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How Big is Your Backyard?

HABITAT AND BIODIVERSITY

OBJECTIVE

By the end of this lesson, students will be able to identify the specifics of a natural habi-
tat, describe the role of a niche, and begin to consider some right-versus-right ethical
dilemmas inherent in our obligation to protect biodiversity.

ACTIVITIES

• Ecologists at Work
• Social Diversity and Biodiversity
• Web of Life 

CLOSURE AND TRANSITION

• What is biodiversity? What does that term mean? 
• How is biodiversity related to niche or habitat?
• What kinds of habitats encourage biodiversity—that is, what conditions contribute to

building an ecosystem that has many different kinds of plants and animals? 
• Is it ever okay for people to take things from the environment that deplete habitats

and biodiversity (animals, plants, trees, nonorganic natural resources)? 
• Why should humans care about protecting biodiversity and habitat?
• Can you think of any ethical (right-versus-right) dilemmas that could arise relating to

biodiversity and habitat?

In the next lesson, we’ll practice resolving ethical dilemmas and talk about what it means
to practice ethical decision making in the environment.

HOMEWORK

• Ecosystems Impact Graphic
• “Resolving Right-versus-Right Ethical Dilemmas” reading

OPENING DISCUSSION

Follow-up from Lesson Seven homework: 
What were the sounds and smells of your site and what do they tell us?

Introduction to Lesson Eight:
What is a habitat? What is a niche? How are these two concepts the same? How
are they different? Do any of your research sites host a habitat or a niche? Are any



of the sites within a larger habitat or niche? How are these concepts related to the
definition of community that we outlined in Lesson One?
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ECOLOGISTS AT WORK

PURPOSE
The purpose of this activity is to explore the relationships among species and how
species survive and coexist in their specific environments.

PREPARATION AND MATERIALS

You will need:
• Pens or pencils 

• Markers 

• Student journals 

• A copy of “Scientists at Work: Ecologist Measures Nature’s Mosaic, One Plot at a
Time” (a copy to be circulated and read aloud from, or one copy per small group)

PROCEDURE
Part One: Discussing Ecosystems 

1. Write the words biodiversity and ecosystem on the board. Have students spend five
minutes writing in their journals about what these words mean. Encourage them
to look up the definitions in the dictionary or appropriate textbooks.

2. Ask students to read aloud, in small groups or as a whole, the article “Scientist at
Work: Ecologist Measures Nature’s Mosaic, One Plot at a Time” from the Science
Times section of The New York Times. Initiate a class discussion about the important
facts from the article: 

a. What experiments has Dr. Tilman been working on at the Cedar Creek
Natural History Area? 

b. What five important discoveries have emerged from these experiments?
According to Dr. Tilman, what is the main message derived from these
results? 

c. What is Dr. Tilman’s ultimate goal in conducting so many experiments on
such a small plot of land? 

d. Do other ecologists agree with what Dr. Tilman is trying to prove? 
e. Dr. Tilman’s experiments are based on the assumption that two major

processes control the structure of ecosystems. What are those processes?
f. What kind of ethical decisions (right-versus-right) might Dr. Tilman have

faced during his ecology work?
3. Explain to students that they will be visiting their research site, where they will

observe and record the plant and animal species that live there.  Share techniques 
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3. Explain to students that they will be visiting their research site, where they will
observe and record the plant and animal species that live there.  Share techniques
for making observations in the field and recording them in a field journal. 

4. Have a class discussion about ecosystems, focusing on how habitat affects who
lives where and how living organisms interact with one another and with their
habitat. Have students speculate about what happens when the conditions of an
ecosystem are changed. Note students’ responses on paper, without judging them
as right or wrong. You will return to these notes when the class returns from the
research sites. 

Part Two: Field Work 

1. Ask students to visit their research sites and do the following. (You may want to
write these steps on the board and ask students to copy them into their journals
to remind them when they are out in the field.):

a.  Describe the habitat—the conditions that form the foundation of this
ecosystem. 

b. Observe and record in your journals all the different plant and animal
species that you observe.

c.  Note the relative abundance of the different species. If they do not know
the name of the species they record, have them describe or draw it in detail
so that when they return to school they can look it up in an identification
guide.

