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APPENDIX
Creating Discussion Ground Rules

INTRODUCTION

The study of ethics involves consideration of conflicting 
moral choices and dilemmas about which reasonable people 
may disagree. Since a wide range of positions is likely to be 
found among students in most classrooms, it is especially 
important to foster a safe classroom atmosphere by creating 
some discussion ground rules. These ground rules are often 
referred to as “norms.” An agreed-upon set of ground rules 
should be in place before beginning The Science and Ethics 
of Humans in Research curriculum.

OBJECTIVES

Students will be able to:

•  Create and agree to classroom discussion norms.

PROCEDURE

Ask the students, “What can we do to make this a safe 
and comfortable group for discussing issues that might be 
controversial or difficult? What ground rules should we set 
up?” Allow students some quiet reflection time, and then 
gather ideas from the group in a brainstorming session. One 
method is to ask students to generate a list of ground rules 
in small groups and then ask each group to share one rule 
until all have been listed. Clarify and consolidate the ground 
rules as necessary.

Post norms where they can be seen by all, and revisit them 
often. If a discussion gets overly contentious at any time, it 
is helpful to stop and refer to the ground rules as a class to 
assess whether they have been upheld. 

Some possible student ground rules/norms could include:

•  A bioethics discussion is not a competition or a debate 
with a winner and a loser.

•  Everyone will respect the different viewpoints expressed.

•  If conflicts arise during discussion, they must be resolved 
in a manner that retains everyone’s dignity.

•  Everyone has an equal voice.

•  Interruptions are not allowed, and no one person is 
allowed to dominate the discussion.

•  Critique ideas, not people.

•  Assume good intent.

•  All are responsible for following and enforcing the rules.


