
Message from the Director 

Spring 2012 
Report 17 

BOARD OF ADVISORS 

Floyd E. Bloom, MD 

Professor Emeritus, The Scripps 

Research Institute 

Peter K. Ellsworth, JD 

President, The Legler Benbough 

Foundation  

Lawrence M. Hinman, PhD 

Professor of Philosophy, University of San 

Diego 

Lucy Killea, PhD 

Senior Fellow, International Community 

Foundation 

Jeffrey Kirsch, PhD 

Executive Director, Reuben H. Fleet Science 

Center  

Gloria Penner 

Director of Public Affairs & Host of Editors 

Roundtable, KPBS  

Thomas R. Scott, PhD 

Professor of Psychology, San Diego State 

University 

Rev. Mark Trotter 

Retired Methodist Minister, First United 

Methodist Church of San Diego 

Sandra Sgoutas-Emch, PhD 

Director, Center for Educational Excellence, 

University of San Diego 

Nancy L. Vaughan, Esq. 

Partner, Lewis ,Brisbois, Bisgaard & Smith 

 

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 

Michael Kalichman, PhD, Director 

Research Ethics Program, UC San Diego 

Kate Callen 

Communications and Outreach 

David Higgins, PhD 

Logistics and Education 

Nancy L. Vaughan, Esq. 

Partner, Lewis ,Brisbois, Bisgaard & Smith 

 

ADMINISTRATIVE CONTACT 

Phone: (858) 822-2647 

info@ethicscenter.net 

 

Ethics Center Lead Sponsors 

I write this message to happily announce that we have just completed the last of nine 
programs in the Exploring Ethics Henrietta Lacks Series. We have been exceptionally     

gratified that we routinely had more RSVPs than space in the Community Forum at the 
Reuben H. Fleet Science Center. Our speakers and panelists have all been informative 

and engaging. The discussions have consistently reminded us of the diversity, thought-
fulness, and wisdom of our audience. It is fair to say that we all learned a great deal 

about the ethical changes defined by modern medical science. 

Further good news is that, with the benefit of a generous grant from the Parker      

Foundation, we enlisted UCSD-TV to document, broadcast, and archive our programs. 
As of the end of April, this has meant an additional audience of over 2,500 for our    

programming! 

Coincident with the final program in the Lacks Series, we marked another anniversary: 

50 Exploring Ethics programs in partnership with the  Fleet Center. For many of us, it 
seems that we just started these programs, but the series has in fact extended over a   

period of 4 years, beginning in May 2008. This newsletter includes a special supplement 
listing those 50 programs and the impressive list of speakers who have been kind 

enough to join us. 

Now that we have achieved these two milestones, it is worth asking: What's next? On 

Wednesday, June 6, Howard Taras of UC San Diego will examine a strategy that might 
help improve medical research for all of us (http://www.ethicscenter.net/June_2012). 

This topic continues a discussion started with our 4 th Henrietta Lacks forum with    
Georgia Sadler, also of UCSD (http://www.ethicscenter.net/event/HeLa_Program4). 

Following the June program, we have decided to not take the summer off. We are now 
working on a special summer series, potentially very different from the format of past 

programs. More will be announced shortly. 

Finally, beginning in October 2012, we will begin another series dedicated to a single 

book. Published 50 years ago this year, Silent Spring by biologist Rachel Carson is often 
credited with starting the environmental awareness we now take for granted. Many of 

her  messages continue to resonate, and we are planning 5-6 programs relevant to 
       (Continued on page 10)  
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2008 
 
May 7: “Stem Cells: New Sources, New Questions” 

Larry Goldstein, UCSD Stem Cell Program 
Mary Devereaux, UCSD Research Ethics Program 
John Evans, UCSD Sociology 
 
June 4: “Reading Minds and Detecting Lies” 

Joel Huizenga, No Lie FMRI, Inc. 
Charles Sevilla, Author/Criminal Defense Attorney 
Patricia Churchland, UCSD Philosophy, 
 
July 2: “Technology on the Border” 

Andrea Guerrero, ACLU of San Diego/Imperial Counties  
René Zenteno, UCSD Center for U.S.-Mexican Studies 
Chris Aldridge, Border Research and Technology Center 
 
August 6:  “Surveillance & Sensors: Who’s 
Watching Whom?” 

