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Funding the Future
Grants provide research opportunities

at minority-serving institutions 

By Robin Roenker

G
RADUATE STU-

DENT NATHANIEL 

JURADO  is 
currently at 
work developing 

technologies that could one 
day successfully collect ice on 
the moon’s surface — provid-
ing both water for a future 
moon outpost and a source of 
hydrogen- and oxygen-based 
fuel for deep space explora-
tion.  To conduct his research, 
Jurado didn’t travel to a NASA 
lab or research center. Rather, 
thanks to NASA’s Minor-
ity University Research and 
Education Project (MUREP),  
he was able to do cutting-edge 
NASA-supported investiga-
tions in his own hometown at 
The University of Texas at El 
Paso (UTEP). 

Administered through 
NASA’s Office of STEM 
(science, technology, engineer-
ing and math) Engagement,   
MUREP provides millions of 
dollars in financial assistance 
via competitive grants to 
Minority-Serving Institutions 
(MSIs) across the country 
annually. Recipient schools 
include historically Black col-
leges and universities, Native 
American-serving institutions 
and predominantly Hispanic-
serving-institutions — like 
UTEP.

“We finished our feasibility 
study with NASA, and our 
data was promising. So, we 
just received a $2 million 
LuSTR (NASA Lunar Surface 
Technology Research)  grant 
from NASA to continue 
our research and develop 
prototypes,” says Jurado, who 
plans to pursue a career in 
the aerospace industry after 
earning his master’s degree 
in mechanical engineering at 
UTEP in December.  

SUPPORTING
STUDENT SUCCESS

In August, NASA announced 
$18 million in grants to more 
than 30 MSIs to fund research 
in several priority areas,  
including climate change 

CONTINUEDNASA

NASA engineer and former 
intern Kenneth Harris II 
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equipment, improved faculty research 
experience and vital NASA partnerships 
facilitated by the grants.

NASA MUREP funding has helped 
transform UTEP’s relatively new 
aerospace department into a leader in 
its field, says Ahsan Choudhuri, a UTEP 
mechanical engineering professor and 
director of the university’s Center for 
Space Exploration Technology Research 
(cSETR) . “MUREP has had a foundational 
impact not only to our institution, but 
to our entire region,” Choudhuri says. 
“When I arrived at UTEP in 2001, we 
were a school that was still transitioning 
from a teaching mission to a research 
focus. We had no credibility in aerospace 
with no plan or infrastructure in place 
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and global ocean health; supporting 
humans’ return to the moon through 
the Artemis program; and encouraging 
participation of underrepresented 
groups, such as students of color and 
women, in STEM programs. “We want 
students to be engaged in the work of 
NASA, but our primary goal is to promote 
overall student success,” explains Torry 
Johnson, program manager for MUREP.  
“When the research infrastructure goes 
up at an institution, then there are 
more opportunities for students to have 
STEM-based experiences there.”

MUREP dollars positively affect not 
only current university students — like 
Jurado — engaged in funded research, 
but also future students at the recipient 
universities who benefit from enhanced 
lab space, state-of-the-art technical CONTINUED

NASA

Minority University Research and Education Project student Esmarline De-Leon tests lightweight batteries at NASA’s Ames Research Center in California.

AWARD RECIPIENTS 

NASA’s recent $18 million funding  of minority univer-

sity research and education projects will support work 

at dozens of institutions across the country, including: 

uFayetteville State University, Fayetteville, N.C.

uFlorida A&M University, Tallahassee

uFlorida Atlantic University, Boca Raton

uHoward University, Washington, D.C.

uNavajo Technical University, Crownpoint, N.M.

uNew Mexico State University, Las Cruces

uTexas A&M University, Kingsville  

uUniversity of Alaska Fairbanks

uUniversity of Hawaii at Hilo

uUniversity of the Virgin Islands, Charlotte Amalie
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to support what we wanted to do. We 
received our first MUREP funding in 
2009, and it gave me the foundational 
strength to build an aerospace program 
here.”

Choudhuri credits his ongoing NASA 
MUREP support  with helping his program 
grow to what it is today: A center that 
has put more than 500 graduates into 
the aerospace workforce, encompasses 
35,000 square feet of research space 
and routinely competes for (and wins) 
even the most highly sought-after NASA 
research awards. “There were over 200 
institutional applicants for the new $2 
million LuSTR grant.  
Everybody wanted it,” 
Choudhuri says. “And 
we were one of only six 
recipients.” 

THE IMPORTANCE

OF DIVERSITY

Recent analysis by the 
Pew Research Center 
shows a disturbing trend: 
Black and Hispanic work-
ers remain underrepre-
sented in STEM careers.  
While Hispanic workers 
represent 17 percent of 
the U.S. workforce, they 
make up just 8 percent 
of the STEM workforce. 
Similarly, Black workers 
make up only 9 percent 
of the STEM workforce, 
though they represent 
11 percent of the U.S. 
workforce as a whole.

