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Lesson 1 Resource Sheet 1

Trust me, I’m a doctor!

The starter activity should help students identify both with the desire of doctors and scientists to do all that they can to alleviate suffering.  It should also help students identify with what could happen if medical intervention is taken to extremes.

Until about 1800, medicine and science presented few ethicalproblems. The birth of babies via fertility treatment or transplanting organs following serious problems, were not possibilities.

If a couple could have children, then they did - often ten or more within a family. If a couple could not have children, then they did not. If the liver, kidney or heart failed then the person would die. There was nothing further the doctors could do.

Today the story is very different. There have been many medical advances. Hearts, liver, kidneys, lungs and other body parts can be replaced. Research using animals and embryos can offer the possibilities of even further advancement of human life. 

Some pupils may be surprised at the relevance of these issues to religious education.

The topic would generally be found in KS4. Pupils should have an understanding of the influence of religion on individuals and communities in their beliefs and practices. General issues prior to such a topic may include:

· How do we decide what is right or wrong?
· Why are religious leaders consulted in Britain when there is discussion of changes or the law?
· What influence has Christianity and the Bible been in forming theethics, beliefs and laws of Great Britain?
· How do the laws and beliefs in this country compare to the laws and beliefs of for example an Islamic State?
· How can the guidance of Sacred Writings written hundreds of years ago help in decisions made in today’s society? Are they still relevant?
· When a Sacred Writing does not make specific reference to an issue such as cloning, on what basis can a religious community arrive at a point of view? 
· Do differences in interpretation of Sacred Writings limit their usefulness in deciding on issues in medical ethics? 
The list is almost endless. Any topic in for students aged 11-16 may lead to an opening of such issues.

Consider the Ten Commandments. Does ‘Thou shalt not kill’ apply to embryos? What about abortion or war? Should we kill animals for food? Is it killing to turn off a life support machine?

The importance of family life is clearly an issue. How is family life affected by adoption?  What about artificial insemination by donors? How might the husband feel? Could the possibility of ‘designer’ babies change family relationships and the value given to human life? Could ‘interference’ in nature lead to an imbalance in the future? Is it right to go ‘against nature’? Do some medical advances do this? Are there ethicall laws that should be followed? Do religions have the answers?

Issues such as cloning and organ transplants are constantly in the news. Many pupils will be keen to explore the issues and will be aware of news items that may at times sensationalise or even mislead.  Research and procedures are rapidly changing. This will affect views on their acceptance and our ethical understanding of them. New advances may raise novel moral dilemmas. It is always advisable to look out for recent newspaper reports, news items or web site information. 

The following issues may come up in discussion following this activity

HOW DO WE DECIDE? WHO DECIDES?

Organ transplants and embryo research are new to our society. There is therefore no specific reference in any of the religious writings, nor do we have the benefit of ‘hindsight’. For those who accept Sacred Writings as guidance, decisions could be made based on:

· matters of conscience

· the intentions of God for the world

· the structure intended for family and society

· future dangers and problems for the world

· general ethics principles gleaned from scriptures and elsewhere

Questions you may want to draw out with the class are:

· How would you decide?

· What other guidance is there for people today?

· What answers could a medical person offer?

· What help could a religious leader or church be?

· If you were able to change the law regarding a medical issue who would you consult before

· proposing a change to the law

In setting up the homework you may want to give some examples of developments that have taken place in relation to the areas they will be researching.

For example:

1954 
First successful kidney transplant

1963 
First lung transplant

1964 
First heart transplant

1978 
The first test tube baby is born

There are now over 25 different organs that may be transplanted. These include:

Heart lung

Eye parts pancreas

kidney liver

Organ transplants are a way of replacing damaged body organs. Transplants from another person are very difficult and in early transplants the recipient was at great risk and life spans were limited.

Medical advances have improved chances of long term survival in most areas and whilst some operations remain dangerous and difficult the outcome is often positive.

What are the issues?

· Powerful drugs used to prevent rejection are expensive

· Organs sometimes come from another human who has died in an accident.

· Decisions by the family are made at a traumatic time, even when the deceased carried a donor card.

· Some people may be willing to donate an organ e.g. a kidney for money (This is illegal in Britain but happens in some Third World countries)

· There is evidence of the illegal kidnapping and trafficking of people in order to sell their body parts.

· Complete new organs may be ‘grown’ from animal or even human tissue.  This may require tissue from embryos and include experiments on both animals and embryos.

· It is possible today to use ‘cloning processes’ to grow healthy cells. This involves using embryos produced during IVF treatment, which will not be used for IVF. In time this could mean some conditions may not require a transplant.

Science and Religion in Schools – 5c: Medical Issues


