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Jessica Spott:  
Alright we're going to go ahead and get started, thank you to everyone who is joining us today 
we are excited to have you here for the 2021 STEMinar series of Advancing Global Diversity in 
STEM. I am Jessica Spott, I’m the director here at STEM CORE. If you're not already part of our 
membership, I encourage you to participate and engage with us by visiting our website, which 
is just STEM.ttu.edu and join our membership, so this will basically keep you updated on all the 
events we're hosting as well as give you opportunities to engage with us and research, 
education and outreach initiatives. 
 
Today we're going to be discussing one aspect of diversity that is often excluded from STEM, 
which is engaging students with disabilities. So, students and faculty with different abilities are 
often not talked about within the STEM community, but today we have a really incredible 
opportunity to engage with some of our colleagues at the Rochester Institute of Technology 
that have a “Bridges to the Doctorate” program. So, we found out about this organization, 
because we also have a Bridges program here at Texas Tech, but they're going to talk a little bit 
about their experiences as faculty and staff and students about setting up programs specifically 
designed for deaf and hard of hearing students. And so without further ado I’m going to let 
them introduce as they speak, but I’d like you to help me welcome our friends from RIT so take 
it away whenever you're ready. 
 
Jessica Cuculick:  
Wonderful. Hello, everyone. Hi everyone, I, it is awkward for deaf people to present to 
themselves, I’m sure for anyone to present to themselves, so let me just turn it over to gallery 
view so that I can see everyone. 
 
It won't let me spotlight the interpreter Kat, let me see. 
 
Okay. Okay, all right, I think we're all set now. 
 
Okay, all right, my name is Dr. Jessica Cuculick and I am one of the three Jessica’s or Jess’s here 
in the room, so I apologize for that first off, too many people with the same name, but I am very 
happy to be here. Thank you so much Jessica Spott for inviting us to present today. Now, we do 
have three presenters, three other panelists or four, including myself, and they will introduce 
themselves later in the presentation so for now I will get started, and then they will take 
different parts of the presentation. All right? 
 
Oh, and I just lost the interpreter. Let's see if we can find the interpreter again. 
 
All right, thank you, and thank you all for your patience. 
 



All right, so let me get started by talking about the Rochester Bridges to the Doctorate program 
for deaf and hard of hearing students. It is a wonderful program. It has been running for about 
eight or nine years now. 
 
And I’m ready for the next slide. 
 
So, for this hour, we'll be talking about these four main points. First, why diversity is important 
and then we'll talk about our training program, and a big part of our training program focuses 
on accommodations and access services. And then, we will have one of our Bridges scholars, 
Mechelle Cureaux presenting to all of you. 
 
And I’m sure that you might have seen this picture before. This picture is very important to us, 
because we feel that the Bridges program represents equity, providing the resources to be able 
to succeed equally to hearing peers. And I’ll explain a little bit more about what I mean by that. 
 
So, I particularly like this picture, because I think it's a very good representation of some of the 
different things that can support individuals to be able to do the same types of activities as 
everyone else. So, while equality means everyone has exactly the same bike, that doesn't mean 
that that bike fits every single individual. So having an individualized bike for each individual is 
better, and that also applies to deaf and hard of hearing students, faculty and staff. We often 
don't have equal opportunities and equal experiences to our hearing peers and colleagues, we 
miss out on a lot of opportunities and many of those opportunities or incidental. Sometimes 
that occurs in the classroom, or it occurs in formal settings and sometimes it occurs in other 
places. Many opportunities happen through word of mouth and deaf people often do not have 
access to that. 
 
So, the Bridges program tries to reduce that gap between deaf and hearing people and provide 
more access to opportunities equal to opportunities that are afforded to our hearing peers and 
colleagues. 
 