2. Back in class, review what students observed, using these questions: 

a. What are the “living conditions” you observed at the study site? (Students
should describe the nature of the soil, the relative abundance or absence of
trees and other plants, the presence of bodies of water, the presence of
human-made structures such as sidewalks, etc.) 

b. Based on your notes, how many different kinds of plants and animals did
you observe? How do you think these plants and animals interact with each
other in this ecosystem? (Encourage students to speculate.) 

c. Which organism—plant or animal—did you observe as the most abundant? 

Further Questions for Discussion: 

• What other types of ecosystems have you studied? How are they similar?
Different? 

• What do you believe are the most important factors in keeping an ecosystem
working? 

• What kinds of habitat encourage biodiversity—that is, what conditions contribute
to building an ecosystem that has many different kinds of plants and animals?

From The New York Times Learning Network, and Lorin Driggs, The Bank Street College of Education in New
York City. http://www.nytimes.com/learning/teachers/lessons/981006tuesday.html
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ECOSYSTEMS IMPACT GRAPHIC

Have each group of students work together to prepare a presentation that answers the
following question: 

What would happen to the other organisms in your research site ecosystem if the 
organism that is most abundant suddenly disappeared? 

Allow plenty of time for students to conduct the necessary research on interactions
among species they identified. Encourage students to create graphics that illustrate the
relationships they are describing. Set aside class time for groups to present their work. 

© 2001 INSTITUTE FOR GLOBAL ETHICS
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SCIENTISTS AT WORK :   
ECOLOGIST MEASURES NATURE ’S MOSAIC

ONE PLOT AT A TIME

October 6, 1998
The New York Times
By William K. Stevens

ST . PAUL—It is a warm, luminous day, and the prairies and woodlands of the Cedar
Creek Natural History Area, 30 miles north of the Twin Cities, are buzzing with life.
Crickets chirp. Bees and butterflies float from bloom to bloom amid scores of species of
grassland plants carpeting the flatlands that run between groves of trees presided over by
stately bur oaks two centuries old. 

The nine-square-mile tract, some of it undisturbed since before Europeans arrived in
these parts, and some of it in various stages of recovery from decades of farming, is a
fragment of the mosaic of tallgrass prairie and oak savanna that once covered great
stretches of the country’s midsection. But this swatch of the mosaic is special, as Dr. G.
David Tilman, an ecologist at the University of Minnesota, is about to demonstrate. 

Tilman points to a brilliant green square on the ground that is thick with short, curly
grass, much thicker and greener than the vegetation on neighboring plots. Intuition
might suggest that the thick green plot represents the healthier chunk of the ecosystem.
Not so, as Tilman has shown in one of scores of revealing and ambitious experiments—
the combination of their large scale and long duration may be unique—for which he has
become known. 

In this case, he added varying amounts of nitrogen, a powerful fertilizer, to different plots
to determine the nutrient’s effect on the ecosystem’s functioning. It is a question of some
import, since human activities like farming and the burning of fossil fuels are dumping
nitrogen wholesale into the biosphere. 

Among the pearls of ecological evidence that have so far emerged from the Tilman exper-
iments are these: 

• As nitrogen rises, the number of plant species declines; the thick green grass, a
species called quack grass, which happens to proliferate wildly in high-nitrogen
soil, has crowded out other species in its plot. 
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•  As the number of species declines, so does the total production of biomass, the
amount of plant material as measured by dry weight. 

•  The decline in diversity of species also makes the impact of drought on the
ecosystem much worse; the more species there are, Tilman says, the more chance
there is that some will be drought resistant. 

•  If enough nitrogen is added, it pushes the ecosystem into increasingly chaotic
oscillations culminating in a crash of plant populations. 

•  When these high-nitrogen plants crash, die, and decompose, more nitrate leaks
into the soil and then into ground water and surface runoff, possibly impairing
water quality and promoting harmful blooms of algae. 

“The main message sent by these results,” Tilman says, “is that the more species there are
in an ecosystem (up to a point), the more productive, resilient, and stable it will be.” This
is a question of some importance for conservation policy, given a running political debate
over whether it is important to preserve as many species as possible. 

