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Introduction

David Blackwell

Richard Tapia

The ninth bi-annual Blackwell-Tapia conference was successfully held
October 28-29, 2016 at the University of Tennessee Conference Center in
Knoxville, TN. The bi-annual conference was established in 2000, honoring
David Blackwell and Richard Tapia for their inspiration of AfricanAmerican, Native American, and Latino/Latina students to pursue careers
in mathematics. The conference is intended to 1) recognize and showcase
mathematical excellence by minority researchers, 2) recognize and
disseminate successful efforts to address under-representation, 3) inform
students and mathematicians about career opportunities in mathematics,
especially outside academia, and 4) provide networking opportunities for
mathematical researchers at all points in their higher education/career
trajectory.
Participant feedback shows that the grant’s goal to support the 2016
Blackwell-Tapia Conference in providing early-career minority
mathematicians with enhanced understanding of their field, networking
with peers, and interactions with senior researchers was achieved. This
report summarizes the conference’s success in relation to associated
metrics provided by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. Information about
this conference, including a program booklet as well as videos of the
invited speakers’ lectures are available at:
http://www.nimbios.org/education/blackwell_tapia.

Local organizing committee :

Invited speakers:

Kelly Sturner, PI - NIMBioS
Suzanne Lenhart, PI - NIMBioS
Sujit Ghosh (SAMSI and North Carolina
State University),
Abdul-Aziz Yakubu, Howard Univ.
Carlos Castillo-Chavez, Arizona State

Mariel Vazquez, 2016 BlackwellTapia Awardee, Univ. of
California-Davis
Federico Ardila, San Francisco
State Univ.
Edray Goins, Purdue Univ.
Johnny Guzman, Brown Univ.
Monica Jackson, American
Univ.
Overtoun Jenda, Auburn Univ.
Carolyn Morgan, Hampton
Univ.
Jose Perea, Michigan State Univ.
De Witt Sumners, Florida State
Univ.
Cristina Villalobos, The Univ. of
Texas-Rio Grande Valley
Abdul-Aziz Yakubu, Howard
Univ.

National Blackwell-Tapia committee:
Robert Megginson,
Carlos Castillo-Chavez,
David Eisenbud (MSRI Director),
Suzanne Lenhart
Ricardo Cortez (2014 recipeint)
Jacqueline Hughes-Oliver (2012 recipient)

Metric 1. Hold a well-organized professional development
and networking conference for 100+ participants.
The 2016 Blackwell-Tapia Conference was held on October 28-29, 2016 at the
University of Tennessee Conference Center, Knoxville, TN. The conference
included scientific talks, poster presentations, panel discussions,
opportunities for discussion and interaction among participants, and the
awarding of the Blackwell-Tapia prize to Dr. Mariel Vazquez.
In addition to the 2-day conference, NIMBioS sponsored an event
“Mathematics: It’s Not What You Think! A Virtual Math Meet-Up for
Undergraduates” on October 27. For the event, Dr.’s Mariel Vazquez and Jose
Perea discussed their career paths and the applications of their work in pure
mathematics, medicine, computers, and engineering and more.
Appendix A includes a copy of the conference schedule with award bios.

Metric 2. Attract minority researchers at varying
career stages in the mathematical sciences.
Participants of the Blackwell-Tapia conference represented a
variety of researchers across different career stages. The
majority of participants represented individuals who may be
considered within early career stages (e.g, Assistant
professors, postdoctoral researchers, graduate and
undergraduate (UG) students).

Additionally 15
undergraduates
from the
University of
Tennessee and
Maryville College
attended a preconference
event.

Other includes 1 retired
professional and 6 university
staff/administrators.

I am currently looking for a postdoc or a faculty position. Through the
conference I have obtained valuable contacts - those contacts may or may not
help me achieve a desired academic position, but they will certainly be someone
I will try to collaborate with.
I gained another perspective on an academic career. I saw many minorities who
[are] role models. That gave me more hope in the sense that it made me realize
that probably I would be able to continue my growth as a mathematician. I met
a professor that geographically is close to my university with whom I can have
potential collaboration. It was such a positive environment. The speakers and
organizers were really encouraging. This could make my job search process
smoother as I feel I have more people to ask for advice.
Exposure to this conference has shown me that there
is a venue where people care about championing
diversity and lifting the disadvantaged up to
equality. This encourages me to go "all in" when I
have the opportunity to mentor such diverse
students. It is also possible that I made one or
more important connections for future collaboration.

