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Welcome to the cases for the High School Ethics Olympiad. These cases have been 

selected from the 2017 National High Ethics Bowls. An Ethics Olympiad is a 

competitive yet collaborative event in which students analyse and discuss real-life, 

timely, ethical issues.  An Ethics Olympiad differs from debate in that students are not 

assigned opposing views; rather, they defend whatever position they believe is right and 

win by showing that they have thought more carefully, deeply, and perceptively about 

the cases in question. Experience, shows that this type of event encourages and helps 

students develop ethical awareness, critical thinking skills, civil discourse, civic 

engagement, and an appreciation for diverse points of view. For the first time ever we are 

using video conferencing technology to enable schools to participate in Australia and the 

US.  

Thanks again for supporting this initiative. Please feel free to email us if you have 

any queries at; admin@dialogueaus.com  

These cases are published by the National High School Ethics Bowl Case Writing 

Committee under a CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 license. For more information about the National 

High School Ethics Bowl visit http://nhseb.unc.edu. 

1. Virtual and augmented reality 

2. Banning religious garb 

3. Donor babies 
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Virtual and augmented reality 

Video games involving virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) components are 

advancing both in terms of the supporting technology and in popularity. VR involves a 

fully immersive experience, wherein the user puts on a headset and may look and move 

around in the fully virtual world. 

Meanwhile, AR involves the projection of virtual elements onto non-virtual images or 

videos, allowing for an “enhanced” experience of these images or videos. While we are 

at the beginning stages of these technologies, it is not difficult to see where they may 

lead. VR and AR will only become more sophisticated, more immersive, and more 

common. People will be able to use them to play games, travel, visit family, walk 

through museums, read translated signs, and engage in a number of other activities that 

used to require much more time, energy, and money in the real world. These new 

technologies raise a question: What is the value of “real” experience? 

On one hand, we might worry that replacing real experiences with virtual or augmented 

experiences involves a loss of value. There is something meaningful and important about 

engaging with the world as it is, for better or worse, that we miss out on when we engage 

in virtual or augmented environments instead. We might even worry that a life lived in a 

video game is no life at all. No matter how convincing the simulation, experiences 

generated by programming are no more than illusions. 

On the other hand, the feelings of excitement, entertainment, and togetherness that virtual 

or augmented experiences can create are as real as any other emotion. One might 

compare the virtual world of a video game to the imagined world of a novel or the 

constructed world of a film. The feelings evoked therein are intense, and valuable. 

Through fictional constructions, people might experience things they never otherwise 

would, like climbing Mt. Everest or flying through the air like a superhero. The 

happiness generated by such experiences surely outweighs any loss in authenticity. 

Study Questions 

(1) Does a real experience have more value than a virtual or augmented experience if 

they feel the same? 

Why or why not? 

(2) Are there any other benefits that come along with navigating the real world that might 

not apply to navigating virtual or augmented environments, and vice versa? 

(3) Is there a morally relevant difference between virtual and augmented experience? 

Why or why not?  

  

 

 

 



2. Banning religious garb 

There has been a long history, across multiple countries, of banning religious garb in 

certain contexts in the name of secularism. For example, Pennsylvania’s Religious Garb 

Act, which was originally passed in 1895 and renewed in 1949, prohibits public school 

teachers from wearing religious garb to class.1 At one point, 36 US states had such bans 

of religious garb, and some still remain on the books, despite not being enforced for 

many years. 

In more recent years, France has both instituted and enforced bans on religious garb. In 

2004, the French Assembly passed a law banning religious garb and display of religious 

symbols in public schools. 

Luc Ferry, the French minister of education at the time, said that the ban would “keep 

classrooms from being divided up into militant religious communities.”2 Many in France 

support this ban, arguing that the display of religious garb and symbols is antithetical to 

instilling national civic values in students, and thus leads to both lack of assimilation and 

increased potential for radicalization. 

In 2010, France passed a law banning all face coverings in public places, which, though 

not explicitly directed at religious garb, was widely seen as a ban targeting the niqab, a 

veil worn by some 

Muslim women.3 Some argued in favour of the law on the basis that face-coverings 

prevent the clear identification of a person, which is both a security risk, and a social 

hindrance within a society which relies on facial recognition and expression in 

communication. However, many in France also argued explicitly that the niqab, and 

other such religious garb, must be banned because it prevents assimilation into French 

society. 