But the Tilman experiments may have an even more basic value to the young science of
ecology. Controlled experimentation—in which the experimenter essentially attempts to
hold all variables constant except the one whose effect is being tested—is routine in
many sciences, but until relatively recently it had not been widely employed by ecolo-
gists. Even now most such ecological experiments are small and short. Tilman thinks big
and long term: His manipulations of the prairie-savanna ecosystem have involved some
140 experiments over the last 17 years, with scores to hundreds of plots in each experi-
ment and many of the investigations lasting for years. About 35 are now in progress. 

“What Tilman often does,” said Dr. Stuart Pimm, an ecologist at the University of
Tennessee, “is take a snippet of an idea that may have been around for a while and subject
it to an incredibly well-replicated and thought-out experiment, and you say, ‘Yeah, that’s
it, he’s nailed that one down.’” 

“It makes it very compelling, very exciting,” Pimm said. 

Dr. Peter Kareiva, an ecologist at the University of Washington in Seattle, said many sci-
entists would not even attempt Tilman’s work. “They say it can’t work, it’s too compli-
cated, or there are too many confounding factors in the experiment,” Kareiva said. 

But Tilman is an ebullient optimist—words pour from him in a torrent of enthusiasm—
and Kareiva says it is this optimism that drives the ambitious experimentation. 

Tilman’s goal is to help make ecology a rigorous mathematics-based discipline like, say,
physics. He wants to reduce the principles of ecosystem function to mathematical equa-
tions that scientists can use to predict how nature will behave under varying conditions. 
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Success in this effort would be a boon to ecology, where efforts to conserve and restore
natural landscapes are often based more on educated guesswork than on firmly delineated
and codified scientific principles. 

Many other ecologists doubt that the complexities of ecology can ever be reduced to a
few general principles. Tilman believes they can, and his method, a classic one in the
hard sciences, is to formulate a theory (expressed graphically in this case), reduce it to
equations, then test it on the ground at Cedar Creek. Usually, he says, the theory turns
out to be partly right and partly wrong. So then it is time to reformulate the theory. And
so on. 

Many associates praise Tilman’s willingness to experiment and to risk being wrong so
boldly. “Dave does not lack for guts in terms of putting his money where his mouth is,”
said Dr. Mark Schwartz, a former Tilman student who is now an ecologist at the
University of California at Davis. 

Tilman himself sees the question of sometimes being wrong a little differently. For him,
the part of the theory that turns out to be wrong opens the way to further understanding.
“Where things fall apart,” he says, “is where I get excited.” 

From the start, his experiments focused on the basic mechanics, as it were, of ecosystem
functioning. His underlying assumption was (and is) that the structure of ecosystems is
controlled by two major processes: interaction between consumers and the resources
they consume (plants and nutrients, for instance, or predators and prey) and the recy-
cling of nutrients (as in decomposition of dead material). And so Tilman and his fellow
experimenters set to work, dividing expanses of ground into control and experimental
plots, blocking them off from each other when necessary, and then manipulating vari-
ables like species composition, nutrients, and soil fungi. 

The main focus of the experiments has been on what controls diversity of species and
how diversity affects the functioning of ecosystems. 

The largest, most rigorously controlled test, now under way, is called BioCon. It involves
340 experimental plots on 20 acres of Cedar Creek land. In 1993 the experimenters
employed road scrapers, plows, and disks to scrub the plots (they had once been farm-
land) clean of weeds and invasive species. Then they seeded the plots with native prairie
plants, varying the number of species from 1 to 32 per plot and choosing the species in
each plot at random. 

The plan is to follow all the plots for several years and record the abundance of each
species through time.
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“These experiments are slow,” Tilman says. “It’s five or so years before you trust many of
the results.” That is, until the components settle into some sort of long-term equilibrium,
they may send false signals about how the ecosystem works. 

The researchers are also investigating a number of ecosystem dynamics. Does diversity
make a difference in plants’ susceptibility to disease, for instance? There is reason, Dr.
Tilman says, to believe that low diversity increases vulnerability. The idea is that the
lower the diversity, the more abundant are the plants of any one species, and the closer
they are together, allowing disease—in this case, fungal diseases—to spread from one
plant to another. 