So, I’ll let you read the slide first. All right, so why diversity is important, of course, is because 
research for so long has been dominated by white, hearing men and so their findings don't 
necessarily represent everyone. They're not necessarily inclusive of deaf and hard of hearing 
people, women, members of the VIPOC community and those individuals traditionally have not 
been involved in research and have not been involved in findings related to research. For 
example, right now, if you include in your methods of phone survey, for example, obviously 
that would exclude deaf people and many hard of hearing people who use special equipment to 
be able to access phone calls and phone lines and that exclusion does impact research findings. 
So, if you have a question that should be representative for everyone, it's important to make 
sure that you are truly including everyone in your research. And to offer more diverse 
environments within STEM and include more diverse people in STEM means that the quality of 
our work will improve. Having diverse environments helps people feel connected and feel that 
sense of belonging and also encourages better persistence to succeed. 
 



So, the number of deaf people with doctoral degrees is pretty low. It's rare to find deaf people 
with doctoral degrees at any level, particularly in STEM, though. However, more and more and 
more deaf people are starting to progress through PhD programs because of that 
understanding that diversity is important. It's critical to provide people with better resources 
better support and ensure that they have everything they need to be successful. So, in 2010 
237 deaf and hard of hearing people had earned PhD’s and 95 of them were in STEM 
disciplines. And then we can compare that to 2017 were 436 deaf and hard of hearing people 
had earned PhD degrees with more of them in STEM but the numbers are still very, very small. 
 
Alright, so now, I will wrap up, I just wanted to start us off thinking about why diversity is so 
critical. So, now we'll talk a bit more about the Rochester Bridges to the Doctorate program 
itself. We are a collaboration between the University of Rochester and the Rochester Institute 
of Technology and students are in a Master's degree program at RIT but they work very closely 
with the University of Rochester so they take some PhD courses at the U of R. 
 
Alright, so we have two teams. We have an RIT side team and a U of R side team. The RIT team, 
I think that almost all of us are here today, most of us. Peter Hauser is the coPI for the RIT side. I 
am the director for professional development, and then Tiffany Panko is the Research Director 
for Research Networking, and she'll be presenting right after the slideshow introduce yourself 
in just a moment. Jason Nordhaus is the director of PhD Readiness, and then Jessica Contreras 
is our wonderful Program Coordinator, and she will be presenting after Tiffany, I believe, so I 
will turn it over to Tiffany. 
 
ASL Interpreter: Nikki (she/her/they): JESSICA spot, will you please print out there you go Thank 
you. 
 
Kat Womack:  
Can we spotlight the interpreter Kat too? All right, thank you. And thank you for your patience 
with technology, I think we're used to it by now. So, I’m thrilled to be here. I’ll talk a little bit 
more about the Program. We just talked about the RIT side and we mentioned that we have a 
collaboration with the University of Rochester. The University of Rochester does have a coPI, Dr 
Barnett. And then, Dr Simpson-Haidaris will be retiring at the end of this year, but she has been 
in the program since its inception. She has always been focused on science mentoring. and her 
position will be transition to Dr. white, who will be focused on connecting students with science 
mentors at the University of Rochester and she will work closely with the RIT team to do that. 
 
And then we also have Dr. Smolock who has been part of the program and has noticed that 
there's a need for better support for the scholars in terms of their writing specifically because 
many deaf and hard of hearing people do not use English as a first language. And, of course, 
deaf and hard of hearing people have various levels and degrees of strength using English, but it 
does vary, and learning science is in and of itself a whole new language and so that adds an 
additional complexity to it, and so we want to ensure that their progress in our program is not 
impeded by their writing ability. 
 



And then, our program coordinator at U of R is Alaina Moriano. 
 
And in Bridges, every year we invite three new deaf and hard of hearing scholars to join the 
program, meaning that we have a total of six scholars at any one time. Sometimes it is less 
depending on the number of applicants we get. And, of course, in the zoom world these days, 
we have some concerns, but I think I think we'll do all right. I think we have had scholars, of 
course, join our program recently, and we will continue to have more. 
 