I'm old - main
impact will be on
new connections and
people I may be able
to provide advice to
in the future

Metric 3. Award the Blackwell-Tapia prize

Richard Tapia presented
the award to Vazquez
during the banquet on Oct
29, at the closing of the
Blackwell-Tapia
Conference.

Dr. Mariel Vazquez, a
professor in the departments
of mathematics and of
microbiology and molecular
genetics at the University of
California, Davis, was
awarded the 2016 BlackwellTapia prize.

Vazquez is a pioneer in the emerging field, DNA topology – which applies
pure math to untangle the biological mysteries of DNA. Her research has
focused on cancer treatment, drug design, understanding genome
rearrangements after radiation damage or in cancer, and gaining insight into
how genomes package in viruses and within cells and into how viral DNA
(e.g., retroviruses, such as HIV) integrates into the host genome.

I am deeply
honored to be
selected for the
2016 BlackwellTapia Award. It is
with great pleasure
that I accept the
award and join the
organizing
committee. Thank
you all for the trust
you have put in
me.

Vazquez was an academic visitor at the Biochemistry Department at the
University of Oxford, England, the Cancer Research Center in Salamanca,
Spain, and at the molecular biology department in the Center for Research
and Development in Barcelona, Spain as well as a visiting scholar at the
University of California, Berkeley. Vazquez’s research has been supported
by grants from the National Institutes of Health and by the National Science
Foundation (NSF). She received a Presidential Early Career Award for
Scientists and Engineers from U.S. President Barack Obama in 2012 and was
the recipient of a NSF CAREER award in 2011. f
Vazquez has worked passionately to increase diversity in the mathematical
sciences at all levels. As a professor at UC Davis since 2014, Vazquez
mentors graduate students, has developed an interdisciplinary course in
“Analyzing DNA Structure with Mathematical and Computational
Methods,” and has served as co-PI on a grant from the National Security
Agency to increase the mathematics and statistics components of the 20152016 annual conferences of the Society for Advancement of
Chicanos/Hispanics and Native Americans in Science. She has also
volunteered for other public outreach, including lecturing for the UC Davis
Math Circle for middle and high school students. Before joining UC Davis,
Vazquez was on the faculty at San Francisco State University where she
mentored undergraduates and graduate students and co-founded the
elementary school level component of the San Francisco Math Circles.

Metric 4. Assess the impact and evaluate the continued
success of the conference, especially the opportunities for
networking and mentoring.

I loved the
conference. It was
the first math
conference that I
attended after
receiving my
PhD. It's
amazing that I
understand the
math that I heard
every speaker
speak about. I
made some great
contacts and I
look to collaborate
with a few people
that I met there. I
would love to
attend again.

In spring of 2016 NIMBioS evaluation staff followed up with
participants of the 2014 Blackwell-Tapia Conference and gathered
their feedback on the long-term effects of the conference. Fortyfour of the 99 participants completed the survey. A data summary
report of the survey findings was sent to the Alfred P. Sloan
Foundation in May, 2016 (Appendix B). Findings from the followup assessment follow:

86% recommended the Conference to a student or colleague
(87% of non-faculty; 86% of faculty)
53% gained knowledge that helped advance their career
(67% of non-faculty; 46% of faculty)
51% indicated the Conference influenced their career goals
(80% of non-faculty; 36% of faculty)
42% believed the Conference was useful preparation for their
career
(73% of non-faculty; 25% of faculty)
As a minority Ph.D in Mathematics, the largest impact
this conference had on me was to put me in contact with
role models and mentors who themselves came from
diverse backgrounds and had successfully navigated the
many pitfalls in academia. There's very few other ways
to come in contact with minority researchers in
Mathematics and as such I found this opportunity very
valuable and enriching for my professional career.
35% indicated the Conference introduced them to someone who
later became a mentor, advisor, employer, or collaborator in
research
(47% of non-faculty; 29% of faculty)
35% felt the Conference influenced this research interests
(33% of non-faculty; 36% of faculty)
26% continue to collaborate with people they met at the
Conference
(13% of non-faculty; 32% of faculty)
12% indicated the Conference led them to collaborate outside of
their discipline
(13% of non-faculty; 11% of faculty)

Metric 5. Survey participants and presenters for
demographics and level of satisfaction.
Participant Demographics.

107 total
participants

The Blackwell-Tapia Conference was attended by 107 participants;
11 presenters, 7 committee members (2 of whom were also
presenters), and 91 other attendees. Demographic information for
conference attendees was self-reported through a survey
administered by NIMBioS staff. Of the 107 attendees, demographic
data was provided by 98 (92%) participants – some demographic
information may be missing for those who did not respond to
certain questions on the survey.