Kevin Keenan, ACLU of San Diego/Imperial Counties 
Mohan Trivedi, UCSD Computer Vision/Robotics Research 
Marcus Nieto, California Research Bureau 
 
September 3:  “Stronger, Higher, Faster: Do the Wins 
Justify the Means?” 

Don Catlin, Founder, UCLA Olympic Analytic Laboratory 
Theodore Friedmann, World Anti-Doping Program 
Mark Zeigler, San Diego Union-Tribune 
 
October 1:  “Politics in Science” 

Naomi Oreskes, History, UCSD 
Gerald Markowitz, City University of New York 
Stanley Maloy, College of Sciences, SDSU 
 
November 5:  “Electronic Health Records” 

Pam Dixon, Founder, World Privacy Forum 
John Macaulay, Anakam 
 
December 3:  “Retrospective: Science and Ethics 
News Stories of 2008” 

Bradley Fikes, North County Times 
Kenny Goldberg, KPBS 
Terri Somers, BIOCOM 
 

2009 
 
January 7: “Race and Culture in Medicine” 

Michael Hardimon, UCSD Philosophy 
Dixie Galapon, Union of Pan Asian Communities 
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“Exploring Ethics” Celebrates 50th Forum 

The Ethics Center has reached a milestone: our 50th “Exploring Ethics” forum!  Launched in 2008, the 

“first Wednesday” series of free public seminars at the Reuben H. Fleet Science Center has covered a 

broad spectrum of  topics, from stem cells and smart drugs to robo-warfare and geo-engineering.  We 

take this opportunity to thank all our guest speakers for their time, their ideas, and their service. 

February 4:  “Evolution: Whose Responsibility Is It?” 

Tom Deméré, San Diego Natural History Museum 
Jon Cohen, Science Magazine 
Mark Wheeler, SDSU Philosophy 
 
March 4:  “Our Robots, Our Selves” 

Vernor Vinge, SDSU Mathematics & Computer Science 
Lawrence Hinman, USD Philosophy 
 
April 1:  “Smart Drugs: How Smart Are They?” 

George Koob, Scripps Research Institute 
Veronica Galvan, USD Psychology 
Joan McRobbie, San Diego Unified School District 
Mark Trotter, First United Methodist Church 
 
May 6: “Stem Cell Therapy: Are We Ready?” 

Michael Kalichman, UCSD Research Ethics Program 
Mary Devereaux, UCSD Research Ethics Program  
 
June 3: “Facing Pandemics” 

Francesca Torriani, UCSD School of Medicine 
Phillip Van Saun, UCSD Continuity/Emergency Services 
 
July 1: “Can We Share Electronic Information?” 

Natasha Balac, San Diego Supercomputer Center 
Erin Kennealley, UCSD Cyber Forensics Analyst 
Julie Wartell, San Diego District Attorney’s Office 
 
August 5:  “Who Owns Your Genes?” 

Leonard Deftos, UCSD School of Medicine 
Kevin Keenan, ACLU of San Diego and Imperial Counties 
Stacy Taylor, DLA Piper LLP, San Diego Office 
 
September 2:  “RoboWarfare” 

John Sullins, CSU Sonoma Philosphy 
Barbara Fletcher, SPAWAR 
 
October 7:  “Ethics Center 5-Year Anniversary” 

Laurie Zoloth, Northwestern University 
 
November 4:  “Technology and Identity Theft” 

Pam Dixon, World Privacy Forum 
Sharla Evert, San Diego Deputy District Attorney 
 
November 7:  “Sound and Fury” 

Josh Aronson, Director, Sound and Fury 
 
December 2:  “Fact vs. Hype in Science News” 

Kim McDonald, UCSD Science Communications 
David Washburn, Voice of Orange County 



 

2010 
 
January 6:  “Are We Ready for Brain Pacemakers?” 
Laura Dunn, UC San Francisco School of Medicine 
Michael Caligiuri, UCSD Human Research Protections 
Ralph Greenspan, The Neurosciences Institute 
 
February 3: “Climate Change Challenges” 

Ralph Keeling, Scripps Institution of Oceanography 
Daniel Cayan, Scripps Institution of Oceanography  
 
March 3:  “Who Owns the Data?” 

Philip Bourne, UCSD Pharmacology 
Aziz Boxwala, UCSD Biomedical Informatics 
 
April 7: “Do You Have to be Criminal to Study Crime?” 