We have 13 alumni altogether of our program, we have four current scholars, four scholars who 
are currently in the Bridges program and five scholars, who are currently in PhD programs. One 
of our scholars just graduated with their PhD and he is actually our first bridges alumni who got 
all the way through his PhD program and got a PhD, so we're very excited for him and excited 
to see more deaf and hard of hearing PhD graduates come up after him. 
 
Now, Bridges scholars get their masters at RIT in any one of these fields and I’ll give you a 
moment to look over this. And the reason why I show you this is because I want to mention one 
interesting part about our Bridges program. Most Bridges programs focus on supporting 
scholars, in a certain field, or a certain discipline, but for us, we try to cast a very wide net 
because deaf and hard of hearing students are often the only deaf or hard of hearing students 
at their degree program or their college. And so that's an interesting challenge that we have 
faced of having students from such diverse different disciplines be part of our program, but I 
think it has been an enriching experience because we're able to support so many deaf and hard 
of hearing scientists. 
 
So, we support deaf and hard of hearing students getting lots of different experience. They 
engage in several different lab rotations both at RIT and at U of R labs. And that helps them 
realize what experience best fits their interest, what type of research skills they need, it 
exposes them to different labs, different people, and different equipment. And we also think 
about their experience before they arrived at the Bridges program. In their undergraduate they 
may have gotten some research experience, but they may have also faced barriers and had a 
hard time finding those research experiences before they got to Bridges, so that's why we 
provide even more experience to ensure that our scholars are truly ready for a PhD program 
after they graduate. 
 
I really want to emphasize the importance of mentoring as well. We provide a lot of mentoring, 
several different mentors for each of our scholars because we've noticed in the past that, for 
one thing, we're supporting scholars in so many different major programs, so many different 
disciplines and so, one size does not fit all. It's important that scholars have a mentor who 
knows what it's like to be a deaf and hard of hearing scientist. And then it's also important for 
them to have a mentor who knows, their content discipline very well. And so, we find that 
scholars benefit from having several different mentors from different areas. And they're deaf 
mentor is not just a mentor in their field and addition to, excuse me, in addition to the deaf 
mentor and the mentor in their field, they also have peer mentors and near peer mentors who 
may either be current Bridges scholars, or a recent Bridges alumnus. 



 
All right, and I think I’ll turn it over to Jessica now. And just a minute, while we switch the 
interpreters. 
 
Jessica Contreras:  
Okay, wanted to make sure the interpreter could see me. Okay, great. As Tiffany mentioned 
each scholar does have different research opportunities and research that they are doing. 
There are also additional activities that we provide on top of their master’s programs studies at 
RIT. A lot of these activities have been developed, based on feedback from our scholars and our 
external advisory board as well as our oversight committee. So, at the individual level, we have 
plans, and then we also have our broad activities, more general activities. So, we have “The 
World of Wonder in Science” seminars series, and this is something that anyone can benefit 
from I assume that our World of Wonder or “WOW” seminar series is similar to the “steminar” 
series that you have. So, we invite researchers and scientists to come and tell their story. Often 
you see a well-known researcher or scientist and you don't realize their journey or their path it 
took to get them to where they are. 
 
As Dr. Jess Cuculick mentioned, a lot of incidental learning is missed for deaf and hard of 
hearing individuals. They can't pick up on those things in their environment. It's important for 
them to have the underlying information that other people get to be provided to them directly, 
if they're not getting it indirectly. So, we bring in researchers and scientists to talk about their 
journey, how they got to the point that they are now. Sometimes they start working at one 
university and then they eventually leave that university to work at a different one, and there 
are various reasons, and all of those things are important for our scholars to learn and to be 
informed about. We feel it's important for our scholars to understand that there is not just one 
path, and their path is not going to be straight. We want our deaf and hard of hearing scholars, 
to see that there are other people, even hearing people, that have, pardon me, that have the 
same frustrations as our deaf and hard of hearing scholars are experiencing. 
 
