting of Assignments 

We cannot make special accommodations to reweight assignments (e.g., add more weight to your 
final exam and decrease the weight of your paper). 

https://uoft.me/pdt-faq)
https://www.academicintegrity.utoronto.ca/perils-and-pitfalls/
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Accessibility 

Students who need special accommodation for disabilities or their particular learning style should 
contact the instructor by email as soon as possible. Students with disabilities are also strongly 
encouraged to avail themselves of the services provided by the campus the Accessibility Service 
Office, including the provision of note-takers, transcribers, and sign-language interpreters. For 
more information, visit the Accessibility Services website at:  

https://studentlife.utoronto.ca/department/accessibility-services/ 

 

PROVISIONAL COURSE SCHEDULE 

It is very likely that we will run behind schedule. Updates will be posted on Quercus. 

1 W - Sept. 3 Overview Syllabus 

I. Autonomy, Communication, and Substitute Decision-Making 

2 M - Sept. 8 
Truth-Telling in 

Medicine 

Meyer, "Truth and the Physician" 
Hooker, "Truth in Our Intercourse with the Sick" 
Cullen and Klein, "Respect for Patients, Physicians, and the 
Truth" 

3 W - Sept. 10 
A Confucian 

View on Truth-
Telling 

Fan and Li, "Truth-Telling in Medicine: A 
Confucian View" 

F - Sept. 12  
Tutorial 1 
 

4 M - Sept. 15 
Informed 
Consent 

Hebert and Rosen, "Reasonable Persons: The Legal Roots of 
Informed Consent" 
Brock, "Informed Consent," pp. 21-36 

5 W - Sept. 17 Competence 
Brock, "Informed Consent," pp. 36-43 
Wicclair, “Patient Decision-Making and Risk” 

F - Sept. 19 
Tutorial 2  
In-Class Writing i 

https://studentlife.utoronto.ca/department/accessibility-services/
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6 M - Sept. 22 
Respecting 

Patient 
Autonomy 

Brock, "Informed Consent," pp. 43-53 
Emanuel and Emanuel, "Four Models of the Physician-Patient 
Relationship" 
Brudney and Lantos, "Agency and Authenticity: Which Value 
Grounds Patient Choice?" 

7 W - Sept. 24 Medical Futility 

Miles, "Informed Demand for 'Non-Beneficial' 
Medical Treatment" 
Schwartz, "Autonomy, Futility, and the Limits 
of Medicine" 

F - Sept. 26 
Tutorial 3 

8 M - Sept. 29 

Deciding for 
Others I: The 

Formerly 
Competent 

Dresser and Robertson, "Quality of Life and Non-Treatment 
Decisions for Incompetent Patients: A Critique of the Orthodox 
Approach" 
Dresser, "Dworkin on Dementia: Elegant Theory, Questionable 
Practice" 

9 W - Oct. 1 

Deciding for 
Others II: 
Parental 

Authority Over 
Children 

Diekema, "Parental Refusals of Medical 
Treatment: The Harm Principle as Threshold 
for State Intervention" 
Shah, Rosenberg, and Diekema, "Charlie 
Gard and the Limits of Best Interests" 

F - Oct. 3 
Tutorial 4 
In-Class Writing ii 

II. Pharmaceutical Control and Research Ethics 

10 M - Oct. 6 Prescriptions 
Flanigan, "Three Arguments Against 
Prescription Requirements" 

 

11 W - Oct. 8 
Research Ethics 
I: Subjects and 

Patients 

Brandt, "Racism and Research: The Case of 
the Tuskegee Syphilis Study" 
Hellman and Hellman, "Of Mice but not Men: 
Problems of the Randomized Clinical Trial" 

F - Oct. 10 
Tutorial 5 
In-Class Writing 
iii 

- M - Oct. 13 No Class – Thanksgiving 
 



8 
 

12 W - Oct. 15 
Research Ethics 

II: Clinical 
Equipoise 

Freedman, "A Response to a Purported 
Ethical Difficulty with Randomized Clinical 
Trials" 
Angell, "The Ethics of Clinical Research in the 
Third World" 

F - Oct. 17 
Tutorial 6  
Present Outline 
to Peer 

III. Health, Disability, and Enhancement 

13 M - Oct. 20 In-Class Midterm Exam 

14 W - Oct. 22 

Conceptual 
Issues in 

Medicine II: The 
Concept of 
Disability 

Barnes, "Disability, Minority, and Difference" 

F - Oct. 24 
Tutorial 7 
In-class Writing iv 

- Oct. 27-31 Fall Reading Week 

15 M - Nov. 3 
Ethics of 
Genetic 

Enhancement 

Savulescu, "Genetic Interventions and the 
Ethics of Enhancement in Human Beings" 

 

IV. Life, Death, and Conscience 

16 W - Nov. 5 
Euthanasia I: 
The Classic 

Debate 

Sumner, "What is the Ethical Case in Favor of 
Physician-Assisted Death" 
Congregation of the Doctrine of Faith, 
"Declaration on Euthanasia" 
Callahan, "When Self-Determination Runs 
Amok" 

F - Nov. 7 
Tutorial 8  
In-Class Writing v 

17 M - Nov. 10 
Euthanasia II: 

Psychiatric 
Euthanasia 

Kious and Battin, "Physician Aid-in-Dying and 
Suicide Prevention in Psychiatry: A Moral 
Crisis?" 

 

18 W - Nov. 12 
Abortion I: Moral 

Status 
Marquis, "Why Abortion is Immoral" 

F - Nov. 14 
Tutorial 9 
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19 M - Nov. 17 
Abortion II: The 
Right to One's 

Own Body 
Thomson, "A Defense of Abortion" 

 

20 W - Nov. 19 
Conscientious 

Objection in 
Medicine 

Wicclair, "Conscientious Objection in 
Medicine," pp. 213-217, 221-227 
Schuklenk and Smalling, "Why Medical 
Professionals Have No Right to 
Conscientious Objection" 

F - Nov. 21 
Tutorial 10 
In-class Writing vi 

V. Public Health and the Distribution of Health Care 
 

21 M - Nov. 24 
Public Health I: 
Vaccine Policy 

Flanigan, "A Defense of Compulsory 
Vaccination" 

 

22 W - Nov. 26 

Public Health II: 
The Ethics of 

Pandemic 
Lockdown 

John and Curren, "Costa, Cancer, and 
Coronavirus: Contractualism as a Guide to 
the Ethics of Lockdown" 

F - Nov. 28 
Tutorial 11 
In-Class Writing 
vi 
Present Outline 
to Peer 

-- Su – Nov. 30 Submit Paper to Quercus  

23 M - Dec. 1 
Health Care and 

Social Justice 
Dworkin, “Justice and the High Cost of Health” 

24 T – Dec. 2 
Rationing Health 

Care 
Harris, “QALYfying the Value of Life” 

  


