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Structure, participants, and objectives

An NSF grant is described that supports the
development, assessment, and dissemination of "micro-
insertions" designed to integrate ethics into the graduate
engineering curriculum. In contrast to traditional
modular approaches to ethics pedagogy, micro-insertions
introduce ethical issues by means of a "low-dose"
approach. Following a description of the micro-insertion
approach, we outline the workshop structure being used
to teach engineeringfaculty and graduate students how to
develop micro-insertions for graduate engineering
courses. We also explain the role that technical
communication faculty and graduate students are playing
as part of the grant team, specifically in developing an
Ethics In-Basket that will serve as a repositoryfor micro-
insertions. Keywords: ethics, engineering curricula,
content management.

Introduction

In September 2006, Illinois Institute of Technology
(IIT) received a 3-year NSF grant to develop a "micro-
insertion" approach to integrating ethics into the graduate
engineering curriculum. The following discussion
explains three components of the grant project. First, we
describe the cross-disciplinary nature of the grant
structure and how it incorporates contributions from
engineering, ethics, and technical communication.
Second, we explain the micro-insertion concept that is at
the heart of the project and how it is being introduced to
faculty and graduate students in engineering. Third, we
outline the main features of the Ethics In-Basket, one of
the main deliverables of the project.

Our hope is to make IPCC participants aware of the
Ethics In-Basket as it is being developed, since it is
ultimately intended as a permanent, continuously
evolving resource for teaching ethics in engineering (and
eventually in other technical and scientific fields).

"Ethics in the Details" is being administered by PI
Michael Davis and co-PIs Kathryn Riley and Vivian
Weil. Together, they represent two units at IIT: the
Humanities Department (which houses philosophy and
technical communication, among other disciplines) and
the Center for the Study of Ethics in the Professions
(CSEP, established in 1976 to promote education and
scholarship in this area). In addition, the grant includes as
participants 9 engineering faculty and over 30 graduate
students from IIT, Howard University, and University of
Illinois-Chicago.

The objectives of the grant project are as follows:
(1) to develop workshops and follow-up activities for

teaching engineering faculty and graduate students how to
develop micro-insertion problems that can be used in
courses and in research labs;

(2) to assess the effectiveness of micro-insertion in the
graduate engineering curriculum, including a comparative
study of the method's effectiveness in the classroom and
in a nanotechnology research laboratory; and

(3) to create the Ethics In-Basket, a content manage-
ment system and Web resource for archiving and
disseminating micro-insertion problems to engineering
faculty worldwide and allowing faculty to contribute new
problems.

Teaching ethics through micro-insertions

Educators have developed three major approaches to
ethics education in engineering and science: (1) free-
standing courses in ethics; (2) modules, i.e., large-scale
insertions of ethics instruction into technical courses (for
example, an hour-long discussion of conflict of interest or
screening a pedagogical movie such as Incident at
Morales); and (3) micro-insertions, that is, small-scale
insertions of ethics instruction into technical courses,
resulting in a dozen or so "ethics mini-lessons" during a
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