
Realism, reflection and responsibility: The
challenge of writing effective scenarios to

support the development of ethical thinking skills

Item Type Article

Authors Ribchester, Chris; Healey, Ruth L.

Citation Ribchester, C., & Healey, R. L. (2017). Writing effective
scenarios to support the development of the ethical
thinking skills of undergraduate students. Journal of
Further and Higher Education, 43(1), 101-114. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2017.1356915

DOI 10.1080/0309877X.2017.1356915

Publisher Taylor and Francis

Journal Journal of Further and Higher Education

Download date 22/05/2023 09:17:50

Item License http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10034/620661

https://chesterrep.openrepository.com/cdr
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2017.1356915
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10034/620661


Realism, reflection and responsibility: The challenge of writing effective scenarios to support the

development of ethical thinking skills

Chris Ribchester *

Academic Practice Advisor

Centre for Learning and Academic Development

University of Birmingham

Contact details:

CLAD

Watson Building

University of Birmingham 

Edgbaston Campus

Birmingham

B15 2TT

Tel: 0121 414 4647

Email: c.b.ribchester@bham.ac.uk

Ruth L. Healey

Senior Lecturer

Department of Geography and International Development

University of Chester

Contact details:

Geography & International Development

Best Building

Parkgate Road

University of Chester

Chester

CH1 4BJ

Tel: 01244 513176

Email: r.healey@chester.ac.uk

* Corresponding author

Research completed at the University of Chester. 

1

mailto:c.b.ribchester@bham.ac.uk
mailto:r.healey@chester.ac.uk


Realism, reflection and responsibility: The challenge of writing effective scenarios to support the

development of ethical thinking skills

Abstract

Universities are paying increased attention to how they might support the ethical development of

their students as one of a range of graduate attributes that will enable them to negotiate increasingly

complex professional,  civic  and personal  futures.  Scenario-based learning (SBL)  is  a  longstanding

strategy used in ethical teaching and this paper describes and evaluates a version of this approach as

applied  to  a  second  year  undergraduate  tutorials  module.  A  quantitative  assessment  of  the

development of students’ ethical sensitivity over the course of two deliveries of the module shows

an uneven impact but also some encouraging trends. A detailed qualitative analysis of how students

responded to each scenario identifies five factors that appear to precipitate more in-depth reflection

on ethical problems, and these are presented as useful points of guidance for teachers writing ethical

scenarios for the first time or for those aiming to hone their existing practice. These factors include

the  challenge  of  devising  circumstances  which  appear  realistic  and  plausible  to  contemporary

undergraduate students, constructing scenarios which encourage readers to reflect on and test their

personal values, and portraying events which push students to intervene proactively and so taking

individual responsibility for their decisions and actions. 
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Realism, reflection and responsibility: The challenge of writing effective scenarios to support the

development of ethical thinking skills

Introduction

There is a strong case for developing the capacity of all university-level students to recognise the

ethical dimensions of real-world problems and to think carefully about their resolution. Ethical issues

are, of course, longstanding within the content of all academic disciplines, often having their highest

profile in relation to the integrity of  research and the requirement to follow appropriate ethical

codes  and  procedures  (Löfström  2012;  Shephard  et  al.  2015,).  Yet  the  experience  of  the

contemporary student is increasingly complex and other, non-subject specific, ethical issues have

been  brought  into  sharper  focus.  For  example,  advances  in  communications  and  database

technology have raised new questions about plagiarism and freedom of information (Kayaoğlu et al.

2016; Löfström 2011; Selwyn 2008).  The greater use of non-didactic forms of teaching, including

increased  emphasis  on  collaborative  working,  challenge  students  to  think  carefully  about  their

personal responsibilities in the learning process (Barfield 2003; Bentley and Warwick, 2013).

However,  the  rationale  for  enhancing  the  ethical  thinking  skills  of  students  extends  beyond the

increasingly permeable walls of the university. As public citizens and potential future leaders within

society and the economy,  equipping graduates for  the ethical  challenges ahead is  of  paramount

importance. In a recent UK context, the despair expressed at the ‘serious scandals that have beset

our banks, political system, as well as our health and social welfare provisions’ (Arthur 2014, 2) have

renewed questions about the morals of those in positions of responsibility and influence, and what

might be done to improve the situation (Barrow Cadbury Trust 2010; Boni and Lozano 2007). 