Some deaf scientists might not have a connection to STEM or biomedical behavioral sciences, 
but their experiences are still valuable to everyone. There are some hearing experts in their 
fields that come to talk to the scholars about how they, how they got to where they are. So 
that's one of the things we offer that are open to anyone. We also have professional 
development, seminars, they do primarily focus on our scholars that are in the program 
currently, but when we see other deaf and hard of hearing students at RIT that are not in the 
Bridges program but are exceptional students and are looking toward a PhD or doctoral 
program, we’ll invite them to join our professional development seminar. One thing that we 
might cover is how to write a formal email to a potential mentor or we will talk about you know 
just various things like how to write a CV, how to write a personal statement, how to complete 
their application for PhD programs, including their letter of interest. We also, through these 
seminars instruct students at how to look at various universities and what to look for. Not to 
just look at the top-level universities, because they're great but also, they need to look at their 
programs and see if they fit their interests. They need to look at their faculty and the, you 
know, student services to see if they will be advocates for them. We'll talk more about that a 



little bit later. But so that's under the broad mentoring. Now, under individual mentoring, we 
provide the PhD readiness meetings which is where we look at the individual progress for each 
scholar in our program. Through this process, this scholar develops an individual development 
plan. So, they put down their goal PhD program and then we work sort of backwards to figure 
out what they need to get there. We look at techniques and skills and instruments that they 
might need to learn how to use or to know. We look at various courses that would benefit them 
to prepare them for the PhD they're wanting to, and we help them to develop workable goals 
that are measurable that we can check throughout for their progress. 
 
Then, second thing is an individual access plan. Because we work with deaf and hard of hearing 
students, as mentioned previously, this is, although deaf and hard of hearing individuals have a 
common experience; within their experience of being deaf or hard of hearing there is so much 
diversity. Some people use their spoken voice and cochlear implants or assistive devices, all the 
way to some individuals who are completely fluent in asl and don't use their voice at all. Each 
person even, no matter what they choose to use in everyday life might have a specific 
preference for what type of access, they receive in certain environments or settings and one 
size does not fit all that is something that we say often. There may be a great interpreter that 
you know that they can have some scholars want interpreters, some want captioning, some 
want note taking, some, I mean, there are a variety of needs and preferences that our scholars 
have. So, the most important thing for our program is to help us to invest in them to help them 
learn what does work best for them, while they're here, with our support, so that when they go 
out into the hearing world or the real world, they know how to advocate for themselves. 
 
I do see does someone have a question? No? Okay. Okay, just checking in.  
 
So now related to access. I mentioned access, briefly, but this is very important for everyone. 
Everyone shares responsibility for access and for communication. Often the responsibility is put 
on the person who quote unquote “needs it”. But, for example, today's presentation, if we take 
the interpreter away from the zoom meeting who needs the interpreter. Who is disabled at 
that point? You would be not me because I’m communicating an asl and you can't understand 
me. So please keep in mind the interpreter is for everyone in this situation. I wish we had a key 
that just you know, provided the right access and that's not the case, unfortunately. Also 
remember that everyone's needs are diverse. It's important to empower the student or 
empower the individual. Sometimes when they get to a new university, there are systems set in 
place, there are pathways there are policies. Often mentors and PI’s try to leave it to the 
diversity office to provide whatever the student needs, but sometimes that doesn't happen, 
and we need the PI’s and mentors to get involved with helping make this communication access 
happen. It is important to remember that this is a two-way interaction and transaction and all 
responsibility, especially while they are a PhD student should not be put on the deaf student. 
You know what the experience is of getting a PhD, you know all of the various difficulties and 
challenges and everything that comes into play, while trying to work through and complete 
your PhD. If you imagine yourself trying to fight for access every single day, in addition to all of 
these responsibilities, it can really be a heavy burden on the students, so the more that you can 
get involved and help fight for access and for accommodations for the students, the better. If 



there's one PhD student trying to fight the entire system it's not going to be easy, it will be 
nearly impossible. 
 
