
Prof. Keota Fields
email: kfields@umassd.edu

COURSE OVERVIEW

This course is a critical examination of normative theories of obligation and value.  It includes 
philosophical examination of some moral problems: abortion, euthanasia, death penalty, gender 
and sexuality equality, racial violence, and economic injustice.  Numerous ethical theories will 
be discussed, including but not limited to: Cultural Relativism, Ethical Subjectivism, Ethical 
Egoism, Divine Command Theory, Utilitarianism, Rights Theories, Kantianism, Social Contract 
Theory, and Feminist Ethics.

This course is officially listed as a remote-learning course.

LEARNING OUTCOMES

Course Specific Learning Outcomes
After completing the course students will be able to:
1. Demonstrate basic reasoning skills such as: recognizing fallacies, identifying logical implications of a theory or claim, distinguishing valid and 

invalid inferences, identifying relevant and irrelevant information, and utilize multiple sources of information.
2. Write argumentative essays (essays in which the students either create arguments of their own or explain the arguments of others, and in which 

a conclusion is clearly stated and an attempt at presenting an argument is made).
3. Demonstrate knowledge of the main philosophical approaches to ethics (e.g., Kantian Ethics, Natural Law Theory, etc.).
4. Demonstrate an understanding of the relationship between an ethics theory and a specific moral issue.

University Studies Learning Outcomes
This course satisfies the learning outcomes for University Studies Cluster 4a: Human Questions and Contexts. After completing this course, students 
will be able to:
5. Explain different perspectives on: a) what it means to be human and how the significance of human existence has been understood; b) the nature 

of human relationships and how these relationships are evidenced in regard to the broader world; or c) how knowledge is obtained, maintained 
and changed, as well as how individuals come to understand and think about the world around them.

6. Recognize ethical issues in complex contexts and evaluate the ethical positions taken by themselves and others.
7. Locate, analyze, summarize paraphrase and synthesize material from a variety of sources.
8. Evaluate arguments made in support of different perspectives on human questions and contexts.
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REQUIRED READINGS

The following textbook is required reading for this course: Beginning Ethics: An Introduction to 
Moral Philosophy. By Lewis Vaughn (2015). New York: W. W. Norton Publishing. IBSN: 
978-0-393-93790-9. All other readings are available online either through the course site itself, 
or through the library’s online course reserves.

GRADED ASSIGNMENTS

This course will be graded on a point system. There are 100 total possible points (or, 100% of 
the final grade). Coursework will include exams, discussion boards, and reading quizzes.

Exams
- There will be three (3) exams.
- Exam 1 is due September 15th.
- Exam 2 is due October 2nd.
- Exam 3 is due October 22nd.
- Each exam is worth 20 points towards your final grade (for a total of 60 points).
- The exams are not cumulative.
- There is neither a Midterm nor a Final exam for the course. A Final Exam must be 

cumulative and must be administered during the Final Exam period. It should not be 
possible for a student to fail both a Midterm and a Final exam for a course and still pass that 
course. None of these conditions are true of Exam 1, Exam 2, or Exam 3. Please don’t refer 
to them as  “the midterm” or “the final.”

Discussion Boards
- There will be six (6) Discussion Board assignments.
- Five (5) of those Discussion Boards are each worth 6 points towards your final grade (for a 

total of 30 points).
- For more details, please read the “Discussion Boards” section below.
- The lowest Discussion Board grade is dropped.

Reading Quizzes
- There will be six (6) short quizzes on the readings.
- Five (5) of those quizzes are worth 2 points towards your final grade (for a total of 10 

points).
- The lowest quiz grade is dropped.
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Assignments Percentage of Final Grade Lowest Grade Dropped

3 Exams 3 x 20 points = 60 points

6 Discussion Boards 5 x 6 points = 30 points ✓

6 Reading Quizzes 5 x 2 points = 10 points ✓

Total  60 + 30 + 10 = 100 points



EXTRA CREDIT

There will be an extra credit assignment worth a possible 10 points towards your final grade 
(i.e., a full letter grade).  It is a 1,200 word essay due on October 22nd.  However, it will not be 
accepted unless the author has completed all of the regular coursework for the semester. That’s 
because I want this assignment to be extra credit for students who’ve done all the work but still 
need help. I don’t want this assignment to be substitute credit for students who skipped regular 
assignments during the semester. Late extra credit assignments will not be accepted.

HOW TO CALCULATE YOUR FINAL GRADE

For each assignment you receive points that correspond to the value of that assignment for your 
final grade. Those values are given above in both the chart and the lists. For example, Exam 1 
is worth 20 points out of 100 for the course. If you want to know how you’re doing in the course, 
YOU SIMPLY ADD UP THE POINTS YOU’VE EARNED. (See the last row, marked “Total,” 
of the chart in the “Graded Assignments” section, above.) Scored are not averaged.

