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NOTE: your research briefs are NOT like the statements you did in Step 2, in that 
they are not aimed at supporting one side and opposing the other. Rather, they will 
be 1) a statement of your understanding of the situation relevant to your topic, based 
on your own research, and 2) neutral, objective assessments of the sources the two 
sides rely on to provide the information used in their arguments. These briefs will 
help you in Step 4, when you explain your own position 
 
During this stage of the class you will do research into the factual bases for the 
arguments you presented in the previous step. You will identify the key claims made in 
Step 2, analyze their moral significance, and then evaluate their sources and truth. You will 
summarize your findings in two research briefs—one on the general topic, and one that 
focuses on the factual claims used by the two sides of the controversy you are covering.  
 
Identify key claims 

• Your task in this step is to build on Step 2, by picking up on something you were 
asked to take note of, but not to explore: the factual claims made in arguments 
for and against your policy proposal. 

• Thus, in this step you should focus on the factual dimension of the controversy—
i.e. information used to support each side.  

• You will start this step by identifying what you see as the main factual claims on 
each side—these should include the claims you used in your own summary 
statement (in para. 5), but might also include another claim you found in one of 
your sources.  

• By “main factual claims” I mean the claims that, if they are true, help make the 
argument for or against the policy very persuasive, but if they are false, make the 
argument easier to reject. 

• For the purposes of this assignment, you should aim to focus on two claims—
though your specific project may involve only one, or more than two. You 
should consult with me if you are uncertain how many claims you need to cover. 

 
Analyze their moral significance 

• Obviously, not every factual claim is morally relevant. Thus, again building on 
Step 2, you must explain how the facts you highlight contribute to the argument 
that the policy proposal is morally right or wrong. 
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• To explain the moral significance of the facts, you need to explain what kind of 
argument is making use of them—an argument from the ethics of consequences, 
or from the ethics of principles. 

• In general, for arguments that appeal to consequences, the factual claims will 
have to do with: 

o what will be the effects (the changes in the environment) of enacting (or 
not enacting) the proposed policy, and 

o how such effects are good or bad, typically in terms of human well-being, 
including in economic terms. 

o From this perspective, a factual claim is morally significant if, assuming it 
is true, it shows that the effects are genuinely important—usually to 
human well-being, but on non-anthropocentric views, to the well-being of 
non-human creatures. 

• In general, for arguments that appeal to principles, the factual claims will have to 
do with: 

o the way that the policy will be implemented—suggesting that this will 
involve the violation of rights, e.g. property rights, or 

o the way that the policy will have differential effects across different 
groups of people—suggesting that these differences are unjust. 

o From this perspective, a factual claim is morally significant if, assuming it 
is true, it shows that a moral principle (or some claim concerning rights) 
applies to the situation—including, on non-anthropocentric views, 
principles regarding non-human entities.  

 
Evaluate their sources and truth 

• Once you have identified the role the factual claims play in the arguments you 
are considering, you must do the main work for this step: determine whether 
those claims are likely to be true or false. Of course this will influence whether or 
not you accept the arguments. 

• You will do this in two ways: an “internal” assessment, and an “external” 
assessment. 

• The “internal” assessment involves looking at the sources of the claims, to 
determine if those sources are themselves trustworthy. 

o This internal assessment is essentially what you did in your Source 
Evaluation assignment earlier in the term. 

o That is, for each factual claim you consider, you will find its source (see 
below), and then evaluate the source according to the criteria you used 
previously. 

o The goal of this internal assessment is to decide whether the quality of the 
source gives you any reason to believe or disbelieve the factual claim 
supported by that source. 

• The “external” assessment involves doing your own research into the facts 
relevant to your topic (in particular, concerning the environmental effects of your 
policy), and using that knowledge to assess the truth of the claims. 
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o As described below, you will review three scientific sources that deal with 
your policy topic. 

o Of course you should choose sources you think are credible—and you will 
use the criteria to briefly justify each of your sources. 

o You will then assess the claims in the arguments on both sides of the 
controversy you are considering against the information from your own 
sources, to determine if those claims are consistent with what you found 
independently. 

o For the purposes of this assignment, you will treat your independent 
sources as the scientific position on the facts that you believe is correct, 
and you will judge the claims in the policy arguments in terms of that 
position. 

o Note: you may not be able to make definitive judgments about the truth of 
the claims. Instead, you can think in terms of deciding whether you think 
the claims are more or less likely to be true. 

 
Research 

• Your research effort for the this step has two parts—one for the “internal” 
assessment and one for the “external” assessment. 

• For the internal assessment, you will build on what you did in Step 2. 
o In Step 2 you identified the key claims for each argument. 
o In this step you need to find the source of those claims.  
o This means researching where the person (or group) who made the claim 

got their information. How to do this will vary from case to case—but in 
general you should look at the websites of the organizations involved to 
see if they list reports they have relied on. 

o If the person/group making the claim does not indicate where they got 
the information, but are simply asserting it, then treat that person group 
as the source, and assess them with the criteria. 