So, now when do you need accommodations? I will let you all look over this slide for yourself 
really quick. 
 
Often, when we think about accommodations we think only of the classroom. For PhD 
students, especially, this is not where everything happens. There are many student interactions 
there are work groups, there are study group, there are all types of things where the student 
needs to be able to get a good sense of belonging. They need access for that. Also, the hearing 
students need access to their deaf and hard of hearing scholars or colleagues.  
 
Now social events, that can be tough, or meetings or tutoring because it's dependent on who 
pays for what and where and why, you know, how do we provide the interpreters? So, these 
are just basic things that you all should think about and consider. But I do want to mention also, 
that access itself is vital. It is in and of itself, a part of a PhD program or experience. If you do 
have a deaf and hard of hearing student in your program, understand that they will be fighting 
the system for access to all various things that other students just easily can participate in, so 
consider that, think about that, it varies by university. One thing that we do encourage our 
scholars to do when they are searching for a potential PhD program, we tell them to look at the 
access services for that and that university. See if there's an actual website. See if they provide 
interpreters. See if their captions, you know, reach out to the university to talk to them and 
often, the scholars can realize, whether or not there is a system in place to provide 
accommodations. 
 
It's tough when a student wants to become a PhD student, but they realized they aren't going 
to have the access and accommodations they need, and they have to make tough decisions and 
if they do proceed or decide to proceed with a certain program and a certain university, they 
might realize that they are going to have to fight for their right to access throughout their 
whole PhD Program. 
 
These are a few types of access that are available. I’ll let you take a look real quick. 
 
So, interpreting interpreters. Interpreting is an interesting problem. Currently in the United 
States, to become a certified interpreter, you need a bachelor's degree. If you think of a deaf or 
hard of hearing the student who graduates through their bachelor's and master's and then goes 
on to their PhD program and they have an interpreter who just has a bachelor's degree and 
knows nothing about their work or nothing about that field and, has done nothing to get to that 
point, but is speaking for the deaf PhD student, interpreters have a huge impact on situations. 
 
Unfortunately, interpreters are not being trained to work at the PhD level with deaf students 
and deaf professionals. So when interpreters are assigned to work with the deaf, students, they 
try to help build a strong team of other interpreters, that they can work with a student for 
throughout their program, their full PhD program, so that they can learn about the student and 



learn how to communicate with and for them in that specific field. Especially if you're talking 
chemistry or some STEM field, you know the interpreter will need to be there to provide access 
and it can be a challenging problem, to get them up to par to where they need to be. I already 
mentioned that universities have established systems. Often, they contract with specific 
agencies or with specific interpreters. That can be a barrier for the deaf or hard of hearing 
student. If, within that small pool of interpreters, they're not able to find an interpreter that 
works best with them and is the most qualified, then they're stuck working with interpreters 
that don't do the best for them because of a contract with an agency that the university says 
they need to live up to. 
 
Now for captioning. It's important that the caption is also, I mean you know, I said the 
interpreter needs to be qualified and knowledgeable, same with captionist. If you put a caption 
or in a statistics class and they have no idea about math or what they're doing, it can be a very 
unique challenge. There are specific words, there is specific in every single field, and you know 
in every area, so the captionist is needs to be able to understand that jargon, to put all of that 
into the transcript that they're typing so that the deaf student can learn and have access to all 
the information, instead of there being gaps. 
 