Erik Fritzvold, UCSD Sociology 
 
May 5:  “Are Vaccines Really Safe?” 

Eric Courchesne, UCSD Autism Center of Excellence 
Edward Morgan, SDSU Immunology 
 
June 2: “Students, Science, and Ethics!” 

Michael Kalichman, UCSD Research Ethics Program 
 
July 7: “Will We Be Ready When Petrol Runs Out?” 

Stephen Mayfield, UCSD Center for Algae Biotechnology 
 
August 4: “Analysis of HIV Networks: Can We Protect 
Public Health and Confidentiality?” 

Susan Little, UCSD Antiviral Research Center 
 
September 1: “Synthetic Genomics: Who’s Watching?” 

Robert Friedman, The J. Craig Venter Institute 
 
October 6:  “The Ethics of Cooling the Planet, Part I” 

Lynn Russell, Scripps Institution of Oceanography 
 
November 3:  “The Ethics of Cooling the Planet, Part II” 

Darrel Moellendorf, SDSU Philosophy 
 
December 1: “Ethical Choices for Innovators” 

David Fogel, Natural Selections, Inc. 
 

2011 
 
January 5: “Human Embryonic Stem Cells:  
Do Unfertilized Human Eggs Offer Another Way?” 

Jeffrey Janus, International Stem Cell Corporation 
 
February 2: “Should Patients Have a Voice in the  
FDA Drug Approval?” 

Duane Roth, CEO, CONNECT 
 
March 2:  “The Ethics of Cooling the Planet, Part III” 

Oran Young, UC Santa Barbara 
 

 
April 6: “Science for Human Rights” 

Eric Michelsen, UCSD Physics 
 
May 4: “Who Owns Your Cell Phone?” 

Marshall Clow, QUALCOMM 
 
June 1:  “Stem Cells and Informed Consent” 
Michael Kalichman, UCSD Research Ethics Program 
 
July 19: “Navigating Cancer Treatment in the  
New Era of Personalized Medicine: 

Laura Shawver, The Clearity Foundation 
 
August 3: “Engineering Genetically Manipulated  
Organisms in a Global Market” 

Kevin Clancy, Life Technologies 
 
September 7: “HeLa: Immortal Cells and Enduring 
Questions” 

Laura Rivard, USD Biology 
 
October 5: “The Politics of Race, Class, Gender  
and HIV/AIDS in South Africa” 

Jamie Gates, Point Loma Nazarene University 
 
November 2: “A Conversation With Rebecca Skloot” 

Rebecca Skloot, The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks 
 
December 7:  “What the Public Needs to Know About 
Clinical Trials” 

Georgia Sadler, Moores UCSD Cancer Center 
 

2012 
 
January 4: “Scientific Literacy and the Underserved” 

Tate Hurvitz, Grossmont College 
Moderator: Sunita Cooke, Grossmont College 
 
February 1: “Conduct of Science in Information Age”  

Katharine Kantardjieff, CSU San Marcos 
 
March 7: “Health Care Disparities: The Palliative  
Power of Understanding Science” 

Stanley Maloy, SDSU College of Sciences 
Moderator: Estralita Martin, SDSU College of Sciences 
 
April 4:  “Is Henrietta Lacks Really Immortal?” 

Khalil Mohammed, SDSU Religious Studies 
Karma Lekshe Tsomo, USD Theology/Religious Studies 
Michael Lohdahl, PLNU Theology 
Moderator: Mark Mann, Point Loma Nazarene University 
 
May 2:  “Henrietta Lacks and Human Subject 
Research: A Look at Past, Present, and Future” 

Michael Cheng, Dong Tran, and Nitin Prabhakar, 
UCSD Student Society for Medical Ethics 
Moderator: Mary Devereaux, UCSD Research Ethics 
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January:  “Science Literacy and Underserved Populations” 

When Deborah Lacks tried to learn about her late mother’s HeLa cell line, her only educational option was a     
Google search, and the results terrified her. 

“She found a range of information – scientific reports, conspiracy theories, and downright silliness,” said     

Grossmont College professor Tate Hurvitz, “and she had very little capacity to distinguish one from another.”  

Hurvitz was the featured speaker at the fifth forum in the “Exploring Ethics Henrietta Lacks” series.  His        
January 4 presentation on “Science Literacy and Underserved Populations” examined the root causes of the 

worsening rate of science literacy in the United States. 

