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Results of a Law-in-action 

Workshop for Post-16 

Students 

A Wellcome Trust People Award is 

funding a research project entitled 

Human Cloning and Stem Cell 

Research Through the Medium of 

Law. 

The project has three phases:  

Phase 1 on stem cell research 

(2014).  

Phase 2 on human cloning and 

mitochondrial donation (2015). 

Phase 3 disseminating results of 

research and students’ 

experiences to wider audiences 

(2016). 

 Activities in Phases 1 and 2 

engage 16-18 year old students 

with socio-scientific issues 

raised by stem cell research 

and human cloning. 

 Data on students’ scientific 

and ethical understandings are 

collected before, during and 

after participation. 

This briefing paper presents the 

key findings for Phase 1. 

Links to videos from the Phase 1 

student preparation activities and 

the law-in-action workshop are 

provided.  

 

United Nations  
News Centre 

 

Videos of Phase 1 

activities  

www.dur.ac.uk/cells/hp2/stemcell/    

 Stem Cell Research Lecture by 
Prof Francisco Figueiredo, 
Newcastle University 

 ‘How do cells work?’, led by 
Mary Howell, 

 ‘What are stem cells?’, led by 
Prof Shaun Pattinson 

 ‘Our stem cell future?’, led by 
Dr Vanessa Kind 

 ‘What are values?’, led by Dr 
Benedict Douglas 

 Students’ First Debate on the 
(fictional) Stem Cell Bill 

 Students’ Clauses for the 
(fictional) Stem Cell Bill 

http://www.dur.ac.uk/cells/hp2/stemcell/
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Methodology   
Phase 1 involved a two-day 

intervention for about 40 students.  

Day One comprised activities 

introducing relevant scientific content 

and engagement with ethical views.  

On Day Two students were allocated 

to fictional political parties. Each 

party held a different standpoint on 

stem cell research. Within their 

parties, students debated first, a 

clause in a fictional “Stem Cell Bill” 

and then, licensing of stem cell 

research. The researchers 

investigated students’ 

understandings of stem cells; their 

general ethical views; and how these 

views transferred to reasoning about 

stem cell research. 

Students responded to questions 

probing their understandings of stem 

cell research, and, separately, a 

variant of the “Trolley Problem” to 

ascertain their ethical views prior to 

participation in any activity.  

The Trolley Problem is a thought-

experiment requiring a decision 

about whether or not to throw a lever 

to potentially save the lives of five 

people from a runaway train. A 

decision to throw the lever would 

result in the “death” of one person. 

Our variant required students to 

provide a reason for their response, 

each corresponding to a defined 

ethical stance.  

 

The same instruments were used to 

collect post-participation data at the 

close of Day Two. Students’ 

responses were coded and entered 

into an IBM SPSS statistics version 

20 database. 

 

 
 

Outline results 
What were the students’ ethical 
views?  How did their views 
change? 

A majority of the students would 

throw the lever, but more students 

decided against this post-

intervention. 

There was a shift towards 

deontological and relativist ethical 

justifications post-intervention.  

  

Did the students’ ethical views 
transfer to stem cell research? 

Direct transfer of reasoning between 

the two contexts was not marked. 

However, about one-quarter of 

students shifted towards a relativist 

ethical stance during the 

intervention.  

 

 

 

How did their understandings 
change? 

Students’ responses to the question 

“What do you think a stem cell is?” 

showed slight movement from naïve 

to transitional and partially-informed 

ideas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion  
The data reveal that transfer of 

ethical views occurred, but this was 

limited; and students’ 

understandings of stem cells showed 

some progress towards an informed, 

scientific view. Their opinions about 

stem cell research showed a move 

towards appreciating a need for 

regulation and collective 

responsibility. The data add to our 

understanding of how to prompt 

teaching and learning of this 

controversial issue.  
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