To an extent, the HE sector appears to be acknowledging these challenges and the relatively recent

discussions  about  the  core  attributes  that  graduates  should  possess  often  include  reference  to

ethical, moral and social responsibility (Hill, Walkington and France 2016). At the same time, there

has been growing interest in the connection between the ability to recognise and resolve ethical

challenges  and  graduate-level  employability  (Barrie  2007;  Robinson  2005).  There  is  a  call  for

enterprising, reflective, individuals with the skills and confidence to take the initiative, think critically

and solve  problems creatively  within  the  fluid  boundaries  of  the  supercomplex  global  economy

(Barnett 2000). According to the QAA the successful ‘entrepreneurial mindset’ includes the personal

values  of  ‘ethical,  social  and  environmental  awareness’  (2012,  13).  The  European  Commission’s

recently published Entrepreneurship Competence Framework lists ‘ethical and sustainable thinking’

(Bacigalupo et al. 2016, 11) as one of its 15 dimensions. Their definition of entrepreneurship:

applies to all spheres of life. It enables citizens to nurture their personal development, to

actively contribute to social development, to enter the job market as employee or as self-

employed,  and  to  start-up  or  scale-up  ventures  which  may  have  a  cultural,  social  or

commercial motive. (10)

Although, by way of contrast, despite advocating the development of soft skills to meet employer

needs,  the  recent  White  Paper  charting  out  the  future  of  UK  HE  (Department  for  Business,

Innovation and Skills 2016) includes no direct reference to ethics or morals.
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This project was concerned with preparing students for the ethical challenges ahead, as a student,

graduate professional and global citizen. As such the focus was not discipline-specific ethical issues,

including  research  practice,  but  what  might  be  termed ‘everyday  ethics’.  This  article  provides  a

review of the impact of a scenario-based teaching initiative and considers the lessons that have been

learnt about  how to write effective ethical  scenarios.  It  begins  by providing  a brief  overview of

existing literature about scenario-based learning (SBL) including its perceived benefits. Drawing on an

existing methodology,  a  quantitative assessment  of  the impact of  this  initiative over  a  two year

period is  then briefly considered.  This  is  followed by  a  more substantive section which uses  an

analysis of how students responded to different scenarios to discuss five design features which might

be considered characteristic of a well-crafted scenario, i.e. one which has the potential to enhance

the ethical thinking skills of students. 

Scenario-based learning

Scenario-based learning (SBL) at its broadest simply refers to a teaching strategy that involves the use

of  scenarios  to  bring  about  desired  learning  outcomes  (Errington  2003).  Scenarios  are  typically

presented as narratives that ‘may constitute a given set of circumstances, a description of human

behaviour,  an  outline  of  events,  a  story  of  human endeavour,  an  incident  within  a  professional

setting, or human dilemma’ (Errington 2010b, 18), which the reader is required to reflect upon and

devise an appropriate course of action. SBL has much in common with other teaching approaches

(e.g. the use of case studies, stories, simulations) and it is clear that practitioners often use these

terms  inter-changeably  and  in  different  combinations.  To  an  extent,  it  is  possible  to  identify  a

distinction between the two most popularly used terms - scenarios and case studies (sometimes

shortened  to  cases).  Case  studies  tend  to  more  detailed  and  lengthier  than  scenarios,  often

supplemented with additional  evidence or data  to  scrutinise.  As such case studies often outline

actual events, ultimately providing the opportunity for learners to compare their decision-making

with what actually  happened.  In contrast,  scenarios  tend to be presented as  more open-ended,

incomplete, accounts, based on fictitious or actual events, or a combination of the two (Errington

2011). Errington (2010c) distinguishes between four types of scenarios: skills-based, issues-based,

speculative-based, and problem-based. The latter is closest to the approach reported in this paper, a

key feature of which being the opportunity they provide to integrate theoretical understanding (in

our case the different approaches to addressing ethical problems) with practical knowledge. He also

notes that problem-based scenarios are good ‘for engaging students in complex issues and events at

a  deep  level  over  a  lengthy period  of  time’  (Errington 2010a,  56),  again  a  characteristic  of  the

teaching approach adopted by the authors.

The  relative  popularity,  and  perceived  effectiveness,  of  SBL  (and  related  approaches)  is  partly

because it is located at the point of intersection between various high profile educational theories.