At one plot, a doctoral candidate, Charles Mitchell, was picking through a thick stand of
little bluestem grass, estimating the percentage of leaves and leaf area covered by the tell-
tale brown-rust spots of fungal disease. He had already looked at thousands of plants and
was entering the data as he collected it on the keyboard of a hand-held computer.
(“Twenty years ago,” notes Tilman, “the lack of computer capacity would have made it
impossible to analyze the mass of data he and his students are collecting.”) 

A few yards away, perhaps a dozen people weeded plots to keep the experiments from
being clouded by invasive plants. And in one spot, whooshing, computer-controlled jets
of air loaded with carbon dioxide continually adjusted the amount of the gas flooding an
experimental plot to keep it at about double the pre-industrial concentration. Here, the
idea is to manipulate both carbon dioxide and nitrogen, two chemicals with which
humans are flooding the biosphere, to determine their combined effects on plant diver-
sity. 

There are many more variables being looked at as well, and the lush, unruly, highly com-
plex mixture of plants that make up the prairie at Cedar Creek vividly raises the question
of whether it is really possible, out in nature, to control everything that needs to be con-
trolled in a valid way. 

Schwartz notes, for instance, that weeding the plots changes the amount of biomass in
them, and this, he says, introduces an experimental weakness. Other scientists say that
hidden variables, unrecognized and unaccounted for by the experimenter, may produce
misleading results. 

“You just can’t control everything,” Schwartz says. Moreover, he is one of those who
questions whether it is possible to boil ecosystem behavior down to a few relatively sim-
ple mathematical equations. The attempt to do so, he said, is “good for ecology, but I also
think it’s realistic to think it may be more complicated than that.” 

Pimm, the Tennessee ecologist, for one, believes it is better to try “than just to throw
your hands up and say it’s impossible.” And in fact, he said, “David has shown that a lot of
the things we thought were impossible can be reduced to patterns.” 
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SOCIAL DIVERSITY AND

BIODIVERSITY

PURPOSE
The purpose of this activity is to help students connect the value of biodiversity in the
natural world to the importance and value of social diversity in communities, and to rec-
ognize how much they have in common with their peers, and how our differences can
bring strength to a group.

PREPARATION AND MATERIALS

You will need:
• Plastic transect tape or string

• Copies of diversity cards for each student (see following page) 

• Optional: Attach string to each card so it can be worn around the neck.

Before class:
•  Imagine that your classroom habitat is a research plot that your class is going to

study. Divide the classroom plot into subplots, using the tape or string, that are
large enough to comfortably seat three to four students each. 

PROCEDURE
1. Give every student a diversity card and a few moments at the beginning of class

to answer the questions on their card.

2. When everyone has answered these questions, break the class into groups of
three to four students and ask the groups to sit or stand in a sub-plot. Assign one
person in each group to be the note-taker. 

How Big is Your Backyard? 8. Habitat and Biodiversity
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3.  Ask the members in each group to share the answers to their questions. Have the
group’s recorder note the similarities and differences that exist between the
group’s members based on the questions answered earlier.

4.  As a whole class (groups should still be in their subplots) ask each note-taker to
report on what kind of diversity they have in their plot. What do the “species” in
their subplot have in common and how do they differ. 

5. On a flip chart or a chalkboard, note the results for each sub-plot.

6. When this has been done for each group, ask the class to look at the data and
determine how diverse the entire plot (the class) is. Is there a lot of diversity or
not very much? What does the amount of diversity or the lack of diversity do to
the functioning of the class as a whole? Pick one thing that many students had in
common and ask what would happen if all those with this commonality no longer
were part of the class. How would the class be different? How does the diversity
of the class make it stronger? How does it present challenges? 

7. Finally, help students draw the connection between healthy natural systems, pro-
tecting and cherishing biodiversity for survival, and the need for healthy human
communities to protect and celebrate diversity.
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DIVERSITY CARD
Were you born?
How old are you? 
Which subject in school do you think you are best at? 
Which subject in school challenges you most?
What color are your eyes? 
What is one thing you like about yourself? 
What is one thing you think you are good at? 
Of the values below, which one do you most easily express?  

HONESTY  COMPASSION  RESPECT   RESPONSIBILITY   FAIRNESS

__ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ____ ___ _

DIVERSITY CARD
Were you born?
How old are you?
Which subject in school do you think you are best at?
Which subject in school challenges you most?
What color are your eyes?
What is one thing you like about yourself?
What is one thing you think you are good at?
Of the values below, which one do you most easily express?  