Now, note-taking. I just mentioned captions and you might wonder if a student needs note-
taking if there are captions? Yes, yes, they do. And caption experience, captioners provide a full 
transcript with is just text, just text, of everything that was said, every English thing that was 
said. Notes will be more the succinct bullet points that someone else has taken from important 
information. Now, if I was supposed to, you know, was going to take notes and I looked down 
to take notes, then I missed the information for however long I’m looking down that is coming 
from the interpreter or the presenter. So, if the deaf or hard of hearing individual or student is, 
it's incumbent on them to take notes for themselves, there may be a lot of information that 
they miss throughout the process. So, it's helpful if you can get someone else in to take a note 
take notes for them. 
 
Now microphone. This is important because access is very individual. And I, actually, am going 
to turn that over to our scholar Mechelle to talk more about her experience and how individual 
this. 
 
Mechelle Cureaux:  
My name is Mechelle Cureaux oh hold on hold on. Alright sorry about that. Hi everyone, my 
name is Mechelle Cureaux and I am a first year graduate student in the chemistry master's 
program at RIT. I'm also a first-year scholar in the Bridges program. And from primary school 
through my undergraduate experience, I was the only deaf person in my school, the whole 
time. That's referred to as mainstreaming. I always went to public schools, of course, I'm also a 
black deaf woman so I’m a triple minority. And I also went to Loyola University in New Orleans 
for my undergraduate. And I had the opportunity to do an internship there at St. Tammany's 
Parish Coroner's Office. I worked there for four months, and it was an amazing experience for 
me. I had lab rotation experiences there, and I also got the opportunity to help with 13 
different autopsies. So that experience really grew my love for science and my desire to work in 



a CSI type of lab in the future. And that inspired my interest in chemistry and forensic science. I 
graduated with my bachelor's in chemistry, with a forensic science track. 
 
From there, I worked at Abbott's toxicology lab for two years as a certified lab technician and at 
that point, I knew that I was ready to move on with my career. I wanted to have a better 
understanding of exactly what I was doing and the chemical processes behind it. 
 
And, before I go forward, I want to explain a little bit more about my experience about with 
access services at Loyola University. First, I was the first and only deaf student there at Loyola, 
so I had to request interpreters, as well as captionists and note takers. And they really didn't 
know how to provide those services. The interpreters were good enough, I did have certified 
interpreters, but they were not used to me. They were not used to having a deaf student to 
work with. The professors were not used to having a depth student in their classroom so there 
were some hurdles that we had to jump through, but I was able to learn a lot there at Loyola. 
 
And so, then, now we can fast forward to my time here at RIT. And again, I want to emphasize 
that I grew up mainstream, so I was always the only deaf person in my school. So, I wanted to 
go to a graduate program with a strong deaf Community around it. I wanted to meet more deaf 
people and be part of a deaf community. I knew that they would have a system ready to 
provide me with interpreters, captioning, and note-takers. So, I saw that the Bridges program 
would also help prepare me for a PhD program and I thought that was a perfect opportunity. I 
already knew that I wanted a PhD. I thought I was interested in a toxicology PhD at the at the 
University of Rochester, and I’ve learned a lot about how to prepare for a PhD Program. how to 
work with, you know, other individuals in my master's program as well. I've learned a lot in my 
time with Bridges. And I’m interested now and doing a PhD program and forensic science. I’m 
looking at West Virginia University and my final goal is to work in a CSI type of lab at a federal 
agency. 
 
So, for example, I would be interested in working with the FBI or the CIA and I also want to 
teach at a deaf school. I want to encourage more young deaf people to become scientists as 
well. 
 
Alright, so we can open it up to questions at this time. Here's our contact information here and 
we're happy to answer any of your questions. 
 
Kat Womack:  
So, I guess I’ll turn it back over to maybe Jessica. 
 
Jessica Spott: Which one is the question. 
 
Jessica Spott: So, at this time, if anyone. 
 
Kat Womack: And Jessica is actually speaking at the same time, I just want to thank you all so 
much, and I want to mention that, you know, with COVID going on, it's been difficult to network 



with people and so it's very nice to be able to co-present with everyone today and to meet all 
of you today. So, we can open it up at this time, any questions. 
 
 


