Beating the Odds:

Preparing Minority Students for Research Careers in Biomedical Science

Freeman A. Hrabowski, III
President, University of Maryland, Baltimore County 

Michael F. Summers

Howard Hughes Medical Institute Investigator &

Professor of Chemistry, University of Maryland Baltimore County

National Environmental Health Science Advisory Council Meeting

National Institutes of Health – Bethesda, Maryland

February 23, 2004

Abstract

Although African American students represent approximately 11 percent of all students enrolled in the nation’s colleges and universities, they earn not quite seven percent (6.9) of all bachelor’s degrees and less than two percent (1.8) of the doctoral degrees in science and engineering.
  Colleges and universities, as well as national agencies, companies, and foundations, regularly send representatives to visit the University of Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC), a predominantly white institution emphasizing science education and research, because of the success over the past decade of our Meyerhoff Scholars Program for high-achieving African American students in science.  Our experience is especially noteworthy given the nation’s growing diversity and the implications of this development for America’s future scientific workforce.

Since creating the program in 1988, our goal has been to build a cadre of well prepared minority students who would become leading researchers.  We have focused on creating a climate that attracts serious students, sets high expectations of them, and then takes a proactive approach in helping them to succeed.  Most important, our senior faculty have taken ownership of the program and of the student’s education, and the students, themselves, comprise a community of young scholars who support each other and focus on the excitement of research.  


One of the program’s distinguishing features is its assumption that every student competitively selected has the ability not only to graduate – given appropriate opportunities and resources – but also to excel, because the program engenders an expectation of excellence.  Its components include (1) recruiting top minority students in science; (2) a summer bridge program; (3) comprehensive merit scholarship support; (4) active faculty involvement in recruiting, teaching, and students’ research experiences; (5) strong programmatic values including high achievement, study groups, tutoring, and preparing for graduate or professional school; (6) substantive research experiences for students; (7) intensive academic advising and personal counseling; (8) active involvement of the entire campus; (9) linking students with mentors; (10) a strong sense of community among the students; (11) communication with the students’ families; and (12) continuous evaluation and documentation of program outcomes.


This multilevel approach has proven to be highly effective.  In fact, Science recently listed the Meyerhoff Program among the best academic programs of its kind in the nation.
  Approximately 550 undergraduates (including 200 current students) have enrolled since the program began, and approximately 350 students have earned degrees in science, with 85 percent going on to graduate and professional programs at universities nationwide.  According to recent data, UMBC ranked first nationally in the number of undergraduate biochemistry degrees awarded to African Americans, producing nearly one-third of the national total several years ago.
  Our success at the undergraduate level has led to similarly successful initiatives in our graduate programs.
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