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The Howard Hughes Medical Institute (HHMI) 
announces the Inclusive Excellence initiative’s 
third competition (IE3). These grants are 
helping US colleges and universities build their 
capacity to effectively engage students from all 
backgrounds throughout their undergraduate 
years, especially those students who belong to 
groups underrepresented in science. The new 
competition builds upon what is being learned 
from the Inclusive Excellence community, at 
present comprising the 57 schools awarded 
grants through the first two competitions (hhmi.
org/IE). In the IE3 competition, HHMI expects to 
award grants to up to 30 schools. Each grant 
will provide $1 million over five years and will not 
be renewable.
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Our goal
The dynamic demographics of the US population present a historic and compelling 
opportunity for our nation. All students, regardless of where they come from and where 
they are going, deserve a meaningful and positive experience in science through which 
they will better understand and engage in scientific thinking and discovery. The quality 
of that experience is the responsibility of the faculty and administrators who play an 
essential role in defining an institution’s culture.  

The HHMI Inclusive Excellence initiative fosters a learning community of college and 
university faculty and administrators who are engaged in the process of increasing 
their institution’s capacity for inclusion of all students, especially students who belong 
to groups underrepresented in the sciences. Each school in the community commits 
to learning through reflection, sharing what is being learned, listening to feedback, and 
supporting other members of the community. 

 ▶ Develop an understanding of its institutional context and define what 
“inclusive excellence” means to the institution;  

 ▶ Identify the institutional barriers to inclusion and equity;

 ▶ Support serious efforts to engage all faculty in making meaningful 
contributions to the institution’s growth in capacity for inclusion; 

 ▶ Build a context-specific theory of change with measurable milestones, 
establish meaningful methods to assess progress, and use evidence 
to continuously inform program design and implementation;

 ▶ Continuously reflect on how the activities supported by the grant 
influence institutional values, rewards systems, the campus 
environment, and progress toward genuine capacity building;

 ▶ Actively participate in the Inclusive Excellence learning community.

The challenge and the opportunity
Today, the majority of people coming to college intending to study science are what, 
a generation ago, were called “non-traditional” students. This new majority includes 
students who begin at a two-year school and transfer to a four-year university, 
students who are first in their family to attend college (first-generation students), and 
persons who identify as belonging to racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, and other groups 
underrepresented in science.  

Schools awarded grants in this competition will join the Inclusive 
Excellence community. Each grantee college or university will:

http://www.hhmi.org/ie
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Creativity and innovation emerge from divergent 
perspectives, and the benefits of having a 
diverse group of problem solvers increase as the 
problems become more complex.”

The new majority presents the nation with an enormous opportunity. A college or 
university that aspires to excellence works continuously to foster an environment 
that encourages all of its students and faculty to find creative solutions to important 
problems. Creativity and innovation emerge from divergent perspectives, and the 
benefits of having a diverse group of problem solvers increase as the problems become 
more complex. The many strengths arising from the diversity of our students represent 
an incredible potential benefit to higher education, science, and the nation.

The good news is that the students coming to college wanting to study in the 
STEM disciplines already reflect the dynamic diversity of the nation. But we have 
not yet found ways for many of these students to succeed in STEM. Nationally, a 
student beginning college at a two-year institution has a five-fold lower probability of 
finishing the baccalaureate than a student who begins at a four-year school. A first-
generation student has a three-fold lower probability of finishing the baccalaureate 
than a student from a family with at least one college graduate. And a student from 
an underrepresented group has a two-fold lower probability of completing the STEM 
baccalaureate than a student who identifies as white or Asian American.    

Inclusive excellence
Diversity is necessary for excellence, but it is not sufficient. Without inclusion, diversity 
is an empty gesture. Inclusion describes the students’ feeling of affirmation and agency. 
Inclusion means that the students feel that they belong, that they can be successful, 
that their contributions are valued, and that the school expects them to be successful. A 
college or university can aspire to excellence only if inclusion is at the core of its identity.  