For example, the connections between SBL and situated learning theory (e.g. Lave and Wenger 1991)

are often cited, stressing that meaningful understanding tends to emerge when it is situated within,

and can be applied to, familiar contexts. A central principle of andragogy is that ‘adults learn best

when  the  topic  is  relevant  to  them  and  immediately  applicable’  (MindTools  n.d.)  and  multiple

authors  have stressed the importance of  relevance as a motivator for student engagement (e.g.

Ballantyne et al. 1999; Cameron 2011; Kember, Ho and Hong 2008). Scenarios can be deployed in a

range of ways, but there is always a requirement to engage directly with the narratives and very

commonly debate their content with others. Such active and collaborative approaches are widely
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viewed as beneficial to student learning (e.g. Cook-Sather 2010; Zepke and Leach 2010). SBL also

offers the potential to deliver a penalty free, teaching environment conducive to creative, problem

solving (McWilliam 2009).

SBL is  reported across many disciplines,  for  example business (Varzaly and Baron 2009),  teacher

training (Sorin 2013), health education (Aitken 2010), law (Holm 2010) and engineering (Rashid and

Ventura-Medina 2012). Its use as a tool to examine ethical problems is also common place with many

examples shared online (e.g. Online Ethics Center for Engineering and Science 2016; The College of

Optometrists 2016). Indeed Shulman (1992) notes that ‘cases have been employed for thousands of

years  as  the  vehicles  for  enquiry  and  debate  regarding  proper  ethical  or  moral  behaviour’  (7).

Nickson (2010) believes that ‘SBL enables students to shift from vague and general thinking [about

ethics] to very concrete, real life dilemmas … [and] … allows students to gain a clearer insight into

their own values and beliefs’ (221). Well-facilitated discussions about ethical scenarios push students

to display the critical  thinking skills  evident at the upper end of  Bloom et al.’s cognitive domain

(1956) and the ‘organisation’ and ‘characterisation’ of values within the affective domain (1964). It is,

therefore, not surprising that the approach has been employed across a range of subjects. However,

research specifically examining the impact of ethical SBL on the awareness and evaluation of ethical

issues appears to be minimal, and so inevitably there also seems limited guidance available on the

writing  of  effective  ethical  scenarios.  Within  this  context,  this  paper  provides  some  empirical

evidence about the impact of ethical SBL, but its primary purpose is to explore the features of a well-

designed ethical scenario. The intention is to provide some practical guidance for those who want to

develop this approach.

The use of ethical scenarios in a tutorial context

The initiative discussed in this paper is an addition to a long-standing second-year undergraduate

tutorials module at a post-1992 UK university. Griffiths (2009) refers to the ‘enormous and unique

potential  of  the  small  group  to  promote  learning’  (72);  in  this  example  groups  of  six  or  seven

students meeting regularly with the same tutor for the duration of the academic year. The tutorials

explore different aspects of contemporary geography1, with discussions based around a question-

orientated  brief  provided  in  advance,  and  preparation  often  requiring  students  to  engage  with

specific readings. Each tutorial is assessed, using criteria which evaluate the level of understanding

shown, oral communication and ability to interact effectively with others. 

More recently a new strand of activity has been introduced to run concurrently with the tutorials

structure. From the start of the module, and then roughly every two weeks subsequently, an ethical

scenario is made available to the students. Each scenario requires students to make a decision on the

course of action that they would follow in the fictitious circumstances described. The scenarios vary

in  length from 189 to 681 words,  generally  becoming longer and more detailed as  the module

progresses.  Figure 1 provides a very brief  summary of  each scenario,  which focus on ‘everyday’

ethical challenges which are within, or cut across, the academic, personal and professional (part-time

employment) lives of students. The scenarios are chronological in that the first is set early in term

one of first year moving through to the end of year two. 

1 Whilst the discipline within which this initiative took place was geography, it is important to stress that the 
approach adopted is transferable to other teaching contexts with minimal revision, and the research findings 
discussed have broad applicability to scenario-based approaches across different academic subjects. 
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Figure 1: Summary of the scenarios

Students are encouraged to imagine themselves into the situation outlined and then record their

responses on a standard pro-forma with space to indicate their decision, the rationale for it, and how

challenging they found it to arrive at a final decision. Subsequently, through the discussions in the

final tutorial  of  the module,  the students are encouraged to ‘step back’ from the detail  of  each

scenario and consider how their approach to reviewing the different situations has developed over

the course of module, including comparing and contrasting their approaches between scenarios. 