At present, the United States has dropped to 21st place in global rankings of national 
science literacy.  Part of the problem, Hurvitz said, is “a culture of specialization” in 

U.S. education where “science teachers are not trained to teach reading and reading 
instructors typically don’t know science.”  Too many students struggle in both areas 

because they have not learned how to learn in any area. 

Hurvitz, a member of the leadership council of the California Learning Communities 
Consortium, advocates new techniques for “repairing comprehension failures.”   

These include “metacognition,” which he said is “awareness of one’s own learning. 
Good readers often unconsciously make predictions of what they expect from the 

text and understand ahead of time what knowledge might be relevant.” 

Science teachers feel intense pressure to keep pace because “science is a fast -changing field, and it is the most 

demanding field for instructors in terms of professional development,” said Hurvitz.  And all teachers have to 
navigate conflicting mandates and trends in U.S. education.  Should professional development for teachers      

remain a self-directed “potluck” activity, or should it evolve into a more “sustained development” governed by 
institutions or states?   

And “what is the right balance between coordinated implementation of ‘best practices’ and respect for academic 

freedom?” Hurvitz asked.  “It’s not entirely clear what the best course is.” 

For the audience discussion, Hurvitz was joined by Grossmont College President Sunita Cooke, a biologist who 
chose university teaching over a career in cancer research.  In response to a question about the role of scientists 

in science education, Cooke deplored the stereotype that “if you choose to teach, that means you couldn’t cut it 
as a scientist.” 

“When I got my first teaching job, I received cards and letters saying, ‘I’m so sorry that you’re leaving science,’” 

Cooke recalled.  “But I always knew I wanted to teach.  It was a way to transfer my enthusiasm and energy for 
science to a whole new generation.” 

Many of the audience members were current or retired science educators, and they spoke movingly of students 

who fall behind because of inadequate primary instruction.  Hurvitz and Cooke reported that new efforts to co-
ordinate science instruction from high school through college levels are paying off.  And when it comes to build-

ing science literacy, said Hurvitz, “it’s never too late,” especially for underserved populations who need help with 
core learning skills. 

“Students traditionally most at risk, including African-American and Hispanic students, benefit the most,” he 
said. “Those with the deepest deficiencies see the biggest gains from including these skill sets.”  

Toward the end of the forum, Roman Diaz, past president of the Society of Hispanic Professional Engineers, 

pointed out that The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks has helped make science relevant and exciting for legions of 
underserved students.  Hurvitz agreed, adding, “The hook for students can be ethical arguments: ‘What kind of 

real dilemma might I face in my own life?’  They will want to know enough about science to make informed  de-
cisions later on as citizens.” 
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Tate Hurvitz 
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February: “The Conduct of  Science in the Information Age” 

Increasingly powerful scientific research instruments are becoming more available to scientists through an  
evolving cyber-infrastructure, making data creation and dissemination faster and easier. But as new engines of 

knowledge expand the range of research possibilities, they also open new avenues for publishing raw data    
prematurely, and they make it easier to share misinformation before it can be corrected. 

Such access has increased “the temptation to do some not nice things,” said Katherine Kantardjieff, founding 

dean of the new College of Science and Mathematics at California State University San Marcos.  

Kantardjieff led a discussion of “The Conduct of Science in the Information Age”  
at a February 1 forum at the Reuben H. Fleet Science Center. Hers was the sixth 

presentation in the 2011-2012 “Exploring Ethics Henrietta Lacks” series. 

Using her own field, x-ray crystallography, to illustrate some of the new pitfalls in 
cyber-based research, Kantardjieff noted that most crystallography databases are 

required to be open to the public as a condition of government grant support.  But 
“80 percent of the database users are not crystallographers,” she added. Such “naïve 

users need help to use the tools ethically and appropriately.” 

As computer graphics become more sophisticated, it’s easier to construct a model    
image of a protein molecule using atomic coordinates established by x-ray crystal-

lography from an instrument anywhere in the world.  Such universal access to com-
puter power and databases widens the possibility of creating inaccurate models.  

 Then, because “sexy science sells,” Kantardjieff said, popular and social media put 
more pressure on scientists “to do the real hot science,” This can lead to premature publication in scientific  

journals, which traditionally are reluctant to print retractions. 