HONESTY  COMPASSION  RESPECT   RESPONSIBILITY   FAIRNESS

__ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ __
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How old are you?
Which subject in school do you think you are best at?
Which subject in school challenges you most?
What color are your eyes?
What is one thing you like about yourself?
What is one thing you think you are good at?
Of the values below, which one do you most easily express?  

HONESTY  COMPASSION  RESPECT   RESPONSIBILITY   FAIRNESS

__ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___  ___ ___ __ 





WEB OF LIFE

PURPOSE
The purpose of this activity is to provide students with a model of a food web so they
can begin to understand the components of a web and the importance of interconnected-
ness.

PREPARATION AND MATERIALS
You will need:

• Index cards

• Markers

• Dictionary

• Balls of string or yarn

• Student journals

Before class:
•  Label each index card with one with a different animal or plant. Be sure to get a

full variety and to use everything from large animals to tiny fungus. Use the fol-
lowing to get started or make up your own:

Sun, algae, trout, osprey, eagle, maggot, worm, raccoon, wolf, coyote, 
human, grass, shrub, deer, dragonfly, loon, frog, bat, beaver, bacteria 

•  Punch holes in the corners of the cards and attach string so that the cards can be
worn like a necklace.

PROCEDURE
1. Have an initial discussion about what food chains and food webs are. Brainstorm

how they work and then ask the students to use the dictionary to define these
terms:

• Food chain

• Food web

• Herbivore

• Omnivore

• Producer 

• Carnivore

• Consumer

• Decomposer
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2. Give each student a name tag and ask the class to sit in a large circle where every-
one can clearly read each others’ name tags. Explain that the string will trace the
flow of energy between the organisms in these ecosystems.

3. Give a ball of yarn or string to the student wearing the “Sun” name tag. Ask that
person to hold on to the end of the string and then roll the ball to a student wear-
ing a plant name tag. Ask the “plant” to hold on to the string and then roll the
ball to an animal that eats plants. Continue this process stopping between each
decision to discuss whether each transfer would make sense in this food chain. 

4. After one chain has been completed, start another one with a different color
string or yarn. The result will be several food chains within the greater web. 

5. Finally, when the web is done, discuss what would happen if one organism was
removed from the web? Who or what would be affected and how? Are there any
organisms that could be removed without impacting the web? Are there certain
organisms that play a greater role in each of these ecosystems?  

How Big is Your Backyard? 8. Habitat and Biodiversity



RESOLVING ETHICAL DILEMMAS

Provide each student with a copy of the article “Resolving Right-versus-Right Ethical
Dilemmas.” Ask them to read the article and then write a journal entry about their
research sites answering this question:

Do you see signs of any ethical dilemmas in or around your research site? How 
about outside the perimeter of your site?
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RESOLVING RIGHT -VERSUS -
RIGHT ETHICAL DILEMMAS

A Process to Decide
Analyzing a dilemma is helpful because it causes us to think carefully about the problem
and because it provides a framework within which to make a decision. But analyzing a
dilemma is not the same as resolving it. In this section, you will learn a process for deter-
mining the “highest” right in a right-versus-right ethical dilemma. This includes a series
of steps.

Step One: Apply Each of the Three Decision Principles
This part of the process involves applying three time-tested principles for deciding ethi-
cal dilemmas. These principles are drawn from the traditions of moral philosophy. To
make them easy to remember, we’ve given them three short labels: ends-based, rule-
based, and care-based.

ENDS-BASED THINKING
THIS PRINCIPLE IS BEST UNDERSTOOD BY THE SAYING, “DO WHATEVER PROVIDES THE GREATEST

GOOD FOR THE GREATEST NUMBER.” 

In philosophy, this is called the principle of utilitarianism, and it was first stated by
Jeremy Bentham in 1789. To figure out the greatest good, you first have to predict what
the outcome of your decision will be. Ask “If I make this choice, what would happen? If I
make the other choice, what would happen? Which of these two actions would produce
the most good (or least harm) for the most people?” The ends-based approach is a form
of consequentialism because you cannot determine the “greatest good” without guessing
what the future consequences will be.

