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An undergraduate program involving mentorship, summer and other workshops, and targeting high-achieving
high school students improves participation of underrepresented minorities in science.

s international participation in ad-
Avanced science and engineering (S&E)
increases, and as national populations
become more diverse (/-3) it becomes even
more important to provide quality science edu-
cation to all children, including those from
racially diverse
groups (2, 3).
Despite sev-
eral decades
of federally sup-
ported programs,
Americans from these groups continue to be
underrepresented among Ph.D. recipients and
in the S&E workforce (4-6).

Contrary to popular belief (7), many well-
prepared underrepresented minority students
(URMs)—including men and women of
Latino, Native-American, Pacific Island, and
African-American descent—are interested in
pursuing scientific or engineering careers. In
2005, the same percentage (44%) of African-
American and Caucasian college-bound high
school students indicated their intent to major
in S&E fields (8). Many students with strong
SAT scores, impressive grades, and success in
high school honors math and science courses
leave the college science pipeline, but the loss is
disproportionately among women and minori-
ties (9, 10). Thus, factors other than school
preparation, science aptitude, and interest must
be responsible for the low achievement and low
persistence in these subgroups of undergradu-
ate and graduate S&E students. Identifying
these negative factors and retaining well-edu-
cated students with S&E interests would
improve the United States’ ability to compete in
today’s global scientific community.

Factors that keep URMs from persisting
with science include academic and cultural
isolation, motivation and performance vulner-
ability in the face of low expectations, peers
who are not supportive of academic success,
and discrimination, whether perceived or actual
(10-15). These factors can have a stronger
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effect at institutions with predominantly
majority populations. Such institutions award
about 75% of all bachelor’s degrees earned by
African Americans (/6). To address these par-
ticular factors, we developed the Meyerhoff
Scholars Program in 1989 at the University of
Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC). At that
time, the university was graduating fewer than
18 African-American S&E majors per year
(see graph below). Typically, fewer than five of
these students graduated with a grade point
average above 3.0 (on a 1 to 4 scale), consistent
with achievement levels observed at other
institutions (17, 18).

The Meyerhoft Scholars Program (named
after its founders, Baltimore philanthropists
Robert and Jane Meyerhoff) focuses on
producing bachelor’s degree recipients, par-
ticularly African Americans, who go on to
doctoral programs in science and engineering.
Since 2000, an average of 1900 candidates
have been nominated each year by high school
teachers and counselors. Of

sional programs (41% to Ph.D. or M.D.-Ph.D.,
22% to master’s, 24% to medical or other
professional programs, and 13% employed).
Meyerhoff students with completed advanced
degrees now number 44 with Ph.D.’s or M.D.-
Ph.D’s (most earned in the past 2 years), 72 with
master’s degrees, and 32 with medical degrees.

The effectiveness of the Meyerhoff program
is highlighted by comparing students who
entered the Meyerhoff program with those who
were invited but declined and attended other
institutions (9, 19, 20). Both groups earned sim-
ilar grades and graduated at similar rates. But
students who entered the Meyerhoff program
were twice as likely to earn a science or engi-
neering bachelor’s degree (9) and 5.3 times
more likely to enroll in post-college graduate
study (79, 20). In addition, Meyerhoff students
were about twice as likely to earn S&E B.S.
degrees as Asian, Caucasian, and non-Meyerhoff
African-American students with similar prep-
aration and interests (9).
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Effect of the Meyerhoff program on undergraduate studies. (Top)
Average grades of Caucasian (dotted line) and African-American
(dashed line) students at graduation in S&E fields (biology, biochem-
istry, chemistry, computer science, engineering, mathematics, and
physics). (Bottom) African-American enrollment (solid line) and
graduations (dashed line) at UMBC for S&E undergraduates. The
Meyerhoff undergraduate program was initiated in 1989 and began

went on to graduate or profes-
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graduating students in 1993 (arrows).
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