Composition of male and female attendees.

51 different

NR =
not reported

institutions
reported for
attendees
across

26 states,
territories, and
provinces

76 attendees
had U.S.
citizenship or
permanent
residence –

20 attendees
were not U.S.
citizens

Composition of attendees by
ethnicity
(Hispanic and not Hispanic)

Composition of
attendees by race

Metric 5. Survey participants and presenters for
demographics and level of satisfaction.
Survey results.

88% of participants
indicated they learned
something new at the
conference.

86% of participants
indicated they will
recommend the
Blackwell-Tapia
conference to others.

78% of participants
indicated they hope to
attend the next
Blackwell-Tapia
Conference.

61% of participants
indicated they made
new scientific
connections with
other participants
that may lead to
collaborations or
other opportunities.

Christine Marshall and Dr. Helene Barcelo with the Mathematical
Sciences Research Institute (MSRI) administered exit surveys for the
2016 Blackwell-Tapia conference and provided a spreadsheet of
survey responses to the NIMBioS evaluation staff. The survey
included both forced-choice and open-ended responses. All openended responses are included in Appendix C.

Satisfaction ratings for components of the 2016 Blackwell-Tapia
Conference. 100% of respondents found the overall quality of the
conference, banquet and award presentation, and opportunities to
network to be good or better.
Overall quality of the conference (n = 77)

5

Banquet and award presentation (n = 70)

6

Opportunities to network (n = 75)

26
15

49

9

24

Research talks (n = 76) 2 7

41

19

4

30

16

Career advice panel discussion for
25
graduate students (n = 28)

42

26

Networking lunch (n = 58) 2 7
Poster session (n = 62)

46

7

Fair0 Good

20

22

14
20 good Excellent
40
Very

60

80

Responses for how connections made during the Blackwell-Tapia
conference may impact participants.
Likelihood of connections to become part of
3 9
your professional network

23

26

Likelihood of connections to influence
future research

7

7

30

Relevance of connections to current
research

6

11

26

Not at0 all

20

40
Somewhat

15

22

20

10

13

60 Very

80

Metric 5. Survey participants and presenters for
demographics and level of satisfaction.
Responses for how knowledge gained during the Blackwell-Tapia
conference may impact participants.
Likelihood knowledge gained at
conference will influence future
research

5

Likelihood knowledge gained at
conference will advance current
research

7

14

12

0Not at all 20

26

22

9

25

22

10

40
Somewhat

60

80

Categorization of feedback for “Aspect of conference liked most”.
This is very hard to pick
because I loved everything
about the conference. I felt
the size was perfect since it
allowed for interaction with
as many faculty and students
as possible. I think the
biggest take away for me was
the networking and this was
possible due to size of
meeting and conference
venue which was conducive
to interaction between people.

Categorization of feedback for “Impact on career”.

Exposure to this conference
has shown me that there is a
venue where people care
about championing diversity
and lifting the
disadvantaged up to
equality. This encourages me
to go "all in" when I have the
opportunity to mentor such
diverse students.

The organization
was impeccable. I
appreciated the
support given to a
large number of
trainees and early
career
mathematicians to
attend the
conference. I liked
the diversity of
attendees:
professors junior
and senior,
students and
postdocs, many
members of
underrepresented
groups, many
female
mathematicians.
The attendance of
NSF Math institute
directors is
important and I
acknowledge the
presence of some
of them. The
opportunities for
networking were
abundant and the
size of the
conference
facilitated
interaction,
especially for young
attendees. The
award ceremony
and banquet were
very nice.

Metric 6. Report on conference and evaluation to Sloan, the
Mathematical Sciences Institute Diversity Committee, and
the Blackwell-Tapia planning committee for program
improvement and subsequent tracking of participants’
career trajectories.
All reports, evaluation, and hosting guidance will be shared with the
Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the Institute for Computational &
Experimental Research in Mathematics (ICERM which is the next lead
hosting institute for the conference), the NSF Mathematical Sciences
Institute Diversity Committee, and the Blackwell-Tapia planning
committee.