• For the external assessment you will work with your group on the research task 
o As noted, you must consider three scientific sources relevant to your topic. 

These should be articles in scientific publications, not reports on scientific 
work in journalistic articles. You will use these sources to establish the 
scientific background against which you will assess the factual claims on 
both sides. (Note: three sources total, NOT three per side to the 
controversy.) 

o As appropriate you may collaborate with your group to find sources (the 
opportunities for collaboration will be different for different groups, 
depending on the members’ topics.) 

o This means that you can use sources you have found while working 
together with your group—and you may also use sources other members 
have found on their own and contributed to the group. 

o HOWEVER, if you use a source provided by someone in your group, you 
must also contribute at least one source to the group for others’ to use. 



 4 

o You should use the collaboration tools on Canvas to share possible 
sources—e.g. by going to your group area, creating a page, and adding a 
citation (and, if available, a link) to the source. 

o I encourage you to discuss sources your group finds—regarding their 
quality (in terms of the criteria), and the points they make. 

 
Research Brief 1  

• This will be a summary of your own research into the topic. It will function as 
the basis for your external assessments of the truth of the claims made in the 
arguments on the two sides of the controversy.  

• I recommend that you prepare this brief first. It should have four sections, 
covering the following points, and should be ~2-3 (~750) words long. 

 
Section 1 

• At the beginning of the section give the citation for the first scientific 
source from your research. 

• Then, in a short paragraph, explain why this is a reliable source, by 
assessing it in terms of the criteria we are using. 

• Then, in a longer paragraph, summarize what this source has to say that is 
relevant to your topic. You should not attempt to cover everything in the 
source—focus on the findings it presents that bear on the claims in the 
arguments you presented in Step 2. 

 
Sections 2 -3 

• Follow the same structure as in Section 1 for the second and third sources. 
 
Section 4 

• In a short paragraph, bring together what you think are the most 
important ideas presented by your sources into a statement that conveys 
your understanding of the facts that are most relevant to your 
controversy. 

 

• You should have a draft of Research Brief 1 posted to your website in time for 
class on Wednesday, Nov. 8. At that class you will review your work with your 
group; 

 
Research Brief 2 

• This will be your assessment of the main factual claims made by both sides in the 
controversy. As noted above, you should aim to cover two claims for each side, 
though the details of your project might call for one or more than two. 

• Your brief will include both the internal assessments of the information sources 
used by the two sides, and the external assessments of the truth of the claims 
(based on what you say in Brief 1). 
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• I recommend that you prepare this brief second. It should have three sections, 
covering the following points, and should be  ~2-3 (~750) words long. 

 
Section 1 

Paragraph 1 

• Start by stating the key factual claims made by the argument for one of the 
sides to the controversy, and explaining their moral significance. 

• See above for what to include in the explanation, and guidance about the 
number of claims to cover.  

• Your goal for this paragraph is to establish what facts are important for 
the argument, and to show how they support the side’s moral position. 

 
Paragraph 2 

• For each claim, state its source and give the internal assessment of that 
source.  

• That is, identify where the argument got the information it relies on, and 
present your assessment of the reliability of that source (according to the 
criteria we are using). 

• Your goal for this paragraph is to indicate whether the argument is based 
on a source of information that is trustworthy. 

 
Paragraph 3 

• For each claim, use what you have learned from your own research to 
give the external assessment of whether or not the claim is true (or, more 
or less likely to be true).  

• You should refer to Brief 1 to indicate whether or not the content of the 
claim is consistent with the information you assembled from your own 
sources. I encourage you to use quotes from your sources as appropriate 
to support your points.   

• Your goal for this paragraph is to show whether the factual claims the 
argument uses are believable. 

 
Section 2 

• Follow the same structure as in Section 1 for the other side of the 
controversy. 

 
Section 3 

• In a single paragraph, present a comparison of the two sides’ use of 
information, indicating which, if either, is more believable.  

 

• You should have a draft of Research Brief 1 posted to your website in time for 
class on Friday, Nov. 10. At that class you will review your work with your 
group; 
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You should compose your proposal in Word (or save it in Word format), using 1” 
margins, 12 pt type, and double spacing (as if you were going to print it out).  
 
As noted, on Nov. 8 and 10 you will work with other students to review each other’s 
briefs. Thus you should have drafts posted to your websites before class. As before, you 
should copy your draft briefs and paste them into your website.  You should put each 
brief on its own page, and include menu items to link to them. You should incorporate 
links to your sources, and if possible include appropriate photographs or other visual 
materials.  
 
On Nov. 8 and 10 members of your group will comment on your briefs. You will then 
have the weekend to revise. You should make sure that any changes you make in your 
briefs are reflected in both your original Word file, and in your web pages. 
 
You will submit the final version of your work to the dropbox on Canvas (click the link 
in the calendar box for Nov. 13) so that it runs through TurnItIn. As soon as possible I 
will grade it and give you comments.  
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