Region - Educational Research and Reviews, 2026, Volume 8, Issue 2
DOI: 10.32629/rerr.v8i2.5096

ISSN Online: 2661-4634

ISSN Print: 2661-4626

Teaching the unteachable: a science
popularization framework for tumor
heterogeneity and epigenetics in elementary
education

Yanxi XIAO?, Yihang LIU%, Mengru ZHU?, Xiaobi MAO?, Lei WANG!, Dan HUANG!, Guoliang JIANG*
1. Wuhan Haidian Foreign Language Shi Yan School, Wuhan 430299, China

2. Hongshan District No. 1 Primary School, Wuhan 430000, China

*Corresponding Author

Email address: jgl52@163.com

Abstract: Biomedical concepts including tumor heterogeneity and epigenetics are seldom taught at the pre-university level,
as young students are presumed to lack adequate cognitive readiness. This study argues otherwise. Drawing on classroom
practice with fifth and sixth grade students, we describe a pedagogical framework grounded in structural analogy: factory
systems for cellular identity, lock-and-key mechanisms for chromatin regulation, and the evolutionary contrast between the
archaeopteryx and the peacock for the temporal sequence of epigenetic events. None of these analogies sacrifice accuracy
for accessibility. Each captures the structural logic of the underlying biology in terms that children can locate within their
own experience. The central claim is not that hard science should be softened. Translating scientific precision into genuine
conceptual accessibility is itself a rigorous act, and educators who do it well make a lasting contribution to scientific
literacy at the stage when attitudes toward science are most malleable.
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1 Introduction

Science education at the primary level has long operated under quiet conservatism. Tumor heterogeneity and
epigenetics are consistent casualties: treated by most curriculum designers as subjects belonging to medical schools, not
classrooms of ten-year-olds. This paper challenges that view directly. Children are not passive recipients of pre-digested
content. Research in developmental cognition shows that learners at this stage build understanding by connecting new
information to established knowledge frameworks, and that the analogical reasoning required to grasp concepts like
epigenetics falls well within the cognitive repertoire of elementary-age students [1]. The obstacle is rarely the student. It is
the educator's willingness to find the right entry points and commit to building bridges between what children already
know and what science actually says. This study draws on an extended enrichment curriculum in which tumor biology and
epigenetic regulation were introduced to fifth and sixth graders through simulation, narrative, and structural analogy. It
connects those classroom experiences to current work in developmental cognition, science communication, and proposes a
framework other educators can adapt and test.

2 The case for early engagement

Three reasons support introducing these concepts in elementary school. The first is personal relevance. Cancer is not
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abstract for most children. Many have watched grandparents go through treatment, heard a parent receive a diagnosis, or
sat in oncology waiting rooms. That emotional proximity creates a motivational context no amount of curricular
engineering can produce from scratch. The second is conceptual transfer. The ideas at the core of tumor heterogeneity and
epigenetics, that complexity emerges from variation and that context determines expression, carry explanatory weight far
beyond oncology. A student who genuinely understands why a tumor contains phenotypically distinct cell populations has
absorbed a principle about systemic diversity that will prove useful in ecology, economics, and social analysis throughout
their education. The third is narrative fit. The story of a normal cell losing regulatory coherence and turning malignant is
not a frame imposed on biology. It is the shape that the biology naturally takes. Children follow consequential narratives
with sustained attention, and an educator who recognizes this has, without additional technology or props, one of the most
effective pedagogical tools available.

3 Teaching tumor heterogeneity

Tumor heterogeneity, the finding that a single tumor comprises a genetically and phenotypically diverse ecosystem of
distinct cell populations, is one of the most clinically consequential ideas in contemporary oncology [2]. It explains why
targeted therapies that show early promise so often fail over time, and why different metastatic lesions in the same patient
can respond so differently to identical treatment. The factory analogy provides a natural entry point. A cell is a factory.
Every factory in a functioning city receives the same master instruction manual, which is DNA, but different factories read
different pages to produce different products. Skin cell factories make protective proteins; nerve factories produce
neurotransmitters; immune factories synthesize antibodies. Cellular identity is determined not by which manual a factory
holds, but by which pages it is currently reading. Children grasp this distinction readily, and once they do, a foundational
principle of developmental biology is already in their hands.