Please do not rely on the “Total” in your myCourses grades. MyCourses automatically 
averages scores for that column, and I cannot disable this function. This column is giving you 
misinformation. To repeat: your scores are added together, they are NOT averaged.

DISCUSSION BOARDS

Discussion Board assignments all have a case study format. You will be given a real-life 
example of one or more of the theories we will study, and you will be asked to apply the theory 
(or theories) to explain the case. Your Discussion Board posts must include the following:
- In one or more paragraph(s), summarize the case in your own words.
- In one or more paragraph(s), summarize the applicable theory (or theories) in your own 

words.
- In one or more paragraph(s), apply the theory (or theories) or the case.
- Substantive comments on at least two (2) other students’ posts.
- A strong Discussion Board post is typically about 1,000 words. Strong comments on 

other students’ posts are typically about 100 words each. That’s a total of about 1,200 
words for a strong Discussion Board submission.

More detailed instructions will be given for individual Discussion Board assignments. Discussion 
Boards are graded individually.

THEMES

The course is organized into six themes that hopefully resonate with students, making the 
material more approachable.  Students should have an intuitive grasp of each theme, which can 
be used as points of entry into philosophical problems and theories.  The six themes are:

Moral 
Reasoning

Happiness Murder
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Each theme will constitute a course unit (about a week of the course), with time set aside for 
reflection, review, active learning, examinations and other assignments.  Materials will be 
clustered around each theme.  Often, various theories or problems will be discussed more than 
once from the perspective of different themes.  The course is designed so that students 
progress through each theme in stages:

Please keep in mind that course materials are designed so that students can complete most 
coursework asynchronously. You may complete readings and submit Quizzes, Discussion 
Boards, Exams, and the Extra Credit assignment at any time before their respective due 
dates.

COURSE SCHEDULE

Moral Reasoning Learning Outcomes
At the completion of this theme students will be able to:
1. Identify principles of moral reasoning and apply them to arguments for or against some moral claim.
2. Identify and explain the naturalistic fallacy.
3. Explain how thought experiments can be philosophical evidence for a conclusion when other kinds of evidence (observation, common sense, 

faith, etc.) are unavailable or unacceptable.
4. Explain how thought experiments can emphasize the role of sympathy, empathy, or value to moral reasoning.

Culture & 
Faith

Justice & 
Fairness

Earth & 
Animals
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Moral Reasoning

Stage 1 After reading the provided materials, students take a low-stakes reading 
quiz.

Stage 2 After taking the reading quiz, students participate in a medium-stakes 
Discussion Board activity about that theme.

Stage 3 High-stakes assessments (exams) cover multiple themes.

Dates Readings Assignments

September 3 Chapter 1: “Ethics and the Moral 
Life”

September 4 Chapter 3: “Moral Arguments;” 
and

Video 1: Introduction to Critical 
Thinking

Video 2: Deductive Arguments
Video 3: Validity

Video 4: Validity and Truth
Video 5: Soundness

Video 6: Abductive Arguments
Video 7: Formal and Informal 

Fallacies



Happiness Learning Outcomes
At the completion of this theme students will be able to:
1. Given a hypothetical scenario in which someone is happy (or unhappy), explain what makes that person happy (or unhappy).
2. Explain the relation between different kinds of value (pleasure, satisfaction, well-being, etc.) and happiness.
3. Identify and explain empirical results in the science of happiness, and explain their philosophical implications.
4. Given a hypothetical scenario in which someone acts solely in their self-interest, explain whether that action contributes to their happiness 

according to various theories.

Murder Learning Outcomes
At the completion of this theme students will be able to:
1. Given a hypothetical scenario in which someone is killed, explain whether the killing was morally wrong according to various moral theories 

(utilitarianism, Kantianism, etc.) and why.
2. Explain the difference, if any, between killing and letting die.
3. Explain the relationship between the morality of killing and the distinction between conditional (or instrumental) and unconditional (or final) value.
4. Explain the moral significance and rationality or irrationality of suicide.

