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MUCERPI
NASA Minority University and College Education and Research 
Partnership Initiative



MUCERPI 
First Solicitation (2001-2003)

• Goal: Build Space Science capabilities at Minority Institutions


• Funding: 3 years, up to $250K per year


• Outcomes:


• 15 proposals funded (out of 60 received)


• 50 partnerships with major space science research groups


• Involvement in 10 space science flight missions


• 25 new or redirected space science faculty positions (17 tenure track)


• 12 new space science majors or minors (~100 students signed up)


• 68 new or revised space science courses (~1,800 students enrolled)



MUCERPI 
Second Solicitation (2003-2005)

• New projects only (renewable only if new work proposed)


• Funding: 3 years, up to $275K per year


• Outcomes:


• 16 proposals funded (six new institutions)


• Similar outcomes . . .


• Space science became institutionalized.



York College students visiting 
Princeton to learn about the 

structure of the universe.

A telescope for solar observing 
captures the attention of some 

students from Southern University's 
MUCERPI program activity. 

Meteorite Identification Lab established 
at  Southwestern Indian Polytechnic 

Institute by the University of New 
Mexico.

HBCU students recruited by 
South Carolina State 

University interning at the 
National Optical Astronomy 

Observatories

The new Medgar Evers College 
major in space science is 

available to students throughout 
the City University of New York 

system.



Guiding 
Principles



1) Go, visit, listen



2) Don’t assume.  Invite!



3) Target faculty



4) Provide genuine research 
collaborations



5) Get visible top level support



6) Put the PI at the MI



7) Let the MI’s define what works 
for them.



Get all the details

The shelves are full of public and private reports1–3 that
deal with the importance, in the US, of attracting more

minorities to science and that propose a wide variety of so-
lutions for achieving that goal. Countless conferences have
been held and speeches made. But rhetoric and reality are
vastly different, and despite substantial investments by a
number of federal research agencies, shockingly little
progress has been made. For example, an analysis con-
ducted at our request by the American Institute of Physics
showed that in the 31 academic years from 1973 to 2003,
only 21 African Americans, 56 Hispanic Americans, and
11 Native Americans earned doctoral degrees in astronomy.

We believe the lack of significant progress to date
arises at least in part from common myths that appear to
underlie discussions about why certain racial and ethnic
groups are underrepresented in the sciences. Although no-
body likes to admit it, everyone has heard some of these
myths: “They” are not interested, not qualified, not
ready—perhaps even not capable of succeeding—in the sci-
ences. Some people say that because federal agencies have
spent many years (and a considerable amount of money)
trying and failing to make any significant progress, noth-
ing can be done. Others say that because they see a few
minority faces here and there, the problem has already
been solved. We say that all of these myths are wrong.

The evidence behind our position comes from nearly
eight years of work that we led as officials at NASA head-
quarters under the auspices of the former NASA office of
space science. We feel that the approach we took and the
results we achieved are broadly applicable and should be
more widely known and discussed.

Separate and unequal
As professional scientists and science managers, we be-
lieved that existing NASA programs aimed at bringing mi-
nority universities into NASA science were generally mis-
guided. On the surface, the programs seemed to do the

right things. They matched minority
institution faculty members with sci-
entific mentors, and they funded proj-
ects that seemed to fall within NASA’s
scientific purview. However, on closer
inspection, it became readily apparent
there were many flaws. The mentors
were often involved only superficially,
and the projects frequently were set-
aside projects managed by equal-

opportunity personnel who were well meaning but essen-
tially disconnected from the mainstream of the agency’s
science programs and from the universities themselves.
Research institutes were set up that had little connection
to the host university’s academic program. Technology pro-
grams were established for NASA missions that had been
canceled. And laboratories at minority institutions often
did “piecework” for NASA centers.

We decided to do something fundamentally different.
Working from inside the NASA office of space science, we
made a commitment to devise a program that would break
down barriers and bring minority institutions into the
heart of the NASA space-science program. To develop our
approach, we consulted extensively with administrators,
faculty, and students at a wide variety of minority colleges
and universities. The first thing we asked was whether
they were even interested in having space-science pro-
grams at their institutions. Up to that point, we had been
told another myth—that minority institutions were just
not interested in something as esoteric as space science.
Much to our surprise, the response to our question was a
uniformly resounding and enthusiastic “yes.” When we
then asked why such programs didn’t exist, the response
was even more surprising. “No one,” they said, “has ever
invited us.”

Invited? We usually do not think of space science as
something into which one must be invited. But as in most
sciences, entry into space science is controlled by what is
essentially an apprenticeship system. Entry requires
going to a “recognized” graduate school and having an ad-
viser who is a “recognized” expert in the field. Minority
universities are usually not “recognized” within this unof-
ficial but highly influential “guild” system. As a result,
their students have no obvious pathways into space sci-
ence, and their administrators and faculty members have
no obvious ways to develop such pathways.

We next asked, “What would it take to develop a suc-
cessful space-science program at your institution?” The re-
sponses boiled down to three basic recommendations that
went beyond just supplying money: Develop credibility
with the institutions by issuing a serious invitation from
NASA and the space-science community; establish the
mechanisms for building real partnerships with major
players in space-science research; and provide the flexi-
bility to build programs that make sense for each individ-
ual institution.
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Philip Sakimoto, now on the physics faculty at the University of
Notre Dame, was previously at NASA headquarters as program
manager for NASA space science education, public outreach,
and diversity initiatives. Jeffrey D. Rosendhal retired from NASA
headquarters in September 2004 after a 30-year career that in-
cluded serving as NASA’s assistant associate administrator for
science, director of space science education and public out-
reach, and assistant associate administrator for education.

A multiyear NASA initiative for developing research
partnerships in space science demonstrates that such
programs can have great success in attracting minorities 
to science.
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Mantle under
the microscope