Through outreach 
programs like MUREP 
and MIRO (MUREP 
Institutional Research 
Opportunity),  NCAS 
(NASA Community Col-
lege Aerospace Scholars),  
plus K-12 programming 
— as well as additional 
efforts to engage women 
and girls as well as rural Americans in 
STEM — NASA’s Office of STEM Engage-
ment is hoping to widen the STEM-career 
pipeline to include access to students 
from a variety of backgrounds and 
experiences. 

“If we’re going to go back to the moon 
and venture on from there to Mars, it will 
take partnerships and collaboration — 
and having the most diverse minds and 
the best minds on it is how we will do 
that great work,” Johnson says. 

“The importance of broadening 
participation in STEM is woven through-
out all the work we do,” agrees Elaine Ho, 

NASA’s deputy associate administrator 
for the STEM Engagement program.  
“But what I love, especially, about our 
MUREP program, is that it allows us to 
work in partnership with MSIs to have a 
sustained, positive effect on the institu-
tions — and help students not just find 
an interest in STEM, but actually earn 
a STEM degree and pursue careers in 
STEM.”

OPENING DOORS OF POSSIBILITY

Nylana Murphy,  a sophomore in the 
mechanical engineering and industrial 
engineering program at Navajo Technical 

University,  a tribal land 
grant university based in 
Crownpoint, N.M., says 
her research on MUREP-
funded work at Navajo 
Tech — along with the 
opportunity to do three 
NASA internships — has 
helped make pursuing 
a career at NASA feel 
not only possible but 
achievable.

In her studies at 
Navajo Tech and 
through her remote, 
COVID-19 pandemic-era 
internship with NASA 
Marshall Space Flight 
Center, Murphy has been 
involved in testing the 
mechanical properties of 
various materials — such 
as Inconel 718 and 
copper  — for potential 
use in prolonged 
spaceflight. MUREP 
funding “provides the 
STEM infrastructure we 
need to do research here,” 
says Monsuru Ramoni, 
an assistant professor of 
industrial engineering 
at Navajo Tech who 
leads the university’s 
NASA-funded research.  

“It also gives our students the confidence 
that they can work with NASA and gives 
them an opportunity to work with NASA 
employees directly.”

Through her research and intern-
ships, Murphy has been able to build 
relationships with mentors at NASA, 
including some who are Native American 
like herself, who have encouraged her 
to pursue her dream of a career at the 
agency. 

“As they’re telling me their stories of 
how they ended up at NASA, it opened 
my eyes to the idea that it could become 
a goal of mine too,” Murphy says. 

SUPPORTING STEM STUDENTS
NASA internships are open to full-time students in high school through 

graduate school (ages 16 and up) who have maintained at least a 3.0 GPA 

in their studies.  Internship opportunities are available in an array of focus 

areas — from aerospace and engineering to nutrition and communica-

tion — at NASA’s 10 major centers as well as its smaller test and research 

facilities across the country.  

Students can apply for internship placements during the fall or spring 

semester — or during the summer. More than 3,000 students participate 

in NASA internships annually. “Our program is designed to diversify the 

STEM pipeline and encourage students to stay in STEM (science, technol-

ogy, engineering and math),” says Lynnette Madison, NASA internships 

manager.   “We’re looking to build a talent pipeline — not just for NASA 

but for STEM fields generally. Students come in and have access to a very 

engaging, hands-on type of experiential learning.”

Shelita Hall,  a Ph.D.  student in materials science and engineering at 

Norfolk State University in Virginia,  has held multiple NASA internships. 

Her intern roles at the office of the chief technologist   at Langley Research 

Center in Hampton, Va.,  included administrative duties and event plan-

ning. Hall’s more recent internship with the Advanced Materials and 

Processing Branch at Langley   enabled her to explore the effects of space 

radiation — which became the focus of her doctoral  studies.

“That internship  offered an introduction to what my Ph.D. would 

become,” Hall says. “My doctoral research now is centered around space 

radiation and how we can protect from it during future long-term mis-

sions.”

For more information about NASA internships, including how to apply 

online, go to intern.nasa.gov. 

— Robin Roenker

NASA; PROVIDED BY SHELITA HALL

Shelita Hall

“ We received 

our first MUREP 

funding in 2009, 

and it gave me 

the foundational 

strength to build 

an aerospace 

program here.” 

— AHSAN CHOUDHURI,
director, Center for Space 

Exploration Technology 
Research at The University 

of Texas at El Paso 
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