Appendix A

Blackwell-Tapia Conference Agenda and Speaker Abstracts

Appendix B

Findings of the 2014 Blackwell-Tapia Participants

Appendix C

2016 Qualitative Findings

What aspects of the conference did you like most?
The panel for graduate students and the research talks.
Learning more about the mathematical biology research.
research talks; awards dinner
Talk presentations
The variety of talks.
Presentation topics
The quality of the talks, the length of the event, and the location.
Speakers made an effort to communicate to all audience from different academic background
Number of talks
the talks were all 40 mins, only a few speakers, but all were excellent
The talks were very accessible to all fields and the speakers made an effort to also address the role of the conference
and diversity issues in their talks.
The research talks.
The presentations were all excellent
Presentations
The research talks, and opportunities to network.
The presentations and the networking opportunities

Many opportunities were given for networking. I really enjoyed interacting with Johnny Guzman, Jose Perea,
Federico Ardila and Cheryl Murphy, they gave great advice and inspiration! Also, Kelly was so nice and helpful
from the beginning to the end. Thanks for the opportunity!
Some of the talks (especially Ardila and Perea) were excellent. I also liked the opportunities for networking.
The networking and open room speakers. The single speaking room brings everyone together (literally) from the
get-go. This connection mixed with the message of the conference conveys a powerful message that were all in it
together.
Meeting new people; poster session; banquet; the personal stories and the background provided by Dr. Tapia about
the conference
Talks and opportunity for networking.

The talks and networking
I love the networking section, at lunch and dinner, also the talks
This is very hard to pick because I loved everything about the conference. I felt the size was perfect since it allowed
for interaction with as many faculty and students as possible. I think the biggest take away for me was the
networking and this was possible due to size of meeting and conference venue which was conducive to
interaction between people.
Getting to meet a new crowd of researchers, all dedicated to diversity and representation in research at the highest
levels.
Networking
Networking with participants

I enjoyed networking aspect of the conference.
The networking aspect
The opportunity to network with the diverse participants
The pre-banquet reception provided wonderful networking opportunities.
The networking lunch on Saturday
That the conference helps to link and build a bridges between Latin and African American mathematicians and
others. I was able to reconnect with a Mexican mathematician that I had [not] seen in several years.

What aspects of the conference did you like most? Contd.
Its small size.
Small size. Nice banquet. Great accommodations.
Small environment to interact, it connected both biology with different areas of mathematics. It was a small number
of attendees so I was able to talk to more people on a 1-1 basis. Enjoyed the short but profound speeches at
dinner,
The organization was impeccable. I appreciated the support given to a large number of trainees and early career
mathematicians to attend the conference. I liked the diversity of attendees: professors junior and senior, students
and postdocs, many members of underrepresented groups, many female mathematicians. The attendance of NSF
Math institute directors is important and I acknowledge the presence of some of them. The opportunities for
networking were abundant and the size of the conference facilitated interaction, especially for young attendees.
The award ceremony and banquet were very nice.
Positive supportive atmosphere
Time given to each speaker to speak. Hotel is so close to conference.
The food and snacks were really good and I liked that all of the sessions were in 1 room - making it easy to keep up.
the panel for graduate students, doing Q&A was something I really needed and I appreciate the honesty and
"realness" that the panel provided. I think that is what I needed to push through my PhD program
The presentation of Prof Carolyn Morgan was the backbone, all advis[ing given] by Prof Richard Tapia were so
relevant and deep during award presentation.
Dr. Tapia speech at banquet

What aspects of the conference did you like least?
None except it started on thursday
Long day on Saturday
Banquet should be on Friday
It felt a bit rushed.
Not sticking to schedule
There were too little breaks to talk to people. However, I think for the time constrains they were very well managed.
The talks were a bit too technical for a broad audience and it would have been nice if selected speakers could have
provided more of a 'big picture' overview of their work and how it fits into their field.
I was surprised by the relatively low attendance, as the talks were definitely accessible to a wider audience. On a
different note, the food on Sat. Lunch was much better than the food at the banquet on Sat. night. I suppose this is
very venue-dependent, though.
The Table set ups for the lunch network session - there were too many options and some tables had few people
I enjoyed the networking lunch but I think it would have helped the main table participant to have a list of questions
and directions.
Lunch served
The lack of snacks :)

Coffee breaks Banquet catering: the food was good, and the waiters were polite, but in their efficiency they took
away my drink, my desert, and coffee without asking. I was not the only one with this experience.
The coffee
Invited talks among the circle of Blackwell, Tapia and Carlos.
Few talks were not that stellar.
Leak of diversity in talks, needs more pure math talks
Tapia's talk about discrimination while he was discriminating the Asian culture himself, e.g. "they sit this side and
they don't laugh with my jokes".
I wish I would have met more statistics people, I met a lot of math people which I loved, but I also would have liked
to learn more about the "lay of the land" with respect to statistics
Poster session. There was nothing that motivated me to see the posters.
Not all the senior researchers got to see my poster.
I think the poster session was not at the same level as the remainder of the conference.
The poster session
Perhaps a little more time between talks, more breaks for networking
Projector screen visualization -very poor at the beginning
Freezing cold lecture room the first day
Cold in the conference room!
Difficult getting to Knoxville.

