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Fisk Vanderbilt Masters to PhD

Nashville, Tennessee

Fisk-Vanderbilt Masters-to-PhD 
Bridge Program

Get the preparation you need to earn a PhD
1. Earn a Masters degree in physics, chemistry, g p y , y,

or biology at Fisk, with full funding support.
2. Get valuable, paid research experience.
3. Receive preparation for the GRE. 
4 Get fast track admission to the Vanderbilt4. Get fast-track admission to the Vanderbilt 

PhD program, with full funding support.
• Physics & Astronomy
• Biology and Biomedical sciences

Ch i• Chemistry 
• Materials science and engineering

www.fisk.edu/bridge 
www.vanderbilt.edu/gradschool/bridge



Snapshot of program outcomes so far
 Since 2004:

– 67 Bridge students
– 61 Underrepresented minorities (all US citizens)p ( )
– 55% female
– Very high retention and persistence 

• 97% retention rate in STEM employment
• 80% persistence to PhD (compare to 50% national average) 

 Since 2006: 
– Fisk is top producer of Black MA degrees in physics, and top 10 producer of MA 

degrees in physics to US citizensdegrees in physics to US citizens
 2010:

– First Bridge PhD (now faculty at Alabama A&M)
 2012-13 2012 13

– Seven Bridge PhDs graduate (all received postdoc/faculty offers 6 months before 
graduation) 

– STScI, Arizona, DOE, DOD, Intel, Johns Hopkins
 2014-

– Project 4-5 Bridge PhDs graduate  per year 





Misuse of GRE suppresses diversity

• Use of GRE cutoff• Use of GRE cutoff 
scores in grad 
admissions significantly 
impacts diversity. 

• Can explain minority p y
underrepresentation in 
PhD programs fully from 
GRE cutoffGRE cutoff

Miller & Stassun (2013, Nature, submitted)



Identifying Students Who Will Succeed
What roles are we 

looking for? 
What qualities 

predict success?

 Commitment and academic 
potential 

P d ti ti

 Passion, “fire in the belly”, “grit”

 Ability to succeed in relevant 
courses Productive, creative, 

entrepreneurial researchers

 Effective teachers and 

courses

 Ability in the laboratory 

 Persistence in the face of 
mentors

 Transformational leadership

hardship (the “P” in PhD)

 Entrepreneurial spirit 

Two most important elements in admissions: 
(1) basic preparation, (2) grit(1) basic preparation, (2) grit

“performance character”, “successful intelligence”
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Fisk-Vanderbilt Bridge Program
 Selecting students with the promise to succeed 
 Professional Development Seminar: “insider knowledge” 

– Time management: “40 hr/wk is not what we meant by ‘work hard’” 
– Network of mentors: “Mentors, advisers, friends” 
– Scientific productivity: “Always be writing”Scientific productivity: Always be writing  
– Presence: “Being there is half the battle” 
– Leadership: “If you do exactly as you are told, you fail” 
– Identity formation: “Be worthy”

 Active monitoring of performance and progress



Seminar example: Time ManagementSeminar example: Time Management

There are 7x24=168 hours in a week.
1. Sleep: 50-60 hours/week.
2. Eat: 30 hours/week.

k h / k3. Work: 50-60 hours/week.
• Research
• CoursesCourses
• Other school related activities

4. Personal time: 10 hours/week.
i / i h / k5. Exercise/recreation: 7 hours/week.

6. Miscellaneous: 7 hours/week.
• Grocery shopping etc• Grocery shopping, etc.



Fisk-Vanderbilt Bridge Program
 Selecting students with the promise to succeed 
 Professional Development Seminar: “insider knowledge” 
 Active monitoring of performance and progress

– Network of research support (postdocs, senior grad students) 
Regular check ins with course instructors tutoring crisis intervention– Regular check-ins with course instructors, tutoring, crisis intervention 

– Community: “critical mass” and “tiered mentorship” 
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