University students want the replacement of vertebrate animals in their education
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Introduction. Animals and animal tissues have historically made a significant contribution to drug discovery and development, and to pharmacology education. However, there is a drive from Regulators and other stakeholders globally to reduce, and ultimately replace, the involvement of animals in both research and university education.
Aims. To gather the views of stakeholders across the world on the continued use of animals and animal tissues in university education.
Methods. Online surveys for students, educators and researchers, and those involved in the care of research animals were created and distributed globally via social media, Professional, Statutory and Regulatory Bodies, research animal welfare organisations, and other stakeholder communities.
Results. Responses were obtained from 438 students, 338 educators/researchers and 123 animal care colleagues from 65 countries. Most students (60%) disagreed or strongly disagreed with the involvement of live vertebrate animals in their education. In contrast, only 34% of educators/researchers and 37% of animal care colleagues were opposed. Invertebrates are often viewed as an ethically acceptable alternative to vertebrates yet only 60% of students, 77% of educators/researchers and 66% of animal care colleagues supported this, whilst 23% of students were opposed to the use of animal tissues from humanely killed animals. Eighty-eight percent of students wanted the right to consciously object to the involvement of animals or animal tissues in their education, and to be provided with academically equivalent educational alternatives, with 28% stating they would exercise this right if given the choice.
Discussion. This study has shown that students views on the involvement of animals in their education differ substantially from those of other stakeholders. Students also demand the right to opt out of education that doesn’t align to their ethical values. With the global drive to reduce the involvement of animals in research and education, and the high financial cost to students of their education, their views cannot be ignored. Educators need to re-purpose new approach methodologies and non-animal technologies being developed for research into learning opportunities.
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