A classroom simulation then extends this into therapeutic implications (as shown in Figure 1). Students play five
disruptive factory workers, each breaking a different rule: one refuses to stop when the shift ends, a second disguises itself
as compliant, a third sabotages neighboring tools, a fourth recruits colleagues to misbehave, and a fifth produces
unauthorized copies. Asked whether a single security guard trained to detect only one type of violation can stop all five,
students answer immediately: no. In reasoning their way to that conclusion, they have arrived at the core implication of
intratumoral heterogeneity. Therapeutic strategies targeting a single cellular phenotype will be evaded by subpopulations
that do not share it, permitting resistant clones to persist and eventually prevail [3]. At that point, the teacher does not need

to provide the insight. It only needs to be named.
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Figure 1. Classroom simulation diagram for teaching intratumoral heterogeneity.
Five student roles represent distinct tumor subpopulations: uncontrolled proliferation, immune evasion, invasiveness, paracrine recruitment, and
genomic instability. A single security guard recognizing only one violation type cannot neutralize all five, illustrating why single-target therapies fail

against heterogeneous tumors. The simulation reaches elementary-age students without sacrificing biological accuracy.

37



4 Teaching epigenetics: locks, keys, and the archaeopteryx-to-peacock principle

Epigenetics presents a different kind of pedagogical problem. Once the factory metaphor is established, tumor
heterogeneity can be approached through simulation and narrative. Epigenetics asks students to accept something
genuinely counterintuitive: that gene activity is governed not solely by DNA sequence but by the physical and chemical
state of the chromatin in which that DNA is embedded [4]. Students who have been told, correctly but incompletely, that
DNA is the master blueprint of life must now extend that understanding in a meaningful way. The lock-and-key framework
provides the necessary scaffolding. Every cell contains the same complete library, meaning the genome, but not every book
in that library is accessible at any given moment. Some sit locked behind glass, their pages unreadable. Others lie open on
the table, actively consulted. The state of the lock corresponds to chromatin accessibility: the degree to which a given
genomic region is reachable by the cell's transcriptional machinery [4]. Tightly compacted chromatin cannot be transcribed;
relaxed, open chromatin can. This is not a child-friendly simplification of biology. It is a structurally accurate description
of chromatin regulation, expressed in vocabulary children can immediately situate in familiar experience.

The temporal dimension of epigenetic regulation adds its own pedagogical difficulty. Chromatin opening does not
follow transcription: it precedes it. This directional relationship is scientifically important and clinically relevant, but it is
demanding to teach, because students must hold a causal chain in mind in which the regulatory event comes before the
functional one. The archaeopteryx-to-peacock analogy provides a reliable anchor (as shown in Figure 2). The
archaeopteryx, the ancient transitional form connecting theropod dinosaurs to modern birds, stands for the chromatin
accessibility event: the early, structurally enabling step without which nothing downstream is possible. The peacock in full
plumage represents realized gene transcription, the output achievable only because the necessary groundwork was already
laid [5]. Without the archacopteryx, there is no peacock. Without chromatin opening, there is no transcription. In cancer,
tumor cells subvert this regulatory logic in organized ways [5]. They open locks that should stay closed, activating
oncogenes that drive uncontrolled proliferation. They close locks that should remain open, silencing tumor suppressors that
would otherwise restrain cell division. Because epigenetic changes are reversible in principle, unlike most genetic
mutations, the therapeutic agents being developed against epigenetic regulators, including HDAC inhibitors and DNMT
inhibitors, aim to restore normal chromatin accessibility in malignant cells [6]. For children, the message is worth carrying:
the locks can be re-locked. That reversibility is scientifically accurate, and it offers something rarely present in cancer

discussions, a basis for cautious optimism.
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Figure 2. Diagrammatic representation of the archaeopteryx-to-peacock analogy for teaching the temporal sequence of

epigenetic regulation.

The archaeopteryx (top right) represents the chromatin accessibility event, the structural prerequisite enabling subsequent transcription. The peacock
(bottom right) represents fully realized gene expression. A directional arrow reinforces causal precedence. Schematic chromatin states accompany each

image: compacted heterochromatin is shown above, open euchromatin is shown below.

5 Connecting the concepts

A central aim of this curriculum is to help students understand that tumor heterogeneity and epigenetic dysregulation
are not parallel, independent problems. They represent two aspects of the same disease process. Epigenetic plasticity, the
capacity of a cell to shift between chromatin states in response to microenvironmental signals, is one of the primary
mechanisms through which intratumoral phenotypic diversity is generated [7]. When cells within a tumor settle into
different chromatin configurations, they activate different gene programs and acquire distinct identities: some proliferative,
some invasive, some stem-like, some more differentiated. Teaching this connection requires extending the factory analogy
to a city-scale systems frame. The factory is not one building but a city: a network of specialized facilities, each reading
different chapters of the same master manual, each linked by supply chains and regulatory communications. Epigenetic
breakdown is not one factory malfunctioning. It is the coordination among all of them collapsing. Some facilities begin
producing what they should not. Others halt production they must sustain. Still others stop receiving signals from the city's
regulatory infrastructure and begin operating on their own. What results is a collection of dysfunctional units, each
presenting the engineers trying to restore order with a different, specific challenge. This framing prepares students not only
for the complexity of cancer biology but for the kind of systems that prove useful across nearly every domain of
consequential challenge they will encounter as adults.