Most recently, in 2016, a number of French towns have banned so-called burkinis, a type 

of full body swimsuit, from French beaches. For example, Cannes passed a law 

according to which “access to beaches and for swimming is banned to anyone who does 

not have [bathing apparel] which respects good customs and secularism.”4 The French 

prime minister, Manuel Valls, has expressed support for such bans, arguing that the 

burkini is “not compatible with the values of the French Republic.”5 

In the case of banning veils and full-body coverings, many have argued in favor of them 

on the grounds that they oppress women, as they are sometimes required of women, but 

never of men. Thus, they argue, whatever one thinks of banning religious garb in general, 

there are distinct reasons to ban veils and full-body coverings on the grounds that such 

garb promotes the oppression of women and is therefore incompatible with a secular, 

liberal society. Furthermore, they claim that Muslim women are often forced to wear 

religious garb by their families or spouses as a way of exerting control over them. 

Opponents of such bans counter that most women who wear religious coverings such as 

the burqa, niqab, or burkini do so voluntarily, and, far from seeing themselves as 

oppressed, see themselves as free to assert their identity. Thus, opponents argue, banning 

such religious garb would actually serve to oppress women instead of liberating them. 



Furthermore, those who oppose all bans on religious garb argue that banning religious 

garb is incompatible with freedom of expression. Such debates raise interesting questions 

about when, if ever, and why, bans on religious garb are morally justified. 

Study Questions 

(1) Are bans of veils and full-body coverings more morally justified than general bans? 

(2) Does wearing certain types of religious garb, such as the niqab, oppress women? 

(3) Are general bans on religious garb in places like public schools ever morally 

justified? 

 

3  Donor babies 

Marissa Alaya was born on April 3, 1990 to the Alaya family, which included two 

parents, a brother, Airon, age 20, and a sister, Anissa, age 19, who was dying of 

leukemia. This kind of cancer kills 80-90% of patients within 5 years, and 20-25% of 

bone marrow recipients (which is the recommended treatment) die from infection or 

rejection. Marissa was conceived to be a bone marrow match and eventual donor for her 

sister when she reached 14 months. The Alaya family was one of few families to publicly 

announce their decision to conceive with the intent of having a donor baby.1 

Between 1985-1990, 40 families publicly announced their conceptions of donor babies. 

Doctors and ethicists believe that many more conceived with similar intentions but did 

not announce their decisions. In these cases, doctors typically perform amniocentesis to 

determine if the fetus is a match. If the answer is no, the mother can then elect to have an 

abortion. If the answer is yes, as it was for the 

Alaya family, the mother can then elect to have the baby, with the aim of eventually 

drawing marrow out of her through a medical procedure involving long needles. 

Advocates of donor babies claim that families love and cherish donor babies just as much 

as other babies. They also reason that most people have at least some selfish reason for 

having a baby, and that, from the perspective of the baby, it is better to come into 

existence in part to help someone else than to not come into existence at all. However, 

critics worry that the practice of conceiving donor babies will cheapen the perceived 

value of human life. If parents have a donor baby, they will see that baby as a means to 

an end, and donor baby might one day see themselves the same way. Thus, critics argue, 

we should not bring a child into existence for any reason other than to love and cherish 

them for their own sake. 

Study Questions: 

(1) Is it morally permissible to bring a person into existence in part so that they can 

donate tissue to somebody else? 

(2) If people do bring a person into existence as a donor baby, should they tell their child 

later in life? 



Why or why not? 

(3) What, if anything, depends on how painful or risky the surgical procedure is, and 

why? 

 

4. A hoodwink and a nudge? 

Over the past decade, “nudge marketing” has become a widely practiced technique to 

shape consumer choice. Many companies are now employing strategies to 

subconsciously influence how and where customers spend money. Nudges can take the 

form of default settings, such as one European railroad’s automatic reservation of seats 

with every ticket purchase unless customers manually opt-out. 

They can also take the form of environmental cues, as with one supermarket’s placement 

of green arrows on the floor in a path to the produce section. Nudging is controversial 

both due to how it works and the ends towards which it is directed. Through nudges, 

consumers are involuntarily guided to make choices perceived to benefit them or the 

companies they patronize. Nudges operate in a way that some perceive to be an 

unavoidable aspect of life and others perceive as a violation of individual autonomy. 

