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Course Details
Location:  PAHB 229                                                                                                                            Time:  MW 2:30 – 3:45 PM
Instructor Details
Blake Francis	                                                                                                                                                   bfrancis@umbc.edu
Office:	PAHB 467	                                                                                                     Walk-in Student Hours: T Th 1-3 pm 
blakefrancis.com                                                                                                                                        Make an Appointment
Requirements Satisfied by this Course
· Distribution Requirement: Arts and Humanities (AH)
· Functional Competency: Critical Analysis and Reasoning
· This course satisfies an elective for: 
· The Philosophy Major & Minor
· The Human Context of Science & Technology Program
· The Philosophy, Ethics, & Value Certificate
Course Description & Rationale
This course surveys ethical questions about artificial intelligence and other technologies. We begin by examining two foundational theories that frame our inquiry.
First, we study Albert Borgmann’s theory of technology, which explains the character of modern technology in contemporary life. We live our lives enmeshed with technologies through which we experience much of what matters in life (from recreation to education to our most cherished relationships). In fact, technology can sometimes seem invisible to us even as it shapes how we conduct our daily lives (think of your smartphone). A theory of technology will help us understand the patterns of technology in contemporary life and can guide us in reforming our engagement with technology. 
Second, we turn to a foundational theory in AI ethics developed by Shannon Vallor, who understands contemporary AI technologies through the metaphor of the mirror. She argues that generative AI, as well as other AI systems, offer us nothing new, but reflect back and reinforce existing social norms and inequalities. These reflections fail to capture the diversity of the human experience and may tempt us to cede our own moral agency to automated systems. This theory has implications for how we ought to live in an age of AI and how we ought to design and use AI in the future. 
With these foundations set, we will survey four topics in emerging technologies. 
· Surveillance & Exam Proctoring
· Algorithmic Fairness
· AI & Sustainability
· Autonomous Vehicles
Student Learning Outcomes
By the end of this course, you should be able to:
· Explain and critically engage with foundational theories in the ethics of technology and the ethics of AI, including Albert Borgmann’s device paradigm and Shannon Vallor’s AI mirror.
· Describe the major issues, views, arguments, and debates concerning the following topics:
· The value of privacy and the threats that emerging surveillance technologies pose to it
· The values of fairness and justice, and the challenges of designing and using predictive algorithms to distribute public services
· The environmental harms of AI and the prospects for sustainable AI
· The trade-offs involved in designing autonomous vehicles, including conflicts between harms to different people
· Practice the skills of philosophical inquiry, including:
· Identifying the premises and conclusions of arguments
· Evaluating arguments
· Engaging thoughtfully and charitably with the ideas of others
· Read philosophical works critically and strategically by:
· Skimming to identify an author’s thesis and central argument
· Closely reading to understand and evaluate concepts and arguments
· Write in-class philosophical essays that:
· Engage with existing philosophical debates
· Accurately explain the ideas and arguments of others
· Defend a position through reasoned argument
Format & Procedures
Our class meets in-person two days a week. Most Monday and Wednesday classes will be focused on lecture and discussion. Four times during the semester, an entire class period on Wednesdays will be dedicated to student engagement activities in class, which will count toward students’ final grade. In addition to weekly homework assignments, the course has two in-class essay exams. 

Course Requirements
Reading
Readings are assigned on a weekly basis. For readings assigned for a specific day, please do the readings before coming to class. For weekly reading assignments, please see Blackboard and your weekly homework assignments for guidance on how to read strategically. 
There is no required textbook for this class. All materials for this class are in the Digital Library Reserves. 
Participation
To be a full participant in our class, it is important that you (1) show up to class, (2) show up on time, and (3) show up having read and reflected on the material assigned for class. 
Philosophy Practice Assignments (PhilPracs)
Tourist: “Excuse me, how do you get to Carnegie Hall?”               
New Yorker: “Practice, practice, practice.”
Everyone knows that if you want to learn how to play a musical instrument, you must practice. The same goes for thinking about ethics in a philosophical way. Over the semester, I will assign short assignments that ask you to practice philosophical skills like working with arguments or analyzing concepts. These Philosophy Practices (PHILPRACs) will set the stage for our discussion on Mondays. They are due on Monday mornings at 9 am during the weeks they are assigned.
Exams
There will be two exams, a midterm and a final. The midterm covers Units 1 and 2. The final covers Units 3-6. Exams will consist of essay questions. Essay questions are designed to test your knowledge as well as your ability to explain and evaluate the arguments of others as well as defend your own position.
Grading
A = 900-1,000
B = 800-899This course will be graded on a 1,000-point scale. Grades are rounded to the nearest whole number.