As with the HeLa cell line, the open question of who owns the data on public databases has increased the      
likelihood that digital technology will be used to mix and manipulate research products, and this has led to both 

innocent misinterpretation and outright deception.   

“Digital forensics is a growing field,” Kantardjieff said, and she cited several                     
examples of recently published papers that journals had to retract.  In one high-

profile case, falsified data made it into the Protein Data Bank at Rutgers University 
and may have been unwittingly used by honest scientists in their own studies.  The 

researchers who faked the data could end up going to jail. 

 “Where does this leave publications that have cited this work?” she asked. “Or 
the degrees granted based on this work? We don’t have guidelines for this yet.”  

Like the emergence of HeLa cells, web-based research has opened new doors of discovery, but it also has      

created fertile ground for the emergence of new problems and dilemmas. 

In the question and answer period, Kantardjieff said the recent journal retractions were “just the tip of the ice-

berg,” and she suspects the extent of the problem goes much deeper. When a member of the audience asked 
whether incentives could be created to encourage more whistleblowing in science labs, Kantardjieff responded, 

“There seems to be a relaxation of resistance to coming forward.” 

The peer review process remains the most effective tool for detecting scientific sloppiness or deception before 
an article makes it into print.  But Kantardjieff reported that, as co-editor of the Journal of Applied Crystallog-

raphy, she has found it increasingly hard to recruit peer reviewers, who are not compensated for their time and 
effort.  Often, Kantardjieff said, she has to send out eight to ten requests to line up three or four reviewers. 

“There’s not a shortage, but the willingness has dropped dramatically,” she declared.  

Katherine Kantardjieff 

“Naïve users need 

help to use the      

tools ethically and   

appropriately.” 
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March:  “Health Care Disparities: Palliative Power of  Understanding Science” 

“If you don’t have an understanding of science, your health care and that of your family, and many of the key 
decisions in society, are compromised.” 

Dr. Stanley Maloy issued that caveat at the start of his March 7 presentation  

on “Health Care Disparities: The Palliative Power of Understanding Science.”  
Maloy, Dean of the College of Sciences at San Diego State University, was   the 

featured speaker at the seventh forum in the 2011-2012 “Exploring Ethics 
Henrietta Lacks” series. 

When patients are baffled by their doctors’ complex medical language, they 

struggle to understand their diagnoses and comply with treatment regimens.  
Intimidated and frightened, they become vulnerable to medical mistakes.   

“This is particularly a problem for underrepresented groups,” said Maloy,   
who is a principal investigator of a $15-million National Cancer Institute   

study of cancer disparities in San Diego.  “The probability of getting the  
wrong drug while you’re in the hospital is much, much higher if you are an 

elderly  minority patient.” 

Replacing jargon with real-world metaphors can help physicians explain   
clinical concepts.  Maloy gave the example of stem cell therapies that reverse mitochondrial damage caused by 

heart attacks.  In basic terms, the process “gets rid of the harmful trash that kills the cells,” Maloy said. “That 
makes a lot more sense.  You can relate to taking out the trash, and it’s just as scientifically valid.” 

For the audience discussion, Maloy was joined by forum moderator Estralita Martin, 

Assistant Dean for Student Affairs in SDSU’s College of Sciences.  As Director of 
the College’s Center for the Advancement of Students in Academia (CASA)  Martin 

works with underrepresented students to prepare them for careers as researchers 
and health professionals. 

Early questions addressed how even educated people mistrust established science in 
“hot button” public policy areas like climate change and childhood vaccinations.  

Martin pointed out that scientists “are trained to be doubtful … of other results un-
til we do them ourselves,” and she added, “Just because we’re intelligent doesn’t 

mean we’re knowledgeable.” 

Educators in the audience decried the erosion of K-12 science instruction, especially 
in inner-city schools where biology is taught in overcrowded classrooms with no 

access to laboratory supplies.  Maloy urged teachers and parents to take advantage 
of the Fleet Science Center’s programs and the annual San Diego Festival of Science 

and Engineering.  If lab experiments aren’t possible, he said, natural scientific phe-
nomena like earthquakes can create “a visual relationship. There are so many ways we can explain science to 

make it exciting.”   

Martin emphasized that science can be more accessible if scientists use popular mass media to communicate 
more effectively.  “We need to put science in venues that people watch, like television and Facebook,” she said.  