Ultimately the purpose of the scenarios and the related tutorial discussion is fivefold: to develop the

ability to recognise the ethical dimensions of a situation (ethical sensitivity); to develop the skills to

think  through  an  ethical  problem  (ethical  decision-making);  to  increase  awareness  of  common

approaches2 to exploring an ethical problem; to encourage recognition of personal values; and, in the

process, enhance critical thinking skills. As Hickey and Taylor (2010) note scenarios ‘create a mental

picture in the head of the student, a perceived reality, and students’ initial, immediate reaction to a

scenario reveals their values in action’ (135). It is, however, stressed to the students that the purpose

is not to push them to think in a particular way, arrive at a pre-defined ‘correct’ outcome or display

particular values or character traits. In line with Clarkeburn (2002) we argue that ethics education

should ‘concentrate on the process of moral decision making: to support students in developing tools

to recognise, analyse and solve moral problems and to create opportunities to practice these skills’

(310). This would appear a plausible goal with some studies showing the positive impact of different

teaching interventions on ethical decision making skills (e.g. Klugman and Stump 2006; O'Leary 2009;

Ritter 2006; Self, Olivarez and Baldwin 1998).

The impact of this tutorial- and scenario-based initiative was assessed using both quantitative and

qualitative data  collected over  a two year  period with  the research project  being  scrutinised in

advance via the appropriate institutional ethical review process. In the discussion that follows, survey

data which focus on how student perspectives changed over the course of both deliveries of the

module  are  discussed  firstly.  Subsequently,  attention  turns  to  a  detailed  analysis  of  individual

responses to each scenario.

A quantitative assessment of the impact of the ethical scenarios

Survey  data  was  collected  by  drawing  on  a  methodology  developed  and  carefully  tested  by

Clarkeburn et al. (2003). Their meta-ethical questionnaire (MEQ) consisted of ten bi-polar statements

(Figure 2), with students responding along a five-point continuum. Each point on the scale carried a

score (see example in Figure 3). The total for all ten questions was then averaged to give an overall

ethical score for each student (potential range from 1 to 25). In summary, the higher the score, the

more the student appears to recognise the complex, uncertain, and contingent nature of ethical

decision-making, whilst showing an openness to perspectives that others offer and a willingness to

take ownership of their decisions. These are perceived as desirable outcomes by the authors. All

students were invited to complete the survey at the start of the module and then again after the

tutorials were completed. An anonymous PIN system was used, allowing a comparison of how the

2 During an introductory teaching session, the students are introduced to five commonly-discussed approaches
to exploring ethical problems and encouraged to assess their applicability when reviewing the scenarios. These 
are utilitarian, rights, justice, common good and virtue-based approaches (Markkula Center for Applied Ethics, 
2015). 
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opinions of each student changed from the beginning to end of the module. Across both years, a

total of 51 students completed both the pre- and post-tutorials survey, but eight of these responses

failed to meet the internal validity check incorporated into Clarkeburn et al.’s (2003) methodology.

Therefore the discussion below is based on the responses from 43 students. It is recognised that this

is a relatively small sample which limits the extent to which these findings can be generalised. This

survey-based approach also does not attempt to disaggregate the specific impact of reading and

discussing the ethical scenarios from other ongoing learning experiences both inside and outside the

university.  Furthermore,  the  use  of  a  control  group  who were  not  participating  in  the  tutorials

module might have acted as a useful point of comparison. But nevertheless, the trends in the data

collected do set an important context for the discussion of effective scenario-writing which forms the

latter part of this paper. 

Figure 2: Question statements

Figure 3: Example question format

The survey results show that the mean ethical score for all the students increased from 14.58 to

15.75 during the course of the module,  which is statistically significant at  0.029 (Wilcoxon test).

Twice as many students (28) moved to a higher ethical score between surveys compared to students

whose scores moved in a downward direction (14). For one student there was no change. Male and

female students showed a very similar level of increase (+1.14 and +1.25 respectively). Using the

Mann Whitney U Test, no significant difference between the male and female ethical scores was

shown  for  the  pre-tutorials  survey  (0.68)  or  post-tutorials  (0.94)  survey.  A  much  more  detailed

discussion of the quantitative data from this project is presented in Healey and Ribchester (2016). 