C = 700-799
D = 600-699
F = <599
Grade Distribution
	Assignment
	Points
	Date (Due)

	Participation
	100 
	n/a

	Philosophy Practices (x10)
	200 
	(Most Fridays @9am)

	In-class Activity (Smartphones)
	50
	W 2/11 (Reflection due 2/12@9am)

	In-class Activity (AI Exam Proctors)
	50
	W 4/1 (Reflection due 4/2@9am)

	In-class Activity (AI Decision Tools)
	50
	W 4/15 (Reflection due 4/16@9am)

	In-class Activity (Autonomous Cars)
	50
	W 5/6 (Reflection due 5/7@9am)

	Midterm
	250
	W 3/11

	Final
	250
	F 5/15, 1pm-3pm

	Total
	1,000
	


How You Will Be Graded
Philosophy Practices: Philosophy practices use short-answer questions, which are graded on a three-point rubric. 
· Full Credit: Great Effort
· Half Credit: Little Effort
· No Credit: No effort 
Twelve PHILPRACs will be assigned over the course of the semester. The lowest two scores are dropped. 
Exams: Essays will be graded according to rubrics that consider comprehension, exposition, and argument. Rubrics for each essay exam will be distributed with exam study guides.
Course Policies
Late Work 
Philosophy Practices: PHILPRACs are time sensitive and cannot be made up or submitted late except under exceptionally rare circumstances. Late PHILPRACs will receive a zero. 
In-class Activities: If you must miss an in-class activity and have a legitimate excuse, please be in touch as soon as possible to arrange a make-up.
Exams: If you must miss an exam and have a legitimate excuse, please be in touch as soon as possible to arrange a make-up.
Attendance
Students are allowed three unexcused absences. The fourth absence and any subsequent absences will lower your participation grade. The three “freebies” will be added to your attendance grade at the end of the semester automatically. There is no need to ask permission to use your freebies. 
If you need to miss more than three classes, you may be excused from class for legitimate reasons (e.g., religious observances, university-related travel, serious illness, family emergency, etc.). Please contact me by email to request an excused absence. Please do not come to class if you are ill to protect the health of others and to take care of yourself. 
AI & Technology 
Generative AI
Since the aim of this course is to practice thinking for yourself through discussion, reading, and writing, generative AI tools (e.g., ChatGPT) may not be used to create or to aid in the creation of any assignment for this class. Further, I do not recommend using AI tools to prepare for lectures or study for exams. 
· You are expected to do the readings yourself and not rely on the usually very inaccurate summaries created by generative AI. 
· You are expected to study for your essay exams by planning your essays from scratch and developing your own thoughts on the controversial issues.
· Using ChatGPT to brainstorm is a poor substitute for exploring your own ideas creatively through thought and discussion. 
· Using ChatGPT for planning your essays results in “de-skilling,” which involves the failure to develop or maintain skills essential to academic achievement.
· Generative AI is not a good choice for a discussion partner. It is important to engage with other human beings with the capacity for thought, moral reasoning, and empathy.
Note: Given the nature of our class, you are welcome to experiment with generative AI tools out of curiosity and with critical interest. Reporting on experiments you’ve done with AI tools could be appropriate for assignments in this class. However, please do not use AI tools to write it up.
Smart Phones & Headphones
Please stow your smartphones during class when you do not need them for a legitimate class purpose (e.g., checking in for attendance). Using your phone for illegitimate purposes during class will result in 0 attendance points for the day. 
Please remove and stow your headphones during class time. 
Laptops
Laptops will occasionally be used during class activities, especially on Mondays when we go over PHILPRACs. However, laptops must be stowed during lectures. Students are expected to take lecture notes by hand. I encourage each student to have a dedicated physical notebook for this class. Note-taking is a skill that we will be cultivating over the course of the semester. Slides will be posted on Blackboard at the end of each week.  
For different reasons, some students are exempt from the laptop policy. I ask that all respect the privacy of students who have this exemption. Please see me if you need to arrange an exemption from the laptop policy.
Getting in Touch With Me
Email:
I welcome emails raising any questions you may have about the reading, writing assignments, or course logistics. However, please note that some questions may be more appropriate for student hours. I will do my best to respond to emails within 48 hours, Monday through Friday.
Walk-in Student Hours:
I encourage all students to come to student hours to discuss any aspect of this course. I hold office hours in person twice a week on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 1-3 pm. No appointment needed! 
Student Hours By Appointment
You can also make an in-person or virtual appointment using this calendar link. 
Cheating & Plagiarism
Plagiarism is using the words or ideas of others without proper citation. Plagiarism and other kinds of cheating will not be tolerated. The penalty for this kind of dishonesty could be severe. If you are caught violating the UMBC honor code, you will receive a failing grade on the assignment in question, and you will be reported to the Academic Misconduct Management Database. 
AI-Assisted Plagiarism
