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Abstract

Science and technology students understand well the scientific approaches behind GM
crops and the arguments for using them in cultivation and food applications. Even the basics
of the authorization processes are quite understandable for them. But, how can we introduce
them to the controversial issues regarding the AgroFood Biotechnologies? Why and how far
are the principles of organic farming not compatible with those of agro-biotechnology? Why
and how far are the principles of the organic farming not compatible with those of agro-
biotechnology? Why are some products perceived negatively by consumers? Why do some
regions declare themselves as "GM-free" zones? Why do producers have to advertise in the
label that a product contains something that, in turn, could be ethically or religiously
objectionable for some people? Is GM food a new kind of pressure against developing
countries? Who and how makes all the decisions regarding the Agro-biotech products in
Europe? The aim of this presentation is to explain the background and approach of the
AgroFood Democracy Project, the multidisciplinary team of which is made of 20 people from
10 Faculties in Spain, the United Kingdom and the USA.

The methodology and the tools developed will be described, as well as the reflections
on the results obtained from their actual use in a class setting in several Faculties. The basis of
the AgroFood Democracy Project is an Active Learning tool. Using a Problem Based
Approach, students are given the opportunity to develop critical thinking skills regarding the
ethical, political, social and legal aspects involved in the agro-food biotechnologies.

Keywords
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1.A Problem Based Learning approach to teach Food Ethics

The process of adapting Undergraduate and Post-Graduate Degree Programs to the
European Higher Education Area (EHEA) has changed the concept of student, so that they are
now active participants in the teaching-learning process. That implies changing the design of
course programs, as well as teaching methodologies. In the case of food ethics applied to
agro-biotechnological developments we have considered that a Problem Based Approach will
be useful, because it will make students immerse themselves into the debate. In addition to the



factual information about various aspects of agro-biotechnology, we want them to understand
the different opinions, the root (not only the leaves or secondary branches) of the conflict that
opposes organic farming and defendants of genetically modified (GM) crops and the
difficulty to find solutions that are equitable for all.

Science and technology students understand well the scientific approaches behind GM
crops, the arguments for using them in cultivation and food applications, and even the basics
of the authorization processes. But, how can we introduce them to the controversial issues
regarding the AgroFood Biotechnologies? Why and how far are the principles of organic
farming not compatible with those of agro-biotechnology? Why are some products perceived
negatively by consumers? Why do some regions declare themselves as "GM-free" zones?
Why do producers have to advertise in the label that a product contains something that, in
turn, could be ethically or religiously objectionable for some people? Is GM food a new kind
of pressure against developing countries? Who makes all the decisions regarding the Agro-
biotech products in Europe? How are these decisions made? The aim of this presentation is to
explain the background and approach of the AgroFood Democracy Project, the
multidisciplinary team of which is made of 20 people from 10 Faculties in Spain, The United
Kingdom and the USA.

The AgroFood Democracy Project has developed a Role-Playing game to be played in
courses having 10 or more students. Each role will be developed by one or several students.
Initially, it will be implemented in the following courses (8 playing groups in total), in the
second semester of 2012: 1) Law and Ethics in the Biosciences (Undergraduate Degrees in
Biology, Biotechnology, and Biochemistry); 2) Transgenic Foods (Master in Food Quality
and Safety); 3) Transgenic Foods (Master in Nutrition and Health); 4) Social and Legal
Aspects of Biotechnology (Undergraduate degree in Biotechnology).

The principles followed during the design and use of the tool are: coherence (all the
participating elements help the learning process); construction (students are constructing their
own learning process); motivation (keeping the interest and answering questions is the duty of
the tutors). Students will be presented with the following situation: the European Commission
has gathered a diverse group of stakeholders to express their opinion about the future of GM
maize in Europe: consumers and farmers of widely different opinions, scientists, NGOs,
biotechnology companies, etc. To answer the question, each role will have to examine the
past and present of these crops, advantages and disadvantages, and present its reasoned
proposal. After presenting all proposals, the group will analyse and debate them. Finally, each
role will present a second proposal attempting to take into consideration the interests of the
largest number possible of stakeholders, so that the "committee" may reach a consensus.

Once the role-playing game is finished, students will be given a thorough explanation of how
this type of decisions are made in the EU, so that they may compare it with what they have
just gone through. Afterwards, tutors will provide students with several questions to help
them reflect on the complex relationship among agro-food biotechnologies, politics and
society. Each individual student will submit a written personal appreciation.

Students will receive basic scientific, legal and ethical information prepared by the project
team as objectively as possible, as well as the profile of each role. Students are free to seek
other information pertaining to their role that they consider important. They are encouraged to
examine it critically, making sure that they information they present is based on reliable data
and not on unfounded opinions and to contact their tutors for any help they may need. In



addition, students may contact actual stakeholders if they wish to obtain more information.
The autonomy of students to build their own rational opinion about all the issues implied in
the debate is guaranteed.

The game will allow students to develop abilities and attitudes difficult to gain by other
methodologies, such as critical thinking, listening to different opinions, taking into
consideration various different interests particularly those of the least powerful and most
vulnerable groups, and decision making strategies in plural contexts.

The following are some of the references used by the project team to design it. They are not
intended to be for student use.
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