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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 counsel of the California Learning Communi-
ties Consortium, is an advocate of new techniques for “repairing comprehension fail-
ures.”  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  
coordinate science instruction from high school through college levels are paying off.  And when it comes to 
building 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  
decisions later on as citizens.” 
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