Features of a well written ethical scenario

The brief discussion above provides an overall assessment of the effectiveness of engagement with

the scenarios and suggests some development of ethical thinking skills over a relatively short period

of time. This is an encouraging finding, but a key purpose of this project was also to look beyond the

general trends and to try and identify scenario configurations which are likely to be most impactful

on student learning. This is a challenging goal  given that it  is  extremely unlikely that a group of

students will respond to the same scenario in a uniform manner, with perspectives being shaped not

only by their personal values, life experiences and critical thinking skills, but also shorter-term factors

at the time they engage with the scenario, e.g. time available, mood, interest. 

To explore this issue, the student written responses to each scenario were collated during the course

of the module. As noted earlier, students were required to complete a standard pro-forma for each

scenario by way of preparation for the tutorial discussions. Over the two years, a total of 287 pro-

formas were collected, with at least 30 responses for most of the scenarios. Their content was then

subjected to a process of careful qualitative data analysis as outlined by Cope (2010) during which

the text was initially coded (descriptive codes) and then categorised (analytic codes) under three

core headings for each scenario: What course of action was chosen? What was the justification for

this decision? How difficult was it to reach a decision? Of particular interest were scenarios which

provoked a wide variety of decisions about the ‘right’ course of action, more lengthy explanations to

justify the decisions made, and students acknowledged were difficult to conclude on the appropriate
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course of action. The implication is that such scenarios have been able to elicit an ethical sensitivity

in the students and tested their moral reasoning skills. 

This data analysis  approach, drawing on the principles of  grounded theory (Hennink, Hutter and

Bailey, 2011), provided a rich source of information revealing how students reacted to, and worked

through,  each  scenario.  However,  it  is  important  to  recognise  the  potential  limitations  of  the

methodology. Interpreting large qualitative data sets in this way inevitably necessitates a degree of

researcher subjectivity (Cousin, 2009). Although some dominant themes emerged, it is accepted that

alternative interpretations might have been provided by different researchers or by tweaking the

analytical approach (e.g. reviewing the scenarios in a different order). Furthermore, in creating the

threefold analytical  headings outlined above (decision, justification, difficulty),  the analytical gaze

was potentially diverted from themes that might have cut across these categories. Additionally, there

is an underlying concern about the ‘honesty’ of the student responses, an issue that is considered

further in the conclusion of this paper. 

The next section considers five themes which emerged from the qualitative data analysis, presented

as ‘design’ features which seem to characterise an effective ethical scenario. 

1, Realistic 

The extent to which the fictitious ethical scenarios were perceived by the students to be realistic

appears to be a critical factor that affected the level of engagement with them. Realism is a topic that

is  frequently considered in the wider  scenario-based learning and case study literature and it  is

therefore unsurprising that it emerges strongly here too. Deeper critical thinking about the ethics of

a situation is only likely to be achieved if someone has immersed themselves within it and believes

the scenario  to be credible.  For  six  of  the nine scenarios  a clear  theme that emerged from the

student responses was the extent to which their decision-making was shaped by the way that they

empathised with  the  characters  in  the  scenario  by  highlighting  direct  parallels  with  their  own

experiences  and/or  imagining  themselves  into  their  circumstances.  For  example,  a  third  of  the

responses to scenario 2 commented on the challenges faced by students who commute to university

or live at home and the implications that this can have for full participation in learning activities.

Responses like this imply a degree of authenticity was achieved as students were drawn into the

scenarios.  We  would  argue  that  an  ability  to  see  through,  and  be  open  to,  other  people’s

perspectives and appreciate the challenges that they face is a key component of ethical thinking. 

As experienced university tutors, working with students in both a teaching and pastoral context, the

authors of the scenarios were in a reasonably strong position to construct narratives which appeared

realistic to contemporary university students. But, as we have noted elsewhere, ‘there is a danger of

imposing tutor perspectives about realism and difficulty, filtered through their own values and life

experiences, on to the students’ (Healey and Ribchester, 2016, p.309). Errington (2011) points to the

inevitable limits to the perceived realism that can be achieved by any scenario author and suggests

that ‘near-world’ as opposed to ‘real-world’ is a more achievable aspiration (85). Adam (2010) notes

that there ‘is a dramatic quality to scenarios that have been experienced by the students or trainers

in a course’ (106-107) and believes that participants respond well to scenarios that are grounded in

real-life experiences. However, tutors in the module did note occasional discomfort from students

who were required to reflect on scenarios which apparently closely paralleled some of their own

experiences. Hill  et al.  (2010) cautions that ‘students can be quite blinkered in their attitudes to
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generic information, resisting seeing the appropriateness of a broader topic unless it has direct links

to the subject of their degree’ (33). To help counter this potential problem, a strategy adopted here

was to ensure that there was always a link to the academic discipline within each scenario, however

tenuous, and despite the largely non-subject specific ethical problems that were outlined. 