Copying and pasting generative AI outputs into assignments without proper citation is considered plagiarism and will be treated as a violation of the UMBC honor code. Reproducing memorized AI outputs on an exam without proper citation also counts as cheating. Paraphrasing AI outputs also requires proper citation of the AI tool used.
Institutional Policies
Sexual Assault, Sexual Harassment, & Gender Based Violence & Discrimination
UMBC Policy in addition to federal and state law (to include Title IX) prohibits discrimination and harassment on the basis of sex, sexual orientation, and gender identity in University programs and activities. Any student who is impacted by sexual harassment, sexual assault, domestic violence, dating violence, stalking, sexual exploitation, gender discrimination, pregnancy discrimination, gender-based harassment, or related retaliation should contact the University’s Title IX Coordinator to make a report and/or access support and resources. The Title IX Coordinator can be reached at ecr@umbc.edu or 410-455-1717.
You can access support and resources even if you do not want to take any further action. You will not be forced to file a formal complaint or police report. Please be aware that the University may take action on its own if essential to protect the safety of the community.
Making a Report
If you are interested in making a report, please use the Online Reporting/Referral Form.  Please note that, if you report anonymously, the University’s ability to respond will be limited.
Mandated Reporters
Notice that Faculty and Teaching Assistants are Mandated Reporters with Mandatory Reporting Obligations
All faculty members and teaching assistants are considered Mandated Reporters, per UMBC’s Interim Policy on Sex Discrimination, Sex-Based Harassment, and Sexual Misconduct. Faculty and teaching assistants therefore required to report all known information regarding alleged conduct that may be a violation of the Policy to the Title IX Coordinator, even if a student discloses an experience that occurred before attending UMBC and/or an incident that only involves people not affiliated with UMBC.  Reports are required regardless of the amount of detail provided and even in instances where support has already been offered or received.
While faculty members want to encourage you to share information related to your life experiences through discussion and written work, students should understand that faculty are required to report past and present sexual harassment, sexual assault, domestic and dating violence, stalking, and gender discrimination that is shared with them to the Title IX Coordinator so that the University can inform students of their rights, resources, and support.  While you are encouraged to do so, you are not obligated to respond to outreach conducted as a result of a report to the Title IX Coordinator.
Confidential Resources
If you need to speak with someone in confidence, who does not have an obligation to report to the Title IX Coordinator, UMBC has a number of Confidential Resources available to support you: 
· Retriever Integrated Health (Main Campus): 410-455-2472; Monday – Friday 8:30 a.m. – 5 p.m.; For After-Hours Support, Call 988.
· Center for Counseling and Well-Being (Shady Grove Campus): 301-738-6273; Monday-Thursday 10:00a.m. – 7:00 p.m. and Friday 10:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m. (virtual) Online Appointment Request Form
· Pastoral Counseling via The Gathering Space for Spiritual Well-Being: 410-455-6795; i3b@umbc.edu; Monday – Friday 8:00 a.m. – 10:00 p.m.
· Women, Gender, and Equity Center (open to students of all genders): 410-455-2714; womenscenter@umbc.edu; Monday – Thursday 9:30 a.m. – 5:00 p.m. and Friday 10:00 a.m. – 4 p.m.
Other Resources
Shady Grove Student Resources, Maryland Resources, National Resources.
Child Abuse and Neglect
Please note that Maryland law and UMBC policy require that faculty report all disclosures or suspicions of child abuse or neglect to the Department of Social Services and/or the police even if the person who experienced the abuse or neglect is now over 18.
Pregnant and Parenting Students 
UMBC’s Interim Policy on Sex Discrimination, Sex-Based Harassment, and Sexual Misconduct expressly prohibits all forms of discrimination and harassment on the basis of sex, including pregnancy. Resources for pregnant, parenting and breastfeeding students are available through the University’s Office of Equity and Civil Rights.  Pregnant and parenting students are encouraged to contact the Title IX Coordinator to discuss plans and ensure ongoing access to their academic program with respect to a leave of absence – returning following leave, or any other accommodation that may be needed related to pregnancy, childbirth, adoption, breastfeeding, and/or the early months of parenting.
In addition, students who are pregnant and have an impairment related to their pregnancy that qualifies as disability under the ADA may be entitled to accommodations through the Office of Student Disability Services.
Religious Observances & Accommodations
UMBC Policy provides that students should not be penalized because of observances of their religious beliefs, and that students shall be given an opportunity, whenever feasible, to make up within a reasonable time any academic assignment that is missed due to individual participation in religious observances. It is the responsibility of the student to inform the instructor of any intended absences or requested modifications for religious observances in advance, and as early as possible. For questions or guidance regarding religious observances and accommodations, please contact the Office of Equity and Civil Rights at ecr@umbc.edu.
Undergraduate Honor Statement
