Vignettes: Studying Science

| was thinking of whether | could graduate from high school if for the second year
in a row | failed biology. | was surprised to be failing it, because | loved it; I'd loved
it the first time I'd failed it too. My favorite part was gene-recession charts. | liked
working out the sequence of blue eyes in families that had no characteristics except
blue eyes and brown eyes. My family had a lot of characteristics—achievements,
ambitions, talents, expectations—that all seemed to be recessive in me.
—Susanna Kaysen, in Girl, Interrupted (Random House)

A postlab discussion of an activity called “Experimenting with Mixtures” provided
a forum for identifying the activity’s successes and difficulties. Students expressed
frustration over my expectation that they could inductively derive a distinction
between homogeneous and heterogeneous mixtures. Students’ preconceptions of
mixtures were far richer and more complex than the scientific dichotomy of
homogeneous/heterogeneous. “Why couldn’t we just read about it before the

activity?” they asked.

as a career, and programs like the Minority
Biomedical Research Support (MBRS)
and Minority Access to Research Careers
(MARC) have the same aims as the pro-
gram of the Institute of Biomedical Re-
search and use some of the same approach-
es. All try to inculcate the scientific ethos
by having the students actually do re-
search and discover both that hard work is
necessary to do science and that the re-
wards of science are not only in the results
but in the search itself. A key component
in both programs is mentoring by senior
scientists and the feeling of belonging to
the scientific community. An important
difference is that the students at the Insti-
tute in Mexico were a select upper-mid-
dle-class group with professional parents,
whereas most students in the MBRS pro-
gram are first-generation college students
who come from a lower socioeconomic
level. Remarkably, despite this, the grad-
uation rate of these minority students
in some programs exceeds that of the In-
stitute (MBRS 88 percent, MARC 99 per-
cent at Wayne State University, according
to Joseph Dunbar of the Medical School).
Another difference is that whereas most of
the Institute graduates went on to gradu-
ate degrees in science, there is a signifi-
cant (45 percent) diversion of MBRS
graduates to medical school, with only
about 30 percent continuing in science.
This is probably due to the much greater
financial differential between M.D.’s and

—Glen Aikenhead, in STS Education: International Perspectives on Reform
(Joan Solomon and Glen Aikenhead, Eds.; Teachers College Press)

| think | got in [MIT] by being a nerd and getting good grades.
—Bill Gosper, in More Mathematical People (Donald J. Albers, Gerald
L. Alexanderson, and Constance Reid, Eds.; Academic Press)

Ph.D.’s in the United States than in Mex-
ico. A surprising difference was that fe-
male students in the Institute outnum-
bered male students by two to one.
Fortes and Lomnitz’s book provides a
number of illuminating views of the process
and difficulties of socializing students into
science. It will be of interest to those con-
cerned with increasing the proportion of
scientists in traditionally underrepresented

groups.
Bernard Onrtiz de Montellano
Department of Anthropology,
Wayne State University,
Detroit, MI 48202, USA
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