Dates Readings Assignments

September 16 Chapter 6: “Utilitarianism”

September 17 “Extreme and Restricted 
Utilitarianism” by JJC Smart

September 18 Quiz 2 Due
Discussion Board 2 Due

September 21 “The Kantian Perspective: 
Fairness & Justice”

September 22 “The Kantian Perspective: 
Autonomy and Respect”

September 23 “The Good Will and the 
Categorical Imperative” by 

Immanuel Kant

September 24 “Active and Passive 
Euthanasia” (excerpts) by James 

Rachels
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Murder

Happiness

Dates Readings Assignments

September 8 Chapter 4: “Moral Theories”

September 9 “Virtue Ethics” - posted in 
myCourses

September 10 Julia Annas, “Happiness as 
Achievement”

September 11 Quiz 1 Due
Discussion Board 1 Due

September 15 Exam 1 Due



Culture & Faith Learning Outcomes:
At the completion of this theme students will be able to:
1. Identify and explain reasons to accept or reject various forms of moral relativism.
2. Identify and explain reasons to accept or reject the divine command theory.
3. Given a hypothetical instance of religious fundamentalism, determine whether its morality is independent of whatever specific religious doctrine 

motivates it, and explain why or why not.

Justice & Fairness Learning Outcomes:
At the completion of this theme students will be able to:
1. Explain the difference between fairness and equality.
2. Identify and explain reasons to accept and reject various theories of social justice.
3. Given a hypothetical situation in which a state violates a fundamental human right, apply a specific theory of social justice to explain whether and 

under what conditions citizens are morally permitted to disobey the law.

September 25 Quiz 3 Due
Discussion Board 3 Due

Dates Readings Assignments

Dates Readings Assignments

October 5 “Ethical Egoism” - posted in 
myCourses

October 6 “The Social Contract Tradition: 
The Theory and Its Attractions”

October 7 "The Social Contract Tradition: 
Problems and Prospects”

October 8 “Justice as Fairness”
by John Rawls

October 9 Quiz 5 Due
Discussion Board 5 Due

October 13 “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” 
by Peter Singer
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Culture & Faith

Dates Readings Assignments

September 28 Chapter 2: “Relativism & 
Emotivism”

September 29 "A Critique of Ethical Relativism” 
by Louis Pojman

September 30 “Euthyphro” by Plato

October 1 Quiz 4 Due
Discussion Board 4 Due

October 2 Exam 2

Justice & Fairness



Animals Learning Outcomes
At the completion of this theme students will be able to:
1. Given a hypothetical situation in which are used as food, apply a specific moral theory in order to determine whether such behavior is moral or 

immoral.
2. Identify and explain reasons to accept or reject animal rights and human moral responsibilities to the environment.
3. Identify and explain reasons to accept or reject the morality of meat-eating, veganism, keeping pets, genetically modified foods, etc.

LATE ASSIGNMENTS

Late assignments are not accepted.

GRADING SCALE

Communication Plan

Here are my expectations for electronic communication:
• Please use email *ONLY* when the subject is of a personal and confidential matter (including questions about grades). If the question you ask is of a nature that even one 

other person in the course could benefit from the answer, post the question in the appropriate discussion board forum.
• I check my email daily Monday through Friday during normal business hours only. You can expect a reply from me via email within 24 hours during the work week. You 

*may* get an email reply during the weekend, but that would be an exception not the rule.
• I will also check the discussion forums during the work week. I will post often during the first weeks of the course and then drop off in activity while expecting participants to 

fill any void. Rest assured however, I *will* be participating in what I hope will be lively discussions and will *always* reply to any discussion comment directed specifically at 
me.

• I am not an instructor who sends email to my students when they submit an assignment. If you do not hear from me after submitting work, consider it a good thing.

Time Considerations

Students should be prepared to spend a minimum of 3 hours a week on reading and on course assignments. While you may feel that I’m displaying a lot of information to you on 
a weekly basis remember that in a traditional “live” course you would be coming to class for 3 hours and then spending an additional 3-6 hours (at least) outside of class on 
assignments and reading. In our online course environment my expectation is that you will be spending those 3 “class hours” on your own, working on the concepts that you 
would usually get in a live lecture. Please be sure to budget your time accordingly.

Substantive Participation Should Include:

• Add value to the discussion and avoid simply repeating, agreeing with, or answering yes or no to peer’s comments.
• Challenge comments in class, including those of the facilitator.
• Ask insightful questions.
• Answer other people’s questions.
• Exemplify the point with real-life events, when possible.
• Make comments that are relevant to the course content and objectives.