RULE-BASED THINKING
ACCORDING TO THIS PRINCIPLE, WE MUST ASK, “IF EVERYONE IN THE WORLD WERE TO DO

WHAT I AM ABOUT TO DO—TO FOLLOW THE RULE OF ACTION THAT I AM ABOUT TO

FOLLOW—IS THAT THE KIND OF WORLD I WOULD WANT?”

This principle is drawn from the work of the German philosopher Immanuel Kant, who
coined the phrase categorical imperative in the 18th century. He put it this way: “Act only on
that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it should become a univer-
sal law.”
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Rule-based thinking is opposed to ends-based thinking. It challenges the idea that we can
ever really know what the consequences of our actions will be. Instead, the rule-based
thinker says one must always stick to one’s principles and let the chips fall where they
may.

CARE-BASED THINKING
THIS THIRD PRINCIPLE COMMANDS THAT WE DO TO OTHERS WHAT WE WOULD WANT OTHERS

TO DO TO US. 

This is most commonly known as the Golden Rule, although philosophers also call this a
rule of reversibility. In other words, it asks you to test your actions by putting yourself in
another person’s shoes and imagining how it would feel if you were the recipient of the
action you are about to take. This rule is so universal that it appears at the center of every
one of the world’s major religious teachings.

So, what would you do and why? These three suggested approaches are tools—practical
ways to help you work through the ethical options in any right-versus-right dilemma.
Even if you are more comfortable with one or another of the three approaches, try using
all three before making a final decision. 

And remember, this is not a mathematical process. Even if two principles suggest one
choice and the third principle suggests the other, you may favor the choice supported by
only one principle. Making a decision will always be intuitive, as well as rational.

Step Two: Consider the Trilemma Option—Try to Find a Third Way Out
What if, after thinking through the ends-based, rule-based, and care-based approaches,
you still cannot see which solution is best? Your next step, then, is to search for a third 
way out.

Ask yourself questions such as these:

•  Is there some action I can take that will honor both rights? For example, in a
truth-versus-loyalty dilemma, is there a way I can be loyal while still behaving in
a manner compatible with telling the truth?

•  Is there some creative action I can take? Can I find a new way to look at the
possibilities?

•  If I involve other people in my decision or action, can we find a better way out
together?

Often, if we take the time to think it through, a new solution will appear.

Step 3: All Things Being Equal, What Do I Do?
Sometimes, applying the ends-based, rule-based, and care-based principles to your
dilemma will not give you a clear answer. Sometimes, even after searching for a third way 
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out, you cannot find such an option and there really are only two possible choices. So
how do you make a decision when it seems that both sides are equally right?

Since both sides represent ethical positions—that is, each side can be seen to be right
based on shared human values—you will have to search your knowledge and experience
to reach an answer. Consider each dilemma paradigm separately, asking questions such as
the following:

TRUTH VERSUS LOYALTY
• Think about what you hear on the news every day. Do you think the stories you

hear indicate more problems because people are not truthful or more problems
because people have been disloyal?

• What if people always told the truth instead of being loyal? Can you think of sit-
uations in which this might be a problem?

• What if people always chose loyalty over truth? Would that be better or worse
than always telling the truth?

All things being equal, would you choose truth over loyalty or loyalty over truth? Why?

SELF VERSUS COMMUNITY
• Which is more of a problem these days: groups who take advantage of individuals

and step on an individual’s rights, or individuals who do their own thing regard-
less of what it means for everyone else? Give some examples.

• If we always pick what’s best for us individually, how will that affect everyone
else? On the other hand, if we always pick what’s best for the whole group, how
will that affect each of us?

• To what extent do the community’s interests also reflect our own personal
interests?

All things being equal, would you choose self over community or community over self?
Why? 

SHORT TERM VERSUS LONG TERM
• When you look at the decisions your parents’ generation has made, do you think

they were based more on the needs of the moment or the needs of the future?
How do you feel about that? What about decisions made by your grandparents’
generation?

• What are some good examples of decisions made for survival in the short term?
What about the long term?