“And we need to look at logistics.  Are we ourselves willing to go into neighborhoods that need us?  Instead of 
asking them to come to the mountain, can the mountain go to them?” 

One of the forum’s high points came when Jovan Millet, a High Tech High School student who was attending 

with his twin brother, Kenan, asked for recommendations for non-fiction science books that are clear and engag-
ing.  Suggestions included The Magic of Reality: How We Know What’s Really True by Richard Dawkins, The Emperor of 

All Maladies by Siddhartha Mukherjee, and last but not least, The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks. 

Stanley Maloy 

Estralita Martin 



Spring 2012,  Report 17  Past Exploring Ethics Forums Page 7 

April: “Is Henrietta Lacks Immortal?” 

Scholars of three major world religions bridged science and spirituality when they joined forces on April 4         to 
answer an intriguing question:   Can a deceased woman be considered “alive” if cells taken from her body       

continue to proliferate? 

“Is Henrietta Lacks Really Immortal?” was the 8th forum in the “Exploring Ethics Henrietta Lacks” series at the 
Reuben H. Fleet Science Center, and it featured a panel of three speakers – a Muslim, a Buddhist, and a Christian 

– comparing issues of religious faith at the heart of the bestselling book by Rebecca Skloot.  

Moderator Mark Mann framed the discussion by underscoring the need for intellectual diversity in public         
discourse.  “Religion is a significant part of the    

conversation for much that deals with public   
policy,” said Mann, who is an Associate Professor 

of  Theology and Director of the Wesleyan Center 
for Interdisciplinary Studies at Point Loma Naza-

rene University.  “A secular society should include 
religious voices.” 

Khaleel Mohammed, Associate Professor of       

Religion at San Diego State University, began by 
observing that Islamic law, like U.S. law, struggles 

with the need to balance individual rights with the 
greater good of society.  Because Henrietta’s cells 

have been used to conquer disease, he said, “From 
a religious point of view, some may     consider 

her as being specially blessed [and] having lived 
the life of a martyr.” 

Karma Lekshe Tsomo, Associate Professor of Theology and Religious Studies at the University of San Diego, 

pointed out that “there is nothing immortal in Buddhism,” and yet the tenet of reincarnation can mean that 
“those who have died are somewhere in some form of rebirth,” which raises “all kinds of identity issues.”  

Michael Lodahl, Professor of Theology and World Religions at Point Loma Nazarene University, reminded the 
audience that after Henrietta’s death, her family drew sustenance from their Christian belief in the immortality of 

the soul.  In the book’s Chapter 36, titled “Heavenly Bodies,” her daughter Debra was consoled by her cousin 
Gary with the words, “You can have eternal life.  Just look at Henrietta.” 

“Various family members assumed that Henrietta is alive as a spiritual being,” said Lodahl, “and not only alive, as 

Khaleel has mentioned, but considerably more powerful in her present state … that Henrietta’s spirit lived on in 
her cells, controlling the life of anyone who crossed its path.” 

Questions of identity, informed consent, and ownership were central to the discussion.  In terms of personal 

identity, “DNA changes the perspective,” said Mohammed, because a cell removed from a person’s  body still 
carries the person’s DNA. 

The panelists were in clear agreement that the core ethical issue in the Lacks story was the right of the individual 

to decide what happens with tissues from her or his body.  They also agreed that the Lacks family should have 
been treated more compassionately.  “The family wasn’t up to speed on all the science,” said Tsomo, “but how 

many of us are?” 

During the audience discussion, questioners asked how millennia-old sacred texts could shed light on the modern 
scientific complexities of DNA and stem cell technology.  Mohammed said that Islam’s “goal … to promote life” 

has led its followers to embrace advances in medical science, and he added, “If your religion goes against the ob-
vious, then something is wrong somewhere, and you have to make a choice.”  

Khaleel Mohammed, Karma Lekshe Tsomo, Michael Lohdahl 
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May: “HeLa and Human Subject Research: Past, Present, Future” 

In the ninth and final “Exploring Ethics Henrietta Lacks” forum, a panel of young medical ethicists reviewed the 
progress made and the challenges that remain in clinical studies of human subjects. 

The May 4th presentation on “Henrietta Lacks and Human Subject Research: A Look at Past, Present, and Fu-

ture,” also was the 50th “Exploring Ethics” forum since the series was launched on May 7, 2008 (see pages 2-3).   

