
Yale Ciencia Academy: Leveraging a Hispanic science network to enhance graduate 
Biomedical training, career success, and diversity

Giovanna Guerrero-Medina, Ph.D. (Principal Investigator) and Mónica Feliú-Mójer, Ph.D. (Program Coordinator)
Yale University and Ciencia Puerto Rico, New Haven, CT

Higher rates of attrition among women and minorities 
at the PhD level are an ongoing concern [1]. Several fac-
tors contribute to this drain of talent. These include (i) so-
cio-cognitive stress (e.g. feelings of isolation); (ii) limited 
access to career advice networks, particularly during aca-
demic transitions; and (iii) tension between personal val-
ues and perceived culture and expectations of academic 
research [2,3]. Studies show that minority-serving institu-
tions and undergraduate programs that offset the sense 
of isolation can increase persistence in science [4]. Apply-
ing these interventions at later training stages or at re-
search-intensive institutions presents obvious challenges. 

The NIH-supported Yale Ciencia Academy (YCA) leverages a 
large and dynamic Hispanic science network (Ciencia Puerto 
Rico) to enhance the training and retention of graduate stu-
dents in the life and behavioral sciences. The 1-year certifi-
cate program complements graduate training by: 

1. Creating online learning communities that close the 
geographic gap between graduate students and role 
models, mentors, and peers from similar cultural back-
grounds

2. Providing training that addresses common gaps and 
skills for professional development; and 

3. Enabling trainees to contribute through their science 
to their community of origin. 

After two years, the Yale Ciencia Academy has recruited 
74 life and behavioral sciences graduate students from 38 
universities in Puerto Rico and the U.S. (the YCA Fellows). 
74% are female, 100% are Latino, and 60% are in 3rd year 
or above. Most are interested in an academic career, but 
most are considering at least one additional career.

Annual In-Person Meeting 
The YCA Fellows are convened in person at the beginning of 
the program during the AAAS Annual Meeting. This in-person 
meetings allows fellows and program staff to bond and form 
a sense of community; and to attend a YCA workshops on sci-
ence communication 
and networking. In 
addition, the AAAS 
Meeting provides ad-
ditional professional 
development oppor-
tunities, and impor-
tantly, it focuses on 
the role of the scientist 
in society, an import-
ant theme of the YCA.

Peer Mentoring Chats 
Online video chats provide a safe space to discuss important 
issues, challenges and concerns. Chats are led by YCA fellows 
with the support of external facilitators. Conversations contin-
ue off-line through a dedicated YCA fellow forum.

Conversations with Scientists 
Throughout the year, trainees participate in moderated online dis-
cussions with successful scientist mentors from the Ciencia Puerto 
Rico community, who share advice regarding important academ-
ic and professional development milestones and expose trainees 
to a range of careers. A total of 62 role model scientists and ex-
pert facilitators, recruited mostly through the Ciencia Puerto Rico 
network, have participated over the first two cohorts. 

Professional Development Workshops
Topics for the workshops were identified based on surveys 
and focus groups with graduate students who are members of 
Ciencia Puerto Rico and respond to national recommendations 
for enhancing the preparation of the biomedical workforce [5]. 
Emphasis is placed on transferability of skills for a variety of ac-
ademic and professional contexts. 

• Getting the most out of 
an IDP

• Proactive Networking 
and Mentoring-Up

• Effective Science Com-
munication 

• Scientific Teaching

Individualized Attention
Fellows get individual feedback on their IDP from program 
staff twice a year.

YCA fellows select from established Ciencia Puerto Rico sci-
ence outreach programs, including: 

• Contributing science articles for the general public
• Contributing podcast science stories for broadcast via 

iTunes and through local radio stations
• Visiting local public schools to talk about their re-

search. 
By connecting fellows with outreach opportunities, we aim 
to provide an avenue for social impact, reinforce students’ 
sense of value as scientists, and provide them with motiva-
tion to continue on doctoral paths [6]. 

Through a pre-test/post-test we are examining the program’s 
impact with respect to: 

• Scientific/academic self-efficacy and performance mea-
sures (e.g. publications, grants)

• Professional development self-efficacy 
• Positive career outcome expectations
• Larger and more intentional professional networks 
• Competency and performance in workshop topics
• Awareness of social value as scientists

Interesting trends, particularly regarding participants’ pro-
fessional development self-efficacy, scientific identity, and 
mentoring practices

• Online sub-community for continued support
• Focus on increasing impact of fellows’ outreach
• Collaborating with UPR-IPERT for near-peer mentoring and 

with NRMN for mentoring-up training
• Seeking to promote program & recruit more role models
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