All things being equal, would you choose the short term over the long term or the long
term over the short term? Why?
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JUSTICE VERSUS MERCY
•  Imagine a world that is entirely just and fair, but has no compassion. What would

that world look like? Now imagine a world that is totally compassionate and car-
ing, but with no concept of justice. What would that world look like? Which
world would you rather live in? 

All things being equal, would you choose justice over mercy or mercy over justice? Why?

Step Four: Decide and Take Action
At some point, you must decide what you believe is the right thing to do and find the
moral courage, if necessary, to do it.

Step Five: Reflect
Later on, revisit your decision. Do you still think you did the right thing? If not, what
will you do differently the next time?

Example: You learn, one day, that you have been selected for the outdoor club’s
spring trip, but your best friend hasn’t. The person who tells you swears you to
secrecy. Later that day, your friend asks if you know who was accepted for the
trip. Should you tell your friend what you know?

In the previous reading, we decided that this right-versus-right dilemma is an example of
the truth-versus-loyalty type. It is right, we said, on the one hand, to tell your friend the
truth because you know the truth and because your friend might prefer to hear the news
from you. But it is also right to say you don’t know, because the person who told you
asked you to keep it secret and you promised you would.

Now let’s apply each of the three decision principles to this dilemma:

ENDS-BASED APPROACH: DO WHATEVER PROVIDES THE GREATEST GOOD FOR THE

GREATEST NUMBER.

First ask, what would be the consequences of each decision?

• What would happen if you tell your friend? Probably, your friend would be very
disappointed to hear the news, but wouldn’t fault you. However, if the person
who told you found out you broke your promise, that person would most likely
be very upset with you. As for the club leader or all of the other students who
applied for the trip, what, if anything, would they think?

• What would happen if you don’t tell your friend? Would your friend ever find out
you lied, or would nothing come of it? Clearly the person who told you the news
originally would be happy you didn’t tell; also, you wouldn’t have to worry about 
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others approaching you for the same information. It would be better, perhaps, if
everyone learns who made the trip at the same time.

Then ask, which choice would result in the greatest good for the greatest number? What
does the ends-based principle suggest you do?

RULE-BASED APPROACH: WHAT IS THE RULE OF ACTION THAT I WOULD WANT

EVERYONE IN THE WORLD TO FOLLOW?

What possible rules of action exist for this situation? Some possible rules include:

a. Never divulge information before it’s meant to be announced.

b. Always put your friendship ahead of other considerations—do whichever action
your friend would want you to do.

c. Always keep your promises, regardless of the results.

Can you think of other possible rules?

What rule applies best in this situation? What is the most ethical position to take? A rule-
based decision would depend upon the rule that seems most ethical.

If (a) or (c) seems most ethical, given the facts of the situation, then you would not tell. If
(b) seems most ethical then the decision might go either way.

CARE-BASED APPROACH: DO TO OTHERS WHAT YOU WOULD WANT THEM TO DO TO

YOU.

Who are the “others” in this dilemma? Some of the others include: your friend, the per-
son who told you which students made the trip, the leader who selected the group, and
everyone who applied for the trip.

If you put yourself in the position of each of the others, would you tell or not tell? Except
for your friend, probably no one else would want you to tell. Are your friend’s interests
the most important in this case, or are the interests of the club leader, the person who
told you, and the students who applied for the trip more important?

Now that each of the decision principles has been applied to the dilemma, do you have a
clear sense of what the right thing to do is? If so, then the process has been completed. If
not, look for the “trilemma” option.
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TRILEMMA OPTION: IS THERE A THIRD WAY OUT, A WAY THAT WILL HONOR BOTH

RIGHTS?

Brainstorm some possible scenarios. For example:

• You could just say to your friend, “Look, I know more than I ought to about who
made the trip, but it’s not my place to give out that information, so I cannot
reveal whether you were accepted for the trip or not.”

• When the other person started to share the secret, you might have said, “Before
you tell me any secrets, you should know that I cannot guarantee that I will lie to
protect you if someone asks me what I know.”

• Depending on the actual facts of the case, a third possibility might be to go to the
leader with the news that word is already out, so it might be best to post the list
as soon as possible.

So think it through, make a decision, and then be aware of what happens and how you
feel about it. Did you make the right decision? Would you do it differently if you had to
make the decision all over again? Why or why not?