Welcoming remarks were delivered by Sandra Brown, UC San Diego’s Vice Chancellor for Research. She praised 
the Lacks series as “an extraordinary venture that … could only have happened in San Diego because of our re-

gion’s emphasis on collaboration and innovation.” 

Forum moderator Mary Devereaux, Director of the UCSD Biomedical Seminar Series, was one of the speakers at 
the original May 2008 forum. She currently advises the UCSD Student Society for Medical Ethics, and she intro-

duced the three panelists, Michael Cheng, Nitin Prabhakar, and Dong Tran, all of whom are undergraduates and 
society members. 

Tran and Prabhakar began by looking  
back on two  notorious examples of     

research misconduct involving syphilis 
studies in Tuskegee, Alabama and in   

Guatemala.  They contrasted those with    
a current study of HIV-positive Latinos 

directed by María Luisa Zúñiga, a UCSD 
School of Medicine epidemiologist, who 

has incorporated principles of 
“community-based research” to team up 

with community agencies in her projects. 

Zúñiga’s work demonstrates how researchers no longer see human subjects “as mere instruments for science or  
as a source of cells on a plate,” said Tran.  “We must respect those who, by their participation, make research  

possible.”  Prabhakar agreed, adding, “Greater efforts are needed to enhance transparency in monitoring ongoing 
research and to hold researchers and institutions accountable for any violations.”  

Cheng addressed the challenges of studying “vulnerable populations,” like children and mentally ill patients, who 

deserve to be included in medical research but may not be fully capable of understanding risks.  “Individuals for 
whom informed consent would be impossible should have extra protection,” he said, adding, “Vulnerability 

should be looked at on a case-by-case basis.  It should not be generalized to any group of people.  Any individual 
on some level can be considered ‘vulnerable.’” 

Tran pointed out that “undergraduate students definitely are a vulnerable population,” in large part because “they 
often get extra credit for being research subjects.” 

The audience discussion touched upon the ethics of handling human tissue samples and other materials that are 

taken from patients like Lacks but no longer “belong” to them.  Devereaux mentioned that “very strict regula-
tions” currently govern research use of such material, e.g., it must be “de-identified” to expunge any record of its 

source.  But, given the impossibility of de-identifying human DNA, there was a strong consensus that policies 
should be updated constantly and vigilantly. 

The panel also discussed a growing trend among U.S. biotech companies of conducting human subject research 

overseas, where costs are lower and government oversight is not as stringent.   

Prabhakar cited data that “54 percent of 11,944 trial sites for certain new drugs are foreign, and less than 1 percent 

undergo FDA inspection.  We have international and domestic guidelines, but we don’t have harmonization or 
implementation of those guidelines to make everyone accountable.” 

“That’s something we definitely have to pursue,” he concluded. 

Dong Tran, Nitin Prabhakar, and Michael Cheng 
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How and why did you become involved with the Ethics Center?  
A few years ago, I was honored to be asked if I would be interested in replacing Larry Hinman, Ph.D., professor 

of philosophy at the University of San Diego, at the center because he needed to step down from his duties.      
Because USD was one of the center’s founding institutions and Larry was an integral part of its establishment, it 

was important that our university had a continued relationship. Since part of USD’s mission is “…preparing    
leaders dedicated to ethical conduct and compassionate service,” the center has been a natural fit. And as a person 

who studies health psychology, issues of ethics are central to what I discuss in my courses and of particular con-
cern in my research. The center has such interesting programs that I wanted to find a way to increase its visibility  

to the USD community. Since most of what I do today at USD is faculty development, I wanted to find quality 
connections for our faculty, students and the community at large. It has been a pleasure to be involved these past 

few years with the center and the wonderful people who make everything happen. 
 

How would you describe the impact of the Henrietta Lacks Project? 
The Henrietta Lacks Project was a labor-intensive effort that made a huge impact on our community. Not only has 

this popular text led to discussions of ethics in medicine in not-so-typical settings, it has also opened up the world 
of medical ethical matters to the San Diego community at large. To get all the major universities, colleges and   

several K-12 schools involved in a single project was quite a feat of organization and collaboration. I wonder if this 
effort would have been possible without the Ethics Center serving as the home base. From the monthly presenta-

tions held at the Reuben H. Fleet Science Center to the regional student essay contest, the number and quality of 
events were amazing. The level of discussion about the ethical issues involved in the text stimulated a number of 

interesting projects at each of the participating institutions.  
 