2, Impactful

There is strong evidence from the student responses that deeper thinking about ethical challenges

occurs when the scenarios depict a set of circumstances for which the final decision will  lead to

differential  consequences  on  those  within  the  narrative  including  the  student  themselves.

Consideration of  impacts  is  a theme in the student responses to all  the scenarios.  Typically,  the

greater  the  perceived  impacts  on  themselves  and  others  (e.g.  in  terms  of  assessment  grades,

livelihoods and well-being, income, social networks), the greater the level of difficulty acknowledged

by the students in arriving at a final decision. The final scenario, which deliberately cut across the

student academic, personal and professional ‘worlds’ was most commonly recognised as the hardest

to resolve. The student responses, for example, emphasised the challenge of balancing the potential

impacts of different decisions on their  studies, future career opportunities,  university reputation,

farming livelihoods and the environment.  That  said  scenario  writers  should  be wary  of  devising

multiple layers of problems and challenges, and consequently undermining the perceived realism of

the narrative.

Across the scenarios, a minority of students consistently made a decision based on the course of

action that benefitted themselves the most, largely irrespective of the consequences for others. But

one of the most striking themes in the student responses was the search for compromise solutions

which  might  plausibly  benefit  all  stakeholders  or  at  least  minimise  or  spread  out  the  potential

negative  consequences.  Frequently  students  showed  significant  imagination  and  creativity  in

devising  strategies  as  they  carefully  evaluated  the  consequences  of  their  decisions.  Even  in  the

seemingly more straightforward scenarios with apparently limited options for action, it is interesting

to see the diversity of tactics employed. For example, in scenario 1, although the great majority of

students decided to give their new friend access to their personal notes from teaching sessions, this

manifested in a range of ways, including lending them for a defined time period, providing copies,

peer-to-peer discussions,  and the piecemeal sharing of  notes as a ‘test’  to see if  they would be

returned. 

Some students recognised the search for a balanced solution as an overt adoption of a utilitarian

strategy towards ethical problems. Whilst this shows an encouraging level of self-awareness, it is also

clear that a strong theme underpinning the search for compromise was a concern to avoid conflict

and confrontation with others in academic, professional and personal settings (evident in four of the

nine  scenarios).  Furthermore,  different  courses  of  actions  were  frequently  assessed  against  the

extent to which friendships would be undermined or even the potential to generate new friendships

(six scenarios). This is a good example of how engagement with a fictitious set of circumstances can

bring  to  light  real-world  concerns  in  the  daily  life  of  students.  In  this  case,  the  significance  of

friendship networks and supportive social relations are highlighted, which are widely recognised to

be  important  factors  affecting  the  persistence,  retention  and  resilience  of  university  students

(Thomas 2012;  Wilcox,  Winn and Fyvie-Gauld 2005).  The relative difficulty reported by  students

when the scenario decision-making had potential implications for their own or other’s assessment
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grades  (e.g.  scenarios  2  and  3)  is  another  good  example  of  this,  highlighting  the  centrality  of

assessment,  and especially  marks,  to the contemporary student  experience (Race 2014; Sambell

2016).

3, Encourages reflection on personal values

A key motivation for this initiative about ethical thinking was to enhance students’ awareness of their

personal  values,  how  these  might  vary  from  others,  and  what  implications  this  might  have.

Therefore, it is important that a well-constructed scenario provides the opportunity for students to

reflect on circumstances which allows them to draw out and test their values, and consider whether

they are as virtuous as they might believe or would like themselves to be. As probably the most

straightforward example of this, a number of the scenarios offered circumstances which allowed for

positive outcomes for the majority of stakeholders as a consequence of choosing, often covertly, a

dishonest course of action, e.g. lying to friends. For example, scenario 4 explored these possibilities

by providing students the opportunity to falsify primary data in a fieldwork context, a decision which

just over half the students opted for. At face value this might seem a troubling outcome but this

option was often carefully justified with reference to the wider benefit to the student group as a

whole and the personal ‘learning from mistakes’ that would occur.