A+ 97-100 B+ 87-89 C+ 77-79 D+ 67-69 F < 60

A 93-96 B 83-86 C 73-76 D 63-66

A- 90-92 B- 80-82 C- 70-72 D- 60-62
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Earth & Animals

Dates Readings Assignments
October 14 “Animal Liberation” by Peter 

Singer (excerpts)

October 15 “In Defense of Speciesism” by 
Carl Cohen

October 19 “Ideals of Human Excellence and 
Preserving the Natural 

Environment” by Thomas Hill

October 21 Quiz 6 Due
Discussion Board 6 Due

October 27 Exam 3 Due
Extra Credit Due



Ideas for Substantive Participation Include:

• Share an experience that is related to the discussion. Comment on other participants’ experiences that are related to the course.
• Ask others questions about their ideas and experiences that are related to the course.
• Challenge a point that another participant made in a respectful manner. Offer a different perspective on an idea that is being discussed.
• Give insights gained from readings that were assigned for the week. If you need more information, ask the participants a question about the week's reading.
• Discuss a work issue that is related to the course or discussion and ask for feedback.
• Relate how you have applied what you have read, learned or discussed regarding the course to your personal and professional life.
• Share another resource such as Web links, books, etc. that you have used to answer other participants’ questions or as you explore the topics of the course (as it is a 

violation of copyright law to copy the actual page).

Incomplete Policy

According to the university catalogue, an incomplete may be given only in exceptional circumstances at the instructor's discretion. The student must be passing at the time of 
the request or be sufficiently close to passing. If the work is not completed within one year of the recording of the incomplete grade, the grade will become an F(I). The 
incomplete policy for this course is that at least 70% of the course must be already completed and an exceptional circumstance (i.e. medical issue) must exist. If you feel you 
require an incomplete for an exceptional reason, you must contact the University Registrar and complete a “Request for Incomplete” form before the Registrar’s deadline.

Academic Integrity Policy

Academic dishonesty (cheating, plagiarism, signing someone else’s name on an attendance sheet, etc.) will not be tolerated. I reserve the right to fail any student who commits 
an act of academic dishonesty for the course.

All UMass Dartmouth students are expected to maintain high standards of academic integrity and scholarly practice. The University does not tolerate academic dishonesty of 
any variety, whether as a result of a failure to understand required academic and scholarly procedure or as an act of intentional dishonesty.

A student found responsible of academic dishonesty is subject to severe disciplinary action which may include dismissal from the University. The procedure for responding to 
incidents of academic dishonesty may be found in Section III of this document. You may also refer to the Student Handbook for information about the judicial process.

A high standard of academic integrity promotes the pursuit of truth and learning and respect for the intellectual accomplishments of others. These are values that are 
fundamental to the mission of this University. Such values are undermined by academic dishonesty.

Academic freedom is a fundamental right in any institution of higher learning. Honesty and integrity are necessary preconditions of this freedom. Academic integrity requires that 
all academic work be wholly the product of an identified individual or individuals. Joint efforts are legitimate only when the assistance of others is explicitly acknowledged and 
deemed appropriate by the instructor of the course. Ethical conduct is the obligation of every member of the University community, and breaches of academic integrity constitute 
serious offenses.

Maintenance of the standards of academic integrity and the successful administration of this policy depend on the mutual cooperation of faculty and students.

Faculty cooperation is essential for successful application of the procedures defined by this Academic Integrity Policy. Faculty members promote academic integrity by making 
clear on their syllabi their expectations concerning homework assignments, collaborative student efforts, research papers, examinations, computer-based infractions, and the 
like. Efforts should be made to detect and to prevent cheating and plagiarism in all academic assignments. If faculty members have evidence of academic dishonesty, they are 
expected to report such evidence promptly.

Students must assume responsibility for maintaining honesty in all work submitted for credit and in any other work designated by the instructor of the course. Students are also 
expected to report incidents of academic dishonesty to the instructor or dean of the instructional unit.

The intent of this policy is to make clear the standards of academic integrity at UMass Dartmouth.

*For additional information on violations, infractions, and consequences visit the UMass Dartmouth Student Academic Integrity Policy at the link below.

http://www.umassd.edu/studentaffairs/studenthandbookintroduction/studentconductpolicies/academicintegritypolicy/

Center for Access & Success

In accordance with University policy, if you have a documented disability and require accommodations to obtain equal access in this course, please meet with the instructor at 
the beginning of the semester and provide the appropriate paperwork from the Center for Access and Success. The necessary paperwork is obtained when you bring proper 
documentation to the Center, which is located in Liberal Arts, Room 016; phone: 508.999.8711.

Tutoring

If you are having difficulty with the class please:
Post a message on the Discussion Board – be sure to use your classmates for troubleshooting and problem solving.
Make an appointment to come in and meet with me during my office hours.
Contact the Academic Resource Center (ARC) for support: Academic Resource Center, Liberal Arts – Room 7 Phone: 508.999.8708, Fax: 508.910.6404

Technical Help

If you are in need of technical assistance the IT Service Desk is available to students. Claire T. Carney Library, lower level 508.999.8884 (x8884).
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