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BY RENETTA G. TULL, MARY ELLEN JACKSON, 

AND JANET C. RUTLEDGE

A
SUPPORTIVE COMMUNITY AMONG 
students can foster retention and facilitate successful
attainment of the Ph.D. degree. Such a supportive
graduate school community, particularly among

women and underrepresented minority populations, is being
developed within the three public research universities in
Maryland.

Under a unique alliance called PROMISE, educators are plan-
ning and implementing activities to increase the numbers of
diverse Ph.D.s in science, engineering, mathematics, and other
disciplines that are supported by NSF. PROMISE partners
include the University of Maryland Baltimore County (UMBC),
University of Maryland Baltimore (UMB), and the University of
Maryland College Park (UMCP). These universities have a vari-
ety of graduate programs, including chemistry, biochemistry,
chemical engineering, toxicology, immunology, and genetics. 

Funded by NSF, PROMISE is Maryland’s Alliance for
Graduate Education and the Professoriate (AGEP) and is one of
many AGEP programs on campuses around the country. AGEP
grants are awarded to facilitate diverse graduate student enroll-
ment, retention, and graduation. AGEP also trains students for
faculty positions in an effort to diversify and replenish the retir-
ing professoriate. Led by UMBC, PROMISE will receive $2.5
million in support from NSF over five years and will train a
diverse professional workforce, recognizing that many new U.S.
employees will come from the growing “minority” population.
Some PROMISE events will be alliance-wide, incorporating stu-
dents from all campuses; other events will be university-specific.
The activities encompass three areas: cultivating new students,
building a supportive community where students can excel, and
promoting professional development. Alliance partners will
implement activities in each of these areas on the campuses
throughout the academic year.

USING A SUCCESSFUL MODEL1

PROMISE is based in part on the success of UMBC’s
Meyerhoff Graduate Fellows Program. Prior to 1996, despite
considerable success at the undergraduate level, efforts to recruit
and retain underrepresented minority graduate students at
UMBC had been largely unsuccessful. In 1995, for example,
only one minority graduate student was enrolled in the biology,
chemistry, and engineering programs combined. Then, in the fol-
lowing year, UMBC initiated the Meyerhoff Graduate Fellows
Program2 for minority graduate students interested in pursuing
doctoral studies in the biomedical sciences. Key components of
the program include an eight-week Summer Bridge, laboratory
rotations, monthly meetings, full financial support for two years,
health insurance, a minority seminar series, an annual retreat,
student travel to national meetings, grant writing and submission
requirements, and academic advising and support.

At the end of each summer, program organizers hold an
annual retreat off-campus to bring together first year graduate
students who have completed the Bridge with more senior fel-
lows with active thesis projects. The weekend retreat builds a
sense of community and camaraderie among minority graduate
students. The retreat combines students’ scientific research pre-
sentations and discussions about research activities and issues of
minority education with daily excursions such as white-water
rafting, hiking, or mountain biking. By offering participants a
blend of thought-provoking discussions and recreational activities
outside of the academic arena, students develop a more trusting
and open relationship with each other and with administrators,
making it easier to provide students with optimal support.

The Meyerhoff Graduate Fellows Program also provides an
extra layer of advising and monitors student progress during their
pursuit of the Ph.D. degree, including guidance and assistance
with post-graduate placements. Fellows receive full financial sup-
port for the first two years and partial program support (supple-
ments to investigator grants, when allowed) during subsequent
years of graduate study. During their second year of graduate
study, the students must write and submit federal grant applica-
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tions for pre-doctoral fellowships, even though financial support
from UMBC is guaranteed. The major objective is the develop-
ment of the student’s “grantsmanship” skills. Since most of the
grants written by participating students have been funded, this
exercise also promotes feelings of accomplishment and ability.

The Meyerhoff Graduate Fellows Program has had a substan-
tial impact on minority graduate enrollment in the participating
departments. Underrepresented minority doctoral student enroll-
ment increased from 2% to 14.8% in the chemistry department.
Since its inception in 1996, the Program has enrolled 45 under-
represented minority doctoral students, 78% of whom have
either graduated or are making progress toward their Ph.D. The
retention rate is equal to or better than UMBC’s departmental
averages for all graduate students. Further, 14
of the 31 students currently taking classes
have a 3.5 GPA or higher, and two students
have a perfect 4.0 GPA. To date, four students
have graduated and three more are slated to
graduate with Ph.D.s by the end of the year.

UMBC’s experience indicates the importance of several com-
ponents: involvement of respected, productive faculty in pro-
gram leadership and mentoring roles; leadership at the depart-
mental level, where critical decisions regarding admissions and
retention issues are made; student ownership, to ensure that
best practices continue to evolve; and high-level administrative
support, to ensure that faculty have the time and resources
needed for a successful program and to provide appropriate
acknowledgement and reward for these efforts.

New Activities for PROMISE 

The PROMISE program began the 2003–04 academic year
with new recruitment and hands-on retention activities. The
activities will build upon the Meyerhoff Graduate Fellows’ activi-
ties and the successful PROMISE 2003 summer academic
event, “How to Ace the GRE Test,” which featured GRE
Executive Director, Thomas R. Rochon. Attended by nearly 300
students from UMBC, UMB, UMCP, Howard University, and
students from universities around the country who were con-
ducting summer research on Maryland’s campuses, this session
served to help students attain the requirements for entry to
graduate school.

The most intensive PROMISE event to date has been the
SUCCESS 2003 program, a pre-semester series of seminars
designed to create a better graduate school community
through academic preparation and community-building activi-
ties. Seminars included “Research, Research, Research: How to
Exceed your Advisor’s Expectations,” “How to Successfully
Navigate the Ph.D.,” and the nationally regarded “Guaranteed
4.0 Learning System.” These seminars and other hands-on

activities reach out to graduate students by offering personal
counseling, assistance with finding jobs and funding, and emo-
tional support.

Over the next five years, PROMISE will sponsor at least six
activities each year. One of those activities will be a graduate
school community-building retreat in which administrators work
directly with students to create a bonding experience. Learning
from the successes of the Meyerhoff Graduate Fellows
Program’s recreational retreats, the PROMISE “Community
Building Retreat” will utilize the Outward Bound organization, a
professional team-building group. Other PROMISE activities will
include a Thanksgiving program, a graduation celebration, and
seminars such as “Preparing for Professional Conference

Presentations” and “Transitions from Graduate
Student to Faculty.”

In addition, PROMISE will support depart-
mental colloquia and encourage students’ par-
ticipation in departmental activities.
Encouraging students to remember the

PROMISE “PREP” tips — Participation, Responsibility,
Enthusiasm, and Perseverance — PROMISE directors and staff
will work with students to facilitate their success in graduate pro-
grams. Maryland is pleased with its new “promise” to invest sub-
stantial efforts and resources toward meeting the needs of its
graduate students, and is looking forward to the anticipated
increase in graduation rates resulting from the growing sense of
community. For more information on PROMISE, e-mail
rtull@umbc.edu.

1 Excerpted from: S. A. Bass, R. G. Tull, J. C. Rutledge, M. Jackson, and

M. F. Summers, “Paving the Pathway to the Professions: Institutional

Practices to Facilitate the Success of a Diverse Doctoral Student

Population,” Journal of Higher Education Strategies, in press.
2 Funding has been provided by the MORE Division of the National

Institute of General Medical Sciences [R25 GM55036] Initiative for

Minority Student Development.
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