6 Pedagogical principles and implications for science communication

The teaching approach described here rests on three principles with implications extending well beyond this
classroom. The first is structural equivalence. Good science communication does not reduce complex ideas to their most
digestible form. It identifies, for each concept, a structure already presents in the audience's existing knowledge that can be
mapped onto the logical architecture of the new scientific concept [8]. A child who already understands locks and keys
holds the structural framework needed to understand chromatin accessibility. The task is to connect one to the other using
analogies that are isomorphic to biology, not merely suggestive of it. The distinction between a structurally accurate
analogy and a superficially appealing one is the most important quality criterion in science communication, and it is
applied less rigorously than it should be. The second principle is sequencing. The most common failure in science
communication is attempting to convey full complexity before foundational structure has been established. A student who
does not understand that different cells express different genes cannot make sense of why epigenetic dysregulation in a
tumor cell creates problems. The significance of the dysregulation is legible only against the background of what normal
regulation is meant to accomplish. The third principle is that engagement and accuracy reinforce each other rather than
compete. The hide-and-seek simulation is engaging precisely because it accurately captures the structural challenge that
intratumoral heterogeneity poses. The archacopteryx-to-peacock analogy sticks precisely because it accurately represents
the directional relationship between chromatin accessibility and transcription. Analogies that engage yet distort produce
short-term enthusiasm and long-term conceptual obstacles that grow harder to correct over time.

7 Conclusion

This study has made two arguments simultaneously, one narrow and one broad. The narrow argument is that specific

biomedical concepts can be taught effectively in elementary settings, given appropriate analogical scaffolding and careful
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pedagogical sequencing. The broader argument is about what we owe the children in those settings. Students in today's

elementary classrooms will spend most of their adult lives in a world reshaped by cancer biology, epigenomics, and
precision medicine. They will evaluate medical advice, vote on science policy, and decide whether to participate in clinical
research. Giving them accurate conceptual tools for thinking about these questions early, while those frameworks are still
forming, is not supplementary enrichment. It is one of the more consequential contributions that science education can
make. Teaching tumor heterogeneity and epigenetics in elementary school is not a pedagogical stunt. It reflects a
recognition that young learners are capable of serious engagement with serious science, when educators meet them where
they are. The locked library, the archaeopteryx, and the city of malfunctioning factories are not diluted versions of science.
They are the science, put into language a ten-year-old can carry home and explain at dinner. When the child who has lost a
grandparent to cancer looks up and says, "Oh, so that is why the medicine stopped working," science education has done
what it is actually for. Not information transfer. Understanding.

Acknowledgments

The authors acknowledge the contributions of all teachers and students who participated in the institutional
observation program, and the administrative support of the School of English Instruction.

Conflicts of interest

The author declares no conflicts of interest regarding the publication of this paper.

References

[1] Simonsmeier B A, Flaig M, Deiglmayr A, Schalk L, Schneider M. Domain-specific prior knowledge and learning:
a meta-analysis[J]. Educ Psychol, 2022, 57(1): 31-54.

[2] Turajlic S, Sottoriva A, Graham T, Swanton C. Resolving genetic heterogeneity in cancer[J]. Nat Rev Genet, 2019,
20(7): 404-416.

[3] Vasan N, Baselga J, Hyman D M. A view on drug resistance in cancer[J]. Nature, 2019, 575(7782): 299-309.

[4] Klemm S L, Shipony Z, Greenleaf W J. Chromatin accessibility and the regulatory epigenome[J]. Nat Rev Genet,
2019, 20(4): 207-220.

[5] Feinberg A P. The key role of epigenetics in human disease prevention and mitigation[J]. N Engl J Med, 2018,
378(14): 1323-1334.

[6] Davalos V, Esteller M. Cancer epigenetics in clinical practice[J]. CA Cancer J Clin, 2023, 73(4): 376-424.

[7] Hanahan D. Hallmarks of cancer: New dimensions[J]. Cancer Discov, 2022,12(1): 31-46.

[8] Fischhoff B. Evaluating science communication[J]. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA, 2019, 116(16): 7670-7675.

About the author

Guoliang Jiang, male, Han nationality, born in March 1991, native to Xiantao, Hubei Province. He holds a master's
degree and currently serves as a vice principal. His research focuses on primary English education and primary science

education.

40



	Teaching the unteachable: a science popularization

