
Institute Launches Documentary Film Unit

Measuring Quality: HHMI Announces  
$60 Million Competition for Colleges

at a MEEtINg IN FEbruary that brOught tOgEthEr scIENtIsts, 

educators, and entertainment industry professionals, HHMi 
announced the launch of a $60 million documentary film initiative 
that aims to bring engaging science features to television. 

“Film is the most powerful medium for bringing ideas, knowl-
edge, and stories to life and communicating them to any audience,” 
says Sean B. Carroll, HHMi’s vice president for science education, 
who spoke at the meeting. “HHMi can harness that power by produc-
ing high-quality, compelling documentary films on scientific topics.” 

HHMi has funded television projects on a more modest scale 
in the past—including support for the public broadcasting series 
NOVA scienceNOW and science reporting on PBS NewsHour—but 
this is its first foray into the documentary film arena. The HHMi 
film division’s priority will be to tell intriguing science stories that 
grab the viewer, Carroll says. They will cover all areas of science, 
especially biology and medicine, and will go beyond the work of 
HHMi’s own researchers. 

The institute will collaborate with broadcasters and other part-
ners to develop, produce, and disseminate programs and specials 
internationally. The documentary film initiative also includes a 
major educational component. Subjects will be chosen based on 

chaLLENgINg cOLLEgEs aNd uNIvErsItIEs tO thINk crEatIvELy  

 about how they teach science, HHMi has invited 215 undergrad-
uate-focused institutions across the country to apply for a total of 
$60 million in science education grants.

The new round of grants differs from previous HHMi edu-
cation grants in that they include a focus on collecting better 
information about which programs succeed in developing the 
talent and leadership skills of students. institutions will be asked 
to identify an overarching educational objective for their pro-
gram, and schools will be encouraged to create joint programs 
with other institutions to build on shared science education inter-
ests. in addition, colleges and universities that have previously 
received four or more education grants from HHMi will be asked 
to share the cost of their ongoing programs to demonstrate their  
commitment.

“The question is not whether we can produce more scientists 
and science teachers, but whether we can produce better ones,” 
says David J. Asai, director of HHMi’s precollege and undergradu-
ate program. “That is our goal with these changes.”

in the past, HHMi’s grants have allowed applicants to submit 
projects in four categories: student research, faculty development, 
curriculum and laboratory development, and outreach. Although 
schools were not expected to put forward a program in every cat-
egory, Asai notes that the modular design of the grant competition 

their potential for powerful narrative, but HHMi’s staff—primarily 
its educational resources group—will work hand-in-hand with the 
executive producer and filmmakers to repackage the film footage 
into materials that can be used by teachers and students at both the 
high school and college levels.

“Compelling films have the power to inspire people and nour-
ish curiosity—which also happen to be central goals of our science 
education program,” says HHMi President robert Tjian.

Carroll, who took over as HHMi’s vice president for science 
education in 2010, has a longstanding interest in public science edu-
cation. in addition to writing several popular books on science and  
a regular column for The New York Times, he has participated in 
numerous television documentaries. 

Although Carroll has not identified specific film topics, he 
says that most scientists and science educators agree that the pub-
lic would benefit from access to engaging materials that provide 
better insight into how science works, how evidence is weighed 
and tested, and how conclusions are reached. “We want the 
public to understand the process of science and gain an apprecia-
tion for it so they can trust its results and use them in their daily  
lives,” he says. W

often led schools to “check the boxes” rather than encouraging 
them to think strategically about a more global objective.

under the new guidelines, the grant proposal must support the 
institution’s larger science education goal. Asai hopes this new, 
focused design will make it easier for grantees to measure and 
understand which components of a program are successful.

“We want to get away from just counting the numbers of stu-
dents who do research. We want to find out what schools are doing 
that is preparing undergraduates to be successful as future scientists, 
teachers, or members of a scientifically literate public,” he says. “it 
is a harder question, but it is an important question.”

The grants will range from $800,000 to $1.6 million over four 
years for individual institutions and up to $4.8 million over four 
years for programs run jointly by multiple institutions.

“grants of this size can have a big impact at small schools,” 
says Sean B. Carroll, HHMi’s vice president for science education. 
“A small number of faculty working together can quickly make 
changes that will have an immediate impact on the quality of sci-
ence education for their students.”

Applications are due October 4, 2011, and grants will be 
announced in the spring of 2012. W

F O r  M O r E  I N F O r M a t I O N :�  To learn more about the competition and how to apply,  
visit www.hhmi.org.
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