Businesses can use nudges to help customers. For example, the use of nudges to direct 

people to purchase produce led to a 9% increase in produce sales. According to one 

professor of marketing, nudges can also “have virtuous effects, encouraging consumers 

to donate their organs, reduce their consumption of energy, and save more money.” Thus, 

we might think that we should support nudging for its potential to create a happier and 

healthier society. However, even if we do, we might wonder if businesses are in a 

position to determine what makes for a healthy society. 

Businesses can also use nudges to increase profit. Some restaurants, for example, include 

overpriced “decoy” items, omit dollar signs, and name dishes after family members to 

encourage sales. In another profit-motivated example, Facebook implemented a program 

that automatically posted members’ purchases for all to see, resulting in a lawsuit against 

Facebook and cooperating advertisers. Some argue that profit-motivated nudging is 

harmless and stimulates the economy; others argue that it unfairly manipulates customers 

into purchases they would not consciously choose. 

Much of the controversy over nudging surrounds its methods. On one hand, critics argue 

that nudging manipulates consumers rather than allowing them to make informed, 

rational decisions. Real character stems from the development of our rational capacities, 

not from the temporary effects of subconscious motivation. Critics also argue that 

average individuals are in a better position to make decisions about their own wellbeing 

than businesses are. On the other hand, supporters of nudges argue that because default 

settings and environmental cues are unavoidable, we may as well put them to good use. 

However stores are designed, products are placed, or user interfaces are programmed, 

people will always subconsciously experience some options as more appealing and other 

options as less appealing. 

Study Questions: 



(1) Does nudging violate personal autonomy? If nudging has some good effects (such as 

encouraging healthy choices) as well as some bad effects (such as limiting character 

growth), how should we weigh these effects? 

(2) Is there a morally relevant difference between a company nudging customers for the 

sake of profit rather than for the sake of the customer’s health and wellbeing? Why or 

why not? 

(3) Is there a moral difference between a public or commercial entity engaging in 

nudging and a parent or educator doing so? Why or why not? 

 

5. Armed police 

Lately many people have been paying attention to the use of lethal force by police. Many 

people think that police violence is excessive, and studies show that it disproportionately 

affects Black people. 

As a result, police departments across the United States have started implementing 

training programs to address police violence and the related issue of systemic racism. 

However, some people believe that training programs are not enough to address these 

issue. They think that in addition to training police more effectively, police departments 

should take away many of their guns. 

On one hand, some people believe that a world in which police officers do not carry guns 

(or a world in which most police officers do not carry guns most of the time) would be 

better overall than a world in which they do. They think that when police are armed, they 

are more likely to use excessive violence, especially against Black people. Granted, if 

police did not carry guns, there might be some cases in which they were less able to 

prevent violence than they are now. But there would also be many cases in which they 

were less able to cause violence than they are now, and the hope is that the good effects 

of disarming police would outweigh the bad. Indeed, in countries such as Iceland, 

Ireland, Britain, New 

Zealand, and Norway, most police officers do not carry guns, and the results seem to be 

positive. On the other hand, many people believe that a world in which police officers 

carry guns is better than a world in which they do not. They think that police officers 

need guns to perform their duty – to protect citizens from the threat of dangerous 

criminals who intend to harm them. They also think that police officers need guns to 

protect themselves. After all, we are asking them to do a dangerous job. How can we ask 

them to serve and protect and then take away their means for doing so safely? Especially 

since, as Police Academy trainer Richard Fairburn points out, if some police officers are 

not armed, then others might have to risk their lives to save them. Indeed, even in places 

like the United 

Kingdom, people regularly debate whether or not to arm more officers whenever an 

officer dies on duty or whenever a terrorist attack takes place. Gun violence and 

terrorism are here to stay, and police need to be armed so that they can be prepared to 

confront any threat that might appear. 



Study Questions: 

(1) Given that police officers already have risky jobs, is it morally permissible to make 

them even riskier for the sake of improving public safety overall? 

(2) How, if at all, would things be different if police violence did not disproportionately 

impact Black people? 

(3) How, if at all, would things be different if the general public had less access to guns 

as well? 
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