What is your most vivid memory of author Rebecca Skloot’s “Exploring Ethics Henrietta Lacks” talk?  
 My most vivid memory was actually what happened before the talk. The winners of a student essay contest      

presented their essays in front of the audience. Each winner got up to the podium in front of family, friends and 
community members and read her or his work. It was inspirational to see all the high school students in attend-

ance. This was symbolic of what the ethics center is trying to achieve. The audiences at the monthly Exploring 
Ethics series tend to be adults, so it was wonderful to see the younger generation engaging in such important   

conversations.  The Henrietta Lacks series introduced the Ethics Center to a group that was not regularly engaged 
in the previous work of the center. 
 

Why should we engage the public in discussing ethical challenges posed by new developments in science 

and technology? 
In this day and time, technological and medical advances are occurring at a faster rate than the general public has 

the ability to keep up with. The center offers opportunities to learn about these very important issues. Too often, 
such discussions are isolated in academic settings and/or journals. Because everyone has a vested interest in the 

outcomes of the debates on ethical issues and related legal tenets, the center is serving an important public service 
for San Diego. 

In terview 

Sandra Sgoutas-Emch, Ph.D. 

Sandra Sgoutas-Emch is a professor of psychological sciences and director of the 

Center for Educational Excellence at the University of San Diego. During her     

18-year tenure at USD, she has also been the director of the gender studies pro-

gram. She teaches courses in health psychology and biopsychology.  Before      

coming to USD, she received a two-year postdoctoral NIH fellowship in psycho-

neuroimmunology at the Ohio State University medical school. Dr. Sgoutas-Emch 

has research interests in the efficacy of alternative medicine, the  impact of stress, 

and women’s health issues. 
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themes from her book. As with the Lacks Series, we look forward to a partnership involving numerous academic 
institutions throughout the county. 

Ethics Center in the News 
 

UCSD Faculty Honored with Excellence Awards 
        Michael Kalichman, Professor of Pathology, 

             Is Recognized for Community Service 
 

“Do We Own Our Bodily Tissues?”  Voice of  San Diego, April 30, 2012 
        By Margaret Ng Thow Hing 

“Over the past nine months, the San Diego community has considered a wide array of controversial ethical  
questions examined in Skloot’s book from donor informed consent and protection of vulnerable populations in    

scientific research to the commercialization and the religious implications of ‘immortal’ cell lines.” Read more at:  
http://www.voiceofsandiego.org/cafe-san-diego/henrietta-lacks/article_a48fcaac-92f2-11e1-8d69-

0019bb2963f4.html 

“Michael Kalichman is a pioneer of community-based public 
dialogue to address the ethical dimensions of  research. As 

co-founder of the Center for Ethics in Science and Technol-
ogy, he has helped create a regional culture of public engage-

ment with scientists and academics.”  Read more at:: 
http://ucsdnews.ucsd.edu/pressreleases/uc_san_diego_scho

lars_honored_with_faculty_excellence_awards3/ 

Michael Kalichman (2nd from left) at March 29 
UCSD awards ceremony with Ethics Center       

Advisory Board members Nancy Vaughan, Lucy 
Killea, and Peter Ellsworth 

Before closing, I want to briefly note two "graduations" from the Ethics Center.     
The first is Dena Plemmons, who for the past 4 years has been involved in numerous   

Ethics Center activities, including organizing Exploring Ethics programs and working 
with middle school students. In part, reflecting her commitment to ethics and science, 

Dena has been named Director for the Division of Research Affairs at San Diego 
State University.  

The second is Alka Malhotra. Alka, a genetic epidemiologist working with the Nation-
al Institutes of Health, has been a dedicated member of the Ethics Center's Writing 

Group for over a year. Two of her op-eds were published in voiceofsandiego. Based 
in part on her experience with us, Alka has just been awarded a position as Science 

Policy Fellow with Research!America where she will work this summer on policy, out-
reach, and education in the areas of science and health research. Please join me in 

congratulating both Dena and Alka. 

And please plan to join us at our programs in the months to come. 

   — Michael Kalichman, Director, Center for  Ethics in Science & Technology 

_____________________________________________________ 
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