Inclusive excellence is an institutional stance of commitment to the process of 
continuous examination and learning, and not an end point. Inclusive excellence requires 
the institution to embrace a growth mindset, and to reject deficit-based approaches 
to “fixing the student.” Inclusive excellence is context-specific and so must be defined 
locally. Working toward inclusive excellence requires continuous reflection and learning, 
which is accelerated through honest dialogue with others engaged in similar work.  

A college or university can aspire to excellence 
only if inclusion is at the core of its identity.”

http://www.hhmi.org/ie
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For true institutional transformation, it is 
essential that the responsibility for advancing 
inclusive excellence expand from a few 
individuals to many champions.”

The faculty are central to Inclusive 
Excellence
The faculty have the leading role in establishing the campus culture for inclusion. 
They are the main point of contact between the student and the institution. They are 
responsible for creating the curriculum and deciding the content and pedagogy of 
individual courses. They interact with students in the classroom, the research lab, and 
as advisers and mentors. And faculty have a major responsibility for establishing the 
criteria by which faculty are evaluated and promoted.  

Therefore, institutional change through faculty commitment to learning is at the core 
of the Inclusive Excellence initiative. Beginning with the pre-proposal and carrying 
through to the final proposal, applicants will describe the processes by which faculty 
will develop their understanding of inclusive excellence and learn the skills to create 
a more inclusive environment. The faculty are central to this work and must commit 
to cultivating an inclusive institutional stance. For true institutional transformation, it is 
essential that the responsibility for advancing inclusive excellence expand from a few 
individuals to many champions.

Effecting change: focusing on a specific 
challenge
This initiative challenges institutions to begin with faculty learning and then to apply that 
learning to a specific challenge. In this competition, the proposer will select one of three 
challenges on which to focus, based on the priority their institution has identified. These 
three challenges emerge from what is being learned by the present Inclusive Excellence 
community and represent areas that will benefit from further attention.

 ▶ Meaningful evaluation of effective and inclusive teaching 
Effective teaching is a major element in faculty review, yet the criteria and 
indicators for effective and inclusive teaching are seldom articulated, and 
few institutions have contextually relevant validated measures of effective 
and inclusive teaching. We encourage schools to take on the challenge of 
developing, implementing, and assessing approaches to measure the extent 
to which an instructor’s teaching is effective and inclusive, and then develop 
procedures by which the teaching assessment will inform faculty practices, 
including promotion and tenure decisions.

 ▶ The content of the introductory science experience 
Too often, “gateway” into science really means “weeding out” from science, 
and this perspective is a barrier to inclusion. In the last several years, significant 
attention has been given to the way we teach (e.g., active learning, “flipped” 

http://www.hhmi.org/ie
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classrooms, peer-led team learning). However, we haven’t paid as much 
attention to what we teach, and revising the content of the introductory 
experience lags far behind improvements in pedagogy. Despite efforts to 
improve introductory courses, there remains the important challenge of curating 
and designing the specific content of introductory courses and labs, including 
careful consideration of prerequisites and desired learning outcomes. We 
encourage schools to take on the challenge of developing, implementing, and 
assessing a new introductory science curriculum built on core competencies 
and active learning that are congruent with inclusive learning.

 ▶ Effective partnerships between two- and four-year institutions 
Nationally, more than half of all STEM baccalaureate degree recipients have 
had some experience at a two-year institution, and nearly half of all STEM 
students begin at a community college. Yet for many, the experience is 
misaligned, impersonal, and haphazard. What institutional changes need 
to take place to build a transfer process that is seamless and inclusive? It is 
the responsibility of the four-year institutions to improve themselves and be 
ready to support all of the students who arrive on their campuses, so that all 
students have the opportunity to succeed. We encourage four-year institutions 
to take on the challenge of creating, implementing, and assessing genuine 
partnerships with two-year schools to accomplish this goal.

In the pre-proposal, the school will choose one of these challenges as the focus of  
its proposal.

Connecting the dots: theory of change
The ultimate goal of the initiative is to effect large and lasting change in the school’s 
capacity for inclusion. Thus, it is important for the institution to develop its theory of 
change within the particular context of the campus. How will the activities supported by 
the grant be designed to result in lasting institutional capacity change? And how will the 
institution measure its progress toward inclusion in an ongoing manner?

