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Biology Lesson Three: Managing a new disease


Aim

To help students realise that attempts to use biology to make decisions fail if they don’t consider the various levels involved.


Suggested content (to be adapted as appropriate for the specific learners/class being taught)

This is a role play. Depending on the class and your own confidence, experience and enthusiasm for role play this can be conducted as a full role play or, at the other extreme, as an exercise conducted in silence in which students only produce written responses. Whatever approach you take, ensure you ‘de-role’ afterwards. Much of the benefit of role play comes after the role play when students reflect on what they and others have done and argued for. It’s fine for a student passionately to argue for just one approach in a role play but the aim of the exercise is to help students to realise that there is unlikely to be but a single solution to the problem.

The role play expects students to deal with a new type of bird flu that is spreading disease among chickens. Allocate small groups of students to the following roles – initially it’s probably best if each group of students only knows about the issue from their perspective.

Intensive farmer
You run a very large chicken farm where the chickens are kept in battery cages. Although the chickens don’t have much space, disease rates are very low, mortality from foxes is negligible and you make a good profit as you run your farm to a tight budget. You have heard about a new type of bird flu that is spreading disease among chickens. You consider it imperative that wild birds that might carry the disease are prevented from coming into contact with domestic chickens. On your farm such contact is almost impossible but you are worried that bird flu might become established in the UK, leading to consumers choosing to eat less chicken which would be potentially disastrous for your business.

Free range farmer
You run a medium-sized chicken farm where the chickens are kept in flocks and are able, during the day, to roam freely outside. Your chickens are kept to a high welfare standard though you do occasionally lose some to foxes. You are able to sell your chickens for a good price as increasing numbers of people are willing to pay more for free range poultry. You have heard about a new type of bird flu that is spreading disease among chickens. You consider it essential that government scientists find a way to prevent the disease from becoming established in the UK.

Government scientist
You know that the best way to reduce the likelihood of this new type of bird flu becoming established in the UK is for farmers, in particular, to follow biosecurity precautions. Movement of chickens between farms must be reduced. Vehicles entering and leaving farms should drive over disinfectant. Visitors should wash their hands. 

Animal welfare campaigner
You are passionately against intensively farmed chickens believing that this is cruel and that the birds do not have a life worth living. You yourself are a vegetarian but you realise that most people are not, so the next best thing is to ensure that farmed animals are kept to a very high welfare standard and protected from predation, disease and mistreatment.

Reporter
You are a reporter for the local newspaper. Farming is an important local business and you know that your readers will have a range of views. You are determined through your questioning of people to get to grips with what should be done about this new type of bird flu.

Get students in the first of the above four roles to spend about ten minutes in groups preparing their answer to the question of what they think would be the best way forward to deal with the new type of bird flu. The reporters should spend the ten minutes deciding what questions they want to ask those in the other four groups. Then, have anything from a full-scale role play – in which the reporter interviews each of the four groups in turn and you, as arbiter, allow other groups the opportunity to chip in – to a more modest exercise where each group comes up with a written position statement and you conduct a question-and-answer session.

The reality is that most new infectious diseases, whether of animals or humans, need to be deal with at a number of levels. One needs research to find out how to prevent the disease and also research to find out how to cure it. One also needs to change cultural practices which takes time but can often be crucial in reducing the spread of diseases.
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