All members of the UMBC community are expected to make a commitment to academic honesty in their own actions and with others. To this end, UMBC undergraduate students also adopted the following Undergraduate Honor Statement as it describes the high standards to which everyone in the community will be held:
I hereby assume the responsibilities of an engaged member in a scholarly and civic community in which academic work and behavior are held to the highest standards of honesty. It is my active participation that affirms these principles and gives them true meaning as well as value in my education. I realize that by committing acts of dishonesty I hurt myself and place an indelible mark on the reputation of UMBC. Therefore, I will not cheat, fabricate materials, plagiarize, or help another to undertake such acts of academic dishonesty, nor will I protect those who engage in acts of academic dishonesty.
Inclusive Excellence
Classroom Culture
A positive learning environment is an atmosphere where diverse perspectives can be expressed. It is especially important that we foster a positive environment in this course, which focuses on issues that we are bound to disagree strongly about. Each of us is expected to respectfully engage with points of view that we strongly disagree with while reading, during in-class discussions, in assignments, and in exams. 
Learning how to do philosophy is learning how to engage openly, respectfully, reasonably, and critically with ideas that challenge us. The range of views you hold and the experiences you bring into the classroom will make our learning experiences much more interesting and enriching. 
Hate, Bias, Discrimination, & Harassment
UMBC values safety, cultural and ethnic diversity, social responsibility, lifelong learning, equity, and civic engagement.
Consistent with these principles, UMBC Policy prohibits discrimination and harassment in its educational programs and activities or with respect to employment terms and conditions based on race, creed, color, religion, sex, gender, pregnancy, ancestry, age, gender identity or expression, national origin, veterans status, marital status, sexual orientation, physical or mental disability, or genetic information.
Students (and faculty and staff) who experience discrimination, harassment, hate, or bias based upon a protected status or who have such matters reported to them should use the online reporting/referral form to report discrimination, hate, or bias incidents. You may report incidents that happen to you anonymously. Please note that, if you report anonymously, the University’s ability to respond may be limited.
Trauma-Informed Educational Practice Statement
Diminished mental health can interfere with optimal academic performance. The source of symptoms might be related to your coursework; if so, please speak with me. However, problems with other parts of your life can also contribute to decreased academic performance. UMBC provides cost-free and confidential mental health services through the Counseling Center to help you manage personal challenges that threaten your personal or academic well-being. Remember, getting help is a smart and courageous thing to do — for yourself and for those who care about you. The UMBC Counseling Center is in the Student Development & Success Center (between Chesapeake and Susquehanna Halls). Phone: 410-455-2472. Hours: Monday-Friday 8:30am-5:00pm.
Accessibility & Disability Accommodations, Guidance & Resources 
Accommodations for students with disabilities are provided for all students with a qualified disability under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA & ADAAA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act who request and are eligible for accommodations. The Office of Student Disability Services (SDS) is the UMBC department designated to coordinate accommodations that create equal access for students when barriers to participation exist in university courses, programs, or activities.
If you have a documented disability and need to request academic accommodations in your courses, please refer to the SDS website at sds.umbc.edu for registration information and office procedures.
SDS email: disAbility@umbc.edu                                                                                                SDS phone: 410-455-2459
If you will be using SDS approved accommodations in this class, please contact the instructor to discuss the implementation of the accommodations. During remote instruction requirements due to COVID, communication and flexibility will be essential for success.
Retriever Essentials
Retriever Support Services (RSS) offers a range of free resources to support the well-being and success of the entire campus community, including food, basic needs, and holistic care. 
· Retriever Essentials is UMBC’s basic needs hub. They provide free groceries, toiletries, baby items, weekly farmers markets, and access to donated meal swipes for anyone within UMBC. The Essential Space is in Commons 1A10. 
· Students experiencing academic, personal, or mental health concerns can connect with Retriever CARE for individualized support, coordination of services, and referrals to campus and community resources. 
· RSS’ Veterans Lounge assists service members, veterans, and dependents with services, advocacy, programming, and support.
· Lastly, RSS includes Off-Campus Housing Support, which helps students navigate housing options and local resources. 
Students are encouraged to utilize these services throughout the semester; more information is available at https://retrieversupport.umbc.edu/.
Course schedule
Unit 1: THE ETHICS OF TECHNOLOGY
	Date
	Topic
	Readings
	HW (Due)

	M 1/ 26
	Course Introduction 
	Syllabus
	none

	W 1/28
	Ethics, Technology, & Society
	Mary Midgley (1981) Trying Out One’s New Sword, in Heart and Mind: The Varieties of Moral Experience, pp. 80-87
Albert Borgmann (1984) Chapter 1 Technology and Theory & Chapter 2 Theories of Technology, in Technology and the Character of Contemporary Life, pp. 3-5: 7-12
	none

	M 2/2
	The Promises and Perils of Technology
	Borgmann (cont.) Chapter 8 The Promise of Technology & Chapter 9 The Device Paradigm, pp. 35-48
	PHILPRAC 1 (M @9am)

	W 2/4
	The Device Paradigm
	Borgmann (cont.) Chapter 10 The Foreground of Technology & Chapter 15 The Rule of Technology, 
pp. 48-56; 101-107
	

	M 2/ 9
	The Reform of Technology
	Borgmann (cont.) Chapter 23 Focal Things and Practices & Chapter 25 The Recovery of the Promise of Technology pp. 196-210: 246-249
	PHILPRAC 2 
(M @9am)

	W 2/11
	In-Class Activity: Smartphones
	Tiger Roholt (2023) Identity Work in Distracted from Meaning: A Philosophy of Smartphones, pp. 163-170: 175-183
	Reflection (2/12 @9am)


UNIT 2: The ethics of ai
	Date
	Topic
	Readings
	HW (Due)

	M 2/16
	The AI Mirror
	Shannon Vallor (2024) Introduction, in The AI Mirror: How to Reclaim Our Humanity in an Age of Machine Thinking pp. 1-15
	PHILPRAC 3 (M@9am)

	W 2/18
	A Brief History of AI Technologies
	Vallor (cont.) Chapter 1 The AI Mirror 
pp. 15-36
	

	M 2/23 -W 2/25
	Thinking & The Space of Moral Reasons
	Vallor (cont.)  Chapter 4 The Thoughts the Civilized Keep pp. 102-132
	PHILPRAC 4 (M@9am)

	M 3/2 -W 3/4
	The Future Design & Use of AI
	Vallor (cont.) Chapter 6 AI and the Bootstrapping Problem pp. 161-193
	PHILPRAC  5 (M@9am)

	M 3/9
	Midterm Exam Review Session
	Midterm Study Guide
	none

	W 3/11
	In-class Midterm on Unit 1 and Unit 2



UNIT 3: Surveillance & Exam Proctoring
	Date
	Topic
	Readings
	HW (Due)

	M 3/23 -W 3/25
	Surveillance & Privacy
	Judith Jarvis Thomson (1975) The Right to Privacy, Philosophy and Public Affairs 4(4), pp. 295-314
James Rachels (1975) Why Privacy is Important, Philosophy & Public Affairs 4(4), pp. 323-333.
	PHILPRAC 6 (M@9am)

	M 3/30
	Designing Exam Proctoring Technologies
	Simon Coghlan, Tim Miller & Jeanie Paterson (2021) Good Proctor or “Big Brother”? Ethics of Online Exam Supervision Technologies, 
Philosophy of Technology, 34, pp. 1581–1606
	PHILPRAC 7 (M@9am)

	W 4/1
	In-Class Activity: Exam Proctoring 
	Coghlan, Miller, & Paterson (cont.)
	Reflections (4/2 @9am)

	
	
	
	


Unit 4: Algorithmic fairness
	Date
	Topic
	Readings
	HW (Due)

	4/6-4/8
	Encoded injustice in AI Decision-Making Tools
	Cathy O’Neil & Hanna Gunn, Near-Term Artificial Intelligence and the Ethical Matrix in Matthew Liao (ed.) Ethics of Artificial Intelligence, 
pp. 237-270.
	PHILPRAC 8
(M@9am)

	M 4/13
	Algorithms in Public Service
	Virginia Eubanks (2018) Chapter 4 The Allegany Algorithm in Automating Inequality: How High-Tech Tools Profile, Police, and Punish the Poor, 
pp. 127-145
	PHILPRAC 9
(M@9am)

	W 4/15
	In-Class Activity: AI Decision Tools  
	Eubanks (cont.) pp. 145-172

	Reflections (4/16 @9am)


Unit 5: AI & Sustainability
	Date
	Topic
	Readings
	HW (Due)

	M 4/20
	Environmental Harms of AI Voice Assistants
	Kate Crawford and Vladan Joler (2018) Anatomy of an AI system, https://anatomyof.ai/
	PHILPRAC 10 (M@9am)

	W 4/22
	Is “Sustainable AI” possible? 
	Larissa Bolte & Aimee van Wynsberghe (2025) Sustainable AI and the third wave of AI ethics: A structural turn. AI Ethics, 5, 
pp. 1733–1742.
	


Unit 6: Autonomous vehicles
	Date
	Topic
	Readings
	HW (Due)

	M 4/27-4/29
	Who should the car save?
	Frances M. Kamm (2020), The Use and Abuse of the Trolley Problem: Self-Driving Cars, Innocent Threats, and the Distribution of Harm, in Matthew Liao (ed.) Ethics of Artificial Intelligence, pp 79-108. Read up to Section 2.5
	PHILPRAC 11 (M@9am)

	M 5/ 4
	Designing Moral Machines
	Kamm (cont.) Read Section 2.5 to finish
	PHILPRAC 12 (M @9am)

	W 5/6
	In-Class Activity: Autonomous Cars
	Moral Machines, https://www.moralmachine.net/
	Reflections (5/7 @9am)

	M 5/11
	Final Exam Review Session
	Final Exam Study Guide
	none

	F 5/15 @1-3pm
	Final Exam (Units 3-6)


Disclaimer
This syllabus is a living document. Policies, deadlines, and assignments may change as the semester progresses. I will communicate any updates promptly via Blackboard. The Blackboard course modules should be treated as the authoritative course schedule.
Tips for success
· I recommend that you check out The Pink Guide to Taking a Philosophy Class. 
· Stay consistently engaged. A big chunk of your grade in this class (50%) is based on attendance and weekly assignments. 
· Mark PHILPRAC and in-class activity due dates on your calendar, so you don’t forget!
· Start on PHILPRACS early!
· Study for your exams by practicing. 
· Use the study guide to plan and practice your in-class essays. 
· Study for the Review Session. You need to learn what you don’t know!
· Don’t miss the Exam Review Sessions.
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