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United States science and science policy communities agree that scientific discovery and innovation are critical contributors to economic growth and societal development.  Implicit in that agreement is that having a technically trained workforce is important. Discovery takes place at the boundaries of fields of knowledge, and innovation takes place at the intersection of those boundaries.  From this point of view, the importance of a rigorous system of technical education is obvious.  Several questions arise from this assertion.  What is a rigorous system of technical education?  Who are the recipients of such an education?  Is such an education as valuable to the recipient as it is to the society?

There are well established bodies of work devoted to the first two of these questions.  One of the outcomes is the discussion of whether the United States produces enough scientists and engineers.  Labor economists suggest that there is no shortage in the U.S. science and technology workforce.  The presence of foreign scientists and engineers meets our market needs and it is immaterial where they come from. Labor economists further suggest that concerns about future decreases in the influx of foreign talent is purely speculative and not backed by historical precedence.  Their argument is strengthened by the climate of globalization and the relatively unencumbered movement of technical workers to specialized markets wherever they exist in the world.

One of the unintended consequences of this argument is that it undermines research efforts from the science policy community into the value system that undergirds U.S. technical education.  Assuming that the output of the U.S. technical education system is adequately supplemented by foreign talent diminishes the importance of examining who among U.S. students has access to that system.  This examination is central to answering any question about the worth of a science career or the value of a technical education.  It shifts the object of inquiry from the education system itself to the students.  What value does the science community place on domestic students who do not have access to technical education or are disenchanted by it?  Contentment with the conclusion that the domestic technical workforce is adequately supplied says that we place little value on this category of excluded U.S. students.

This uncomfortable value assessment is where the demographics of the U.S. science enterprise enter the discussion.  For nearly forty years there have been concerted efforts to include Black and Hispanic students in the technical education system and in the science careers that follow.  The incremental successes of that effort do not overwhelm the reality that these groups remain disproportionately excluded from U.S. science and U.S. science policy.  Much of the work dedicated to this problem has focused on gathering data that provides evidence of exclusion.  One of the results of that data collection effort has been focus on the academic performance of Black and Hispanic students at each of the major transition points:  high school to university and university to graduate studies.  The mathematical and scientific proficiency of these groups of students on average is a deterrent to participation in academic technical disciplines and pursuit of science careers.

The statistical demonstration of these shortcomings is clear.  This evidence of course falls short of providing reasons why.  An advantage of examining the social organization of science and science policy is precisely the introduction of social value into the research and action agenda of the science community.  One of the unasked questions is, How does this group of students perceive its own value?  The science enterprise is not operating in a vacuum.  The momentum of the anti-affirmative action effort continues to grow unabated.  The isolation of Black and Hispanic students in science, technology, engineering and mathematics programs still carry with it a significant personal burden that to date is not well understood.  Implicit in both of these realities are messages about value.  How are these students valued by the institutions they attend and by the United States in general?  In response to externally determined value, how do individuals from these groups assess their own value as members of the science enterprise?  The answers to these questions represent a gap in knowledge within the science policy community.

Another consequence of the efforts to address equal representation in the U.S. science enterprise has been an unrelenting association between Black and Hispanic students, academic difficulty and scientific and mathematical weakness.  As a result, the worth of a science career for Black and Hispanic Americans may go well beyond wages, job security and potential technological impact.  It may cross into community development and successful representation of self and kind.  For the science policy community to recognize these potential determinants of worth is a prerequisite to including them in the set of metrics developed to determine worth.

Scientific discovery and innovation are indeed critical components of a competitive economy and a productive society.  Understanding the incentives and barriers to participating in that process are equally important.  As a science community in the United States, we have the luxury of a unique combination of foreign and domestic talent.  The sheer numerical reality is such that the science engine will not stall if Black and Hispanic Americans simply do not participate.  That unfortunate truth does not release the science and science policy communities from the responsibility of understanding this fundamental component of the United States innovation system.  The academic rigor that has been applied to understanding the U.S. innovation system suggests that not only is studying this component well within the core competence of the community; it is also necessary for this branch of the social organization of science to be complete.  In this current era of U.S. government proclamations of American freedom and values it would be inconsistent and unethical for the U.S. science community not to investigate the conditions of this indigenous natural knowledge resource.
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