Please tell us what impact your participation in the conference may have
on your career?
I am currently looking for a postdoc or a faculty position. Through the conference I have obtained valuable contacts those contacts may or may not help me achieve a desired academic position, but they will certainly be someone I
will try to collaborate with.
It is always useful to expand my network of colleagues.
new collaborators hopefully
I met many colleagues at the conference. I got new connections that might lead to potential collaborations.
I made many connections that I hope will lead to future collaborations.
I developed new collaborations and this is likely to impact me in the form of new research. Eventually this leads to
more publications, future conference presentations and many other opportunities.
connecting with new network
Networking with prolific professors and the possibility of research collaboration.
I gained another perspective on an academic career. I saw many minorities who role models. That gave me more hope
in the sense that it made me realize that probably I would be able to continue my growth as a mathematician. I met
a professor that geographically is close to my university with whom I can have potential collaboration. It was such a
positive environment. The speakers and organizers were really encouraging. This could make my job search process
smoother as I feel I have more people to ask for advice.
I was able to identify individuals doing research in areas applicable to mathematical biology.
I am sure that I will get a publication soon as a result of this conference. I met someone that does research in a similar
area as me.
I'm old - main impact will be on new connections and people I may be able to provide advice to in the future
Learned some new mathematical tools that may be useful
Kept me up-to-date with research in certain areas.
Learn more about NIMBioS and current topics in BioMath
It will influence the understand of ties between mathematics and biology. (I want to be a nurse)
I learned about Project Next during the panel and plan to apply for this program.
I heard advise that I needed to be able to refocus on my work and plan ahead for the future.
I learned about a new area and may pursue it in the future for research.

I would rethink the way I present my research. I will keep my eyes open for connections between more pure areas of
mathematics and biology
I returned re-energized.
Improve publication in progress
The conference helps me stay motivated in my research and career. I will try to bring more students to the next
conference as there are excellent student role models who attend this conference
Gave insight and connections to research areas
Ideas, connections, and insight into future paths
It has made me more aware of issues facing underrepresented minorities in mathematics and of things I can do to
address these issues.

Exposure to this conference has shown me that there is a venue where people care about championing diversity and
lifting the disadvantaged up to equality. This encourages me to go "all in" when I have the opportunity to mentor
such diverse students. It is also possible that I made one or more important connections for future collaboration.
I know that the work as researchers and advocates for diversity in STEM is far from done. I hope to support this
mission throughout my life.

Please tell us what impact your participation in the conference may have
on your career? Contd.
Learned new aspects of TDA, the masamu program, thought on new ways to help my students from African origin as
well as URMs.
I had been through what Dr. Tapia talked about concerning UC Berkeley. I will continue to hard to make a positive in
the minority community in education
It will have a huge impact on my career and has served to renew my commitment to increasing representation of
women and URMs in mathematics.
Towards advising undergraduate advising. It brings plenty of ideas together.
After attending the conference, I am actually considering pursuing graduate school.
Positive impact on my career.

How can we improve the quality of the conference? Your suggestions are
welcome.
The presentation room was not ideal, especially with the projector in the middle of the room rather than overhead; and
the lighting was not very good. It was also difficult to hear people's questions - so perhaps a portable mic or a
moderator who could repeat questions and facilitate the Q&A.
A tough call... I'm not sure how, but better advertisement could be provided; I found the page on NIMBioS to be
relatively lackluster and hard to navigate. Overall, I think the main point is to hold onto the unique benefits and
message of this conference. The impact of the message is further reaching than the conference itself: your attendees
leave empowered to act.

Continue efforts to encourage participation by people doing research in diverse areas related to mathematics and
statistics.
Please invite students from African universities. Thank you.
Award minorities outside the circle of Blackwell, Tapia and Carlos, and give them the opportunity to make
presentations.
A small issue: getting the speakers to stick to the allotted time would have been nice.
I get that the talks are a very natural academic tradition, but they can be exhausting when dry. Slides of mathematical
definitions and symbols can just be tiresome. Overall, however, it was an excellent conference and very well
executed.
Perhaps have a couple of less technical sessions - ones more related to outreach/leadership
Include opportunities for senior faculty who may want to change the direction of their current research and/or start a