Analysis across the scenarios allows for an assessment of the extent to which students adopted a

deontological,  principle-based,  approach  to  resolving  ethical  problems  as  opposed  to  a  more

consequentialist strategy based on an assessment of impacts of different possible decisions (Taylor

2015). As might be expected, the balance did vary between scenarios with evidence of the most

principled stances being taken in relation to different forms of cheating in an assessment context

(e.g. scenario 5) and about honesty over money (scenario 7b), when there was a stronger concern to

do ‘the right thing’. However, overall, a consequentialist approach weighing up the relative short and,

sometimes, longer term impacts of different decisions tended to dominate. 

4, Space for interpretation

A  major  lesson  about  ethical  scenario-writing  that  has  been  learnt  from  this  project  is  how

frequently reflection and discussion emerges from the details absent from a scenario rather than

from what is included. Perhaps a little counterintuitively, it seems that a comprehensive scenario

which, for example, sets a wide-ranging context, describes the motivations of all the characters in the

narrative and provides full explanations for people’s action typically promotes less discussion than

one which allows these to be speculated upon.  Occasionally  the student responses reveal  some

frustration and disengagement because some, what might be considered, key facts are missing. But

for the most part it appears that the absence of information acted as a ‘springboard’ for discussions,

as  different  student  assumptions  and  decisions  about  missing  information  were  revealed.  This

openness also gives tutors the opportunity to change the parameters of events and characters within

a scenario to test the malleability of student decision making and the limits to the personal principles

that are being espoused. 

Perhaps the most conspicuous (and unexpected) example of how leaving gaps in scenario narratives

can precipitate discussion was with regard to gender of the people included. Across the scenarios all

the characters were referred to in gender-neutral terms. However, frequently, students would refer

to the gender of individuals in their explanations and in the discussions. Although sometimes little
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significance could  be attached to this,  as  a  masculine  or  feminine  identity  was  simply  used  for

convenience or brevity, often students had ‘imagined’ a gender on to a particular individual based on

their characteristics as described in the scenario. Some notable patterns emerged – the possible

cheat in the exam (scenario 5) was usually male; the same for the workplace ‘boss’ described in

scenarios 7a and 7b. This, sometimes unconscious, gender labelling provided a good opportunity for

tutors to steer discussions towards the role of gender stereotyping, the personal assumptions that

they have made, and how the students might respond differently to men and women in varying

contexts. 

5, Promotes individual responsibility

All the scenarios required the reader to make a decision on the appropriate course of action. The

student responses indicated that more limited reflection tended to occur when responsibility for the

decision could be passed easily on to other people in the narrative, e.g. a line manager (scenario 7b),

or when a ‘blind eye’ could be turned to the situation, e.g. a student possibly cheating during an

examination (scenario 5).  Of course such passing on, or abdicating, of responsibility needs to be

justified and certainly has ethical implications which might be teased out by a skilful tutor within the

group discussions, but there is also a danger that such decisions might simply by taken as an ‘easy

way out’, negating the need for further reflection. It therefore appears that effective ethical scenarios

are generally those that portray circumstances when the reader is forced to take a proactive decision,

assume individual responsibility and intervene directly in some way. 

Discussion and conclusion

Developments both within and outside academia highlight the importance of enhancing the abilities

and confidence of students to address ethical problems. However, the extent to which universities

are achieving this goal in a sustained and systematic way is open to question (Boyd et al. 2008; Bruhn

2008; Escamez, Lopez and Jover 2008). Within the context of a drive to support graduates in the

development  of  attributes  which  will  allow them to  negotiate  increasingly  fluid  and challenging

professional, civic and social spheres, this article has explored one way in which this topic might be

addressed with at least a degree of success. 

Like any teaching strategy, the relationship between what is intended and what is achieved is an

uneven one and highly variable between students. There is no single definitive scenario which will

transform  student  understanding  of  ethical  decision-making.  However,  experience  suggests  that

there are certain characteristics that can increase the potential effectiveness of ethical scenarios and

these have been reported in this paper. It is plausible to incorporate all five of these features within a

single ethical scenario. A commitment to an ongoing review and revision of scenarios in light of

experience is highly recommended. 

