Assignment 3: Why Ethics & Values are Important to Engineers

Problem

All engineering programs in universities must be accredited by a special board known as ABET (Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology).  Over the last few years, this board has published a list of outcomes that they think undergraduates must be able to meet at graduation.  This list includes such things as the ability to work in teams, excellent communication skills, problem-solving abilities and so on.  Among the list of nine key outcomes is an awareness of ethics.  Therefore, engineering programs across the country have been trying to introduce an ethics component into their curriculums.  The problem is that some students and professors have little understanding of how ethics education is relevant to professional practices, and they note that the engineering curriculum that is already very full of other courses.

Solution

Therefore, because of this reluctance on the part of professors and some students, the IEEE, The Institute of Electrical and Electronic Engineers, Inc. (who sponsor over 300 conferences annually) has decided to have a special session at their next conference on ethics education that will demonstrate that undergraduate engineering students can analyze how ethics relates to professional practices.  You will do this by writing a paper in which you show how neglecting to follow a code of ethics resulted in an engineering failure by analyzing a failure in terms of a code of engineering.  Therefore, they have put out the following call for papers:

Call for Papers

First Draft: Friday October 26th
Second Draft: Monday October 28th
Polished Draft: Friday November 2

Engineers must make decisions about the products they design, and although we would like to think that our decisions are always based on high ethical standards in mind, sometimes other values such as the need of the corporation or the need to maintain cost supersede.  Usually this causes personal conflict, but on occasions, the lack of ethical decision-making has led to disastrous consequences.   It is for these reasons that the IEEE believes that ethics education is a vital part of engineering education.

Therefore, we call for papers that examine an engineering failure to show that neglecting to uphold good ethical decisions was a major factor in the failure.  Since we are all familiar with the Challenger failure and the extensive governmental inquiry that followed, we are asking that writers not address the Challenger disaster.

To help our writers produce worthwhile papers that we will accept, we urge them to consider the following:

1. Which code: Ancient rhetors such as Cicero, who practiced the art of persuasion in public speaking, believed that the most important values were honor, justice, goodness, and expediency.  Today engineers have developed a more detailed system of values written up in various codes of ethics.  For consistency, we would like all of our papers to use the NSPE Code of Ethics, and we urge students to focus on the primary canons of the code.

2. Goals: 

· Papers should explain the key canons in the NSPE code.  

· In the analysis section of the paper, topic sentences should focus on the canons and not the chronological events.  For example, students should write the following: “The first failure to follow the primary canon, “to hold paramount safety, health and welfare” occurred when  . . . . .”

· Because we envisage an audience of professors, professional engineers, and undergraduate engineering students, our writers should not assume that the readers are at all familiar with the individual case.  Therefore, our writers should include a brief history of the events.  

· Papers must analyze the failure to show which decisions or actions broke with the NSPE code.  

· As a result, papers should persuade the audience that ethics education should be part of the engineering curriculum.  

· Papers should develop a central idea, employ clear topic sentences, use well-developed paragraphs, and employ a lively and professional tone.

3. Research:
To ensure that the papers are well researched and do not rely only on one potentially biased source, we require that students use the following:

· At least two sources about the history should come from newspaper articles written at the time or shortly after the failure.  In this way student writers can see what happened at the time.

· At least four other sources should be employed.  These can comprise articles published on the web, articles published in newsmagazines (perhaps later available through electronic indexes such as EBSCO), and articles published in journal for engineers.

4. Format:

· 4-6 typed double-spaced pages of written text (excluding graphics and works cited page)

· Work should have a title

· MLA documentation

Heuristics for assignment 3

1. Go on the World Wide Web and compile a list of engineering failures that involved ethical problems

2. Choose two possible failures that you find interesting for each failure, complete the following.  Begin your preliminary research by looking for at least one contemporaneous account of the failure and one later analysis of the failure.  To find contemporaneous accounts, you need to consider the dates covered by the electronic database you are using.  EBSCO only goes back to 1990.  Other databases go back to earlier dates.  So choose the appropriate database given the date when your failure occurred.  You will have two sources for each of the failures you are interested in.  Then write a paragraph in which you explain which failure you would like to write about and why.

3. Complete your research and print each source.  You need 2 contemporaneous accounts and 4 later analyses of the failure.  Read all of your sources and on a sheet of paper, write down differences you find between the sources in how they explain and analyze the failure.

4. Write up a one-page narrative of the failure that would show someone unfamiliar with the event exactly what happened.  Charles Fledderman does this particularly well in his book Engineering Ethics when he discusses the Challenger disaster.

5. Now make a list of key events and decisions involved in your case history.  Then apply the NSPE code to those events and decisions, noting where people failed to uphold particular aspects of the code or where they did adhere to the code.