Institutional commitment
Adopting an inclusive excellence stance requires the commitment of the whole 
institution. Among the several ways by which the school can demonstrate its 
commitment, here are three:

 ▶ Alignment with current programs. Planning a new grant proposal for the 
Inclusive Excellence initiative is an important opportunity to synergize with 
existing campus efforts to achieve diversity, equity, and inclusion. By building 
on effective current activities, the new program can represent a significant 
advance for the institution. Engaging the entire campus in defining its shared 
vision and cultivating distributed leadership is integral to capacity building.  

 ▶ Selection of the HHMI program director. The program director plays a 
critical role in managing the complex dynamics of establishing the new program 
and negotiating how it will fit into the evolving institutional environment. The 
institution has the responsibility of selecting a program director who will bring 
not only experience in research, education, and grant administration, but also 
the strong interpersonal relationship skills required of a collaborative leader who 
cultivates authentic shared ownership of the program.  

http://www.hhmi.org/ie
mailto:IE%40hhmi.org?subject=Inclusive%20Excellence


hhmi.org/IE
IE@hhmi.org7 | Inclusive Excellence

 ▶ Sharing the financial responsibility. It is important that the institution 
signal its commitment to the HHMI program. While grant funds may be used 
for various programmatic costs – e.g., hiring new personnel to administer the 
program, faculty stipends, course releases, facilitated workshops, course 
materials, and small equipment – HHMI funds cannot be spent on the salaries 
of the program director and other members of the core leadership team who 
are already employed by the school.  

This competition
The IE3 competition comprises several steps, as summarized here:

Intent to apply 
July 31, 2019 
Purpose: (i) confirm eligibility of the institution, (ii) register for the IE3 
competition, and (iii) identify the person who will lead the development of the 
pre-proposal, proposal, and program. Only one intent to apply per eligible 
institution is allowed. The person identified in the intent to apply as the 
program director is the only person from the applying institution who will be 
provided access to the pre-proposal module. The program director contact 
can be changed prior to the pre-proposal deadline. Schools are encouraged 
to submit the intent to apply before July 31, 2019.

Eligibility  
To be eligible to participate in the IE3 competition, the institution must be a 
not-for-profit, accredited, four-year college or university in the United States 
that confers four-year baccalaureate degrees in one or more of the natural 
sciences. Representatives from one of the more than 1,400 eligible institutions 
will be able to access the intent to apply when they log into HHMI Pathway. 

To access the intent to apply online form, go to HHMI Pathway pathway.
hhmi.org. Log in with existing credentials or register as a new user, follow the 
link under the New Competition Application, and select Apply on the table 
of open competitions. Instructions on how to work in HHMI Pathway can be 
found at hhmi.org/IE.

Pre-proposal
January 14, 2020
Purpose: assess the readiness of the institution to engage in the Inclusive 
Excellence initiative. In the pre-proposal, the applying institution will describe 
what it aspires to become in the context of inclusivity, identify the challenge 
on which it proposes to focus, and provide the reviewers insights about 
the readiness of the institution and the persons who will lead the project. 
The pre-proposal will be due January 14, 2020. The pre-proposals will 
be reviewed by experts in science and science education with expertise 
in institutional transformation and diversity and inclusion. Based on their 
recommendations, HHMI will invite schools with promising pre-proposals to 
become finalists in the IE3 competition.  

http://www.hhmi.org/ie
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Finalist workshop
August 5-7, 2020 and August 10-12, 2020
Finalists will work in cross-institutional groups to discuss each school’s ideas 
for their theory of change. A small team from each finalist institution will be 
invited in late spring 2020 to participate in one of two workshops – August 
5-7, 2020, and August 10-12, 2020. Program directors and key members of 
the leadership team committed to being part of HHMI’s Inclusive Excellence 
initiative should save those dates now.

Finalist proposal
December 1, 2020
Purpose: provide details on implementation of the project including the 
theory of change and how progress will be assessed. The finalist proposal 
will be due December 1, 2020. Proposals will be reviewed by experts in 
science and science education with expertise in institutional transformation 
and diversity and inclusion. 

Based on their recommendations, HHMI will select the IE3 cohort of grantee 
institutions and announce the new awards in late spring 2021.  
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