In some respects skilful scenario writing is about a achieving a balance. Too much detail can stifle

discussion  and  force  students  towards  a  single,  inevitable  outcome,  therefore  undermining  the

potential  for  debate  and  reflection.  A  too  minimalist  approach  can  create  frustration  and

disengagement, although an experienced facilitator should be able to encourage students to ‘fill in

the blanks’  and then reflect on how this  shapes personal  decision-making.  Finding some middle

ground between realism and unrealism is also desirable. Although there are significant limits to what

a scenario author can know about their students, tying a scenario too closely to known, real events
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can create discomfort and anxiety for both learners and tutors. By contrast, devising a scenario which

appears ‘far-fetched’ or very distant from the experience of the students is also likely to undermine

engagement. 

The challenge of getting students to engage fully with the ethical scenarios is a significant one and, in

common  with  many  learning  activities,  the  significance  of  perceived  authenticity  cannot  be

underestimated (Reeves,  Herrington and Oliver 2002).  In this case the desired goal was in-depth

reflection on the circumstances described and, crucially, deciding on a course of action which reflects

students’ true perspectives and not those that they feel their tutors or peers want to hear. This is all

the more important when considering ethical thinking because of the aspiration to get students to

recognise and take ownership of a personal set of values and take responsibility for their decision-

making, however difficult this may be. Occasionally, students would acknowledge in their responses

that they might well act differently if they encountered the scenario circumstances in reality. This

serves to highlight a limitation of SBL. It probably also shows a student concern with articulating

what might be considered to be the ‘right’ answer, i.e. the one that the tutor is seeking, because

they want to be perceived in a positive light. The fact that each tutorial was assessed may well have

exacerbated this effect, even though the marking criteria placed emphasis on the ability to present

and support a reasoned argument, not the position being taken. 

Whilst the findings discussed are specific to ethical scenarios, much of the advice is transferable to

the writing of  all  scenarios  irrespective of  their  focus.  Similarly,  although there is  a  (often fairly

minimal) geographical context provided for most of the scenarios, in fact there is little in the ethical

problems  that  we  have  used  that  is  subject-specific.  They  embrace  challenges  that  university

students  are  likely  to  encounter  as  they  move  within  a  typical  web  of  social  and  professional

interactions on a daily basis. In this respect, the findings are highly transferable to other academic

disciplines. Furthermore, as Shulman (1992) and others remind us, it is essential to be clear at the

outset about the theoretical principles that you want the scenarios to illustrate and devise their

content accordingly. In this case, the opportunity for students to test the different approaches to

ethical issues (e.g. utilitarian, rights, justice, common good and virtue approaches) was paramount. 

This  article  has  attempted to highlight  the potential  of  well-written scenarios  for  enhancing  the

ethical thinking skills of students. Delivered in a systematic way, drawing on committed and skilful

tutors, it has the potential to have some impact in isolation. However, such an approach is likely to

prove  more  effective  if  situated  within  an  institutional  context  that  displays  a  wide-ranging

commitment to the ethical development of its learners, and a concern to integrate it horizontally and

vertically within programmes. How might this be achieved is beyond the scope of this paper, but at a

programme level this is likely to include the clear signposting of ethical issues and debates as they

appear within modules including those associated with the research process, and an encouragement

to transfer ethical problem solving strategies between modules. It is also likely to include a sustained

encouragement for learners to reflect on the development of their values, which could be discussed

within the context of future employability aspirations for example. This might be embedded within

an  institutional  strategy  for  personal  tutor  meetings,  and  therefore  reflect  a  university-wide

commitment to develop ethical sensitivity and moral reasoning as a graduate attribute. 

Finally,  this  project  has  shown  how  the  discussion  of  fictional  scenarios  can  serve  to  highlight

concerns  and  priorities  in  the  real  lives  of  undergraduates  and  potentially  facilitate  a  deeper
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understanding of the contemporary student experience. This was most evident in two ways within

the student responses: the consistent discussion of the importance of friendship networks and the

frequent reference to the potential implications of decisions for assessment grades. These themes

are also now emerging as a strand of some new, ongoing work by the authors exploring the potential

of student-written scenarios and student-led facilitation of their discussion, an approach which is also

conceived as another way of tackling the challenge of realism when devising and debating ethical

scenarios. 
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