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Abstract

It is generally agreed upon in the natural
language processing (NLP) community that
ethics should be integrated into any curricu-
lum. Being aware of and understanding the rel-
evant core concepts is a prerequisite for follow-
ing and participating in the discourse on ethi-
cal NLP. We here present ready-made teaching
material in the form of slides and practical ex-
ercises on ethical issues in NLP, which is pri-
marily intended to be integrated into introduc-
tory NLP or computational linguistics courses.
By making this material freely available, we
aim at lowering the threshold to adding ethics
to the curriculum. We hope that increased
awareness will enable students to identify po-
tentially unethical behavior.

1 Motivation and Overview

The recent sharp rise in the capabilities of natural
language processing (NLP) methods has led to a
wide application of language technology, influenc-
ing many aspects of our daily lives. As a result,
NLP technology can have considerable real-world
consequences (Vitak et al., 2016; Hovy and Spruit,
2016). While language technology has the aim
of supporting humans, mis-use of data or abuse
of subjects, mis-representation, or direct harm are
some of numerous potentially critical problems.
Hence, it is crucial for NLP researchers, develop-
ers, and deciders to be aware of the social implica-
tions of deploying a particular piece of language
technology. They should be able to analyze the
degree to which a setup conforms with ethical prin-
ciples, which guide what is considered ‘right’ or
‘wrong’ (Deigh, 2010), and be aware of the poten-
tially harmful side even of components developed
with the aim of supporting humans.

As a consequence, it is crucial to start early and
embed ethics into the NLP curriculum to be taught
along with the technological and linguistic mate-
rial in an interactive manner (Bender et al., 2020).
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While many teachers are very open to the topic area
as demonstrated by the lively participation in events
such as the 2020 Workshop on Integrating Ethics
into the NLP Curriculum (Bender et al., 2020),
ethics for NLP also constitutes a very broad topic
area where even teachers might not feel knowl-
edgeable enough. We argue that many more lec-
turers would include ethics if there existed some
freely available ready-made teaching material that
can be easily integrated in existing courses, or that
could serve as a starting point for designing a more
in-depth course. In this paper, we describe such
a material, which is primarily intended to be inte-
grated into introductory NLP courses.

Our “crash course” does not claim exhaustive-
ness and aims at breadth rather than depth, intend-
ing to give a good overview of the field and high-
lighting potential issues. The main focus is to en-
able students to behave ethically in their future re-
search and work careers, and to continue their own
research and reading. To be able to participate in
the discourse on ethical issues in NLP, the first step
is to learn about the important concepts and ter-
minology. The material also provides numerous
suggestions for in-class discussions and exercises
with the aim of gaining a deeper understanding.

The material consists of extensively com-
mented slides and suggestions for practical ex-
ercises. The comments and lists of references serve
both for teacher preparation and as a script for stu-
dents. The teaching material is freely available
under CC-BY-SA from our website.! Finally, both
ethics and NLP are dynamic fields which may re-
quire updating views, beliefs, opinions, and theo-
ries. We therefore welcome continuous feedback
regarding and contributions to the teaching mate-
rial.

Benefit of this Course. The main difference
versus existing freely available material is that our
crash course is short, self-explanatory in the con-

! https://gscl.org/en/resources/ethics-crash-course
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text of the provided comments such that other lec-
turers can easily work with it, and contains many
linked exercises. The Markkula Center for Ap-
plied Ethics at Santa Clara University offers a slide
set with a crash course on ethics along with materi-
als for discussions focusing of ethics in the general
area of technology.” Our intention is very simi-
lar, but the focus is on NLP-specific issues. We
found most existing freely-available courses on
ethics in NLP to go into depth and usually span an
entire semester.> In addition, we are aware of sev-
eral recent tutorials at ACL venues. Most similar
to our materials is the tutorial on socially respon-
sible NLP by Tsvetkov et al. (2018), which is a
condensed version of a full-semester class.* Our
course differs from this tutorial in length and by
mostly concentrating on NLP-specific examples.
Chang et al. (2019) focus on sub-topics of ethical
NLP such as fairness and mitigating bias.> Bender
et al. (2020) have started a collection of pointers to
existing materials, as well as general pointers for
teaching ethics for NLP.® This collection has been
a very valuable starting point for our own research.

Ethical Considerations. Admittedly, a poten-
tial issue is that teachers could just “check off” the
topic by using our material without deeper engage-
ment, individual reading or reasoning. However,
we believe that having a good starting point will
actually lead to both teachers and students doing
more research on this subject, and our companion
material emphasizes the benefit of digging deeper.

2 Course Description

Format. The crash course consists of an inter-
active lecture accompanied by practical exercises.
The slides are available as extensively commented
Google slides, which can be easily adapted and
exported into a number of common formats. Ex-
ercises consist of reading assignments, examples
and case studies that serve as the basis for pair or
group discussions, or essays if submitting written
material is essential, e.g., for grading purposes.
Learning Goals. After the crash course, stu-
dents will have acquired a basic understanding

2https://www.scu.edu/ethics—in—technology—practice

3Sf:e, e.g, http://demo.clab.cs.cmu.edu/ethical_nlp2020/#readings,
http://faculty.washington.edu/ebender/2017_575

“Materials are also publicly available at https:/sites.google.
com/view/srnlp/.

5http://web.cs.ucla.edu/~kwchang/talks/emnlp19—fairn|p

6https://aclweb.org/aclwiki/NotesfonjeachinngthicsfianLP,
https://aclweb.org/aclwiki/Ethics_in_NLP
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of the relevant terminology and concepts. They
should understand that there are different ethical
theories at interplay with the field of NLP which
are currently developing best practices for ethical
conduct and systems (Prabhumoye et al., 2019).
As a result, they should be able to critically reflect
the on-going discourse in the community and, last
but not least, have acquired the basis for behaving
ethically in their own work. It is not our goal to
provide ‘ultimate’ definitions of the concepts and
we strongly advise lecturers not to pose exam ques-
tions aiming at memorizing definitions. Instead,
the learning goals could be tested in the form of
group presentations or written essays.

The predominant principle behind the design
of our crash course is activation. Besides giving
clear descriptions of relevant concepts and termi-
nology, we believe that a sensitivity for ethical
issues can only be achieved by actively thinking
about problems. We hence provide discussion ques-
tions for most topics covered in the crash course.
We strongly recommend taking the time for short
pair- or small-group discussions on these questions
before further discussion in the plenum.

Topics Covered. Our course aims at providing
a good overview of the field, offering references as
starting points for deeper research. We consider our
teaching materials to be a ‘living document’ that
will be updated or extended continuously. Topics
covered in our first version include, among oth-
ers, bias, fairness, privacy, and analyzing NLP use
cases or methods from different ethical perspec-
tives. For an up-to-date overview of the course
content, please refer directly to the material.

3 Discussion

Our stated goal is to inform a broader public about
the on-going discourse about ethics in NLP, and
educate future NLP researchers, developers and de-
ciders about an ethical approach to NLP research
technology. We hope that our materials will be of
benefit not only in university classrooms, but also
in other settings such as reading groups or indus-
trial meet-ups. We hence publish our resources
under the CC-BY-SA 4.0 license,” which, under
the conditions of stating the source and redistribu-
tion under the same license, allows copying, redis-
tributing, adapting and mixing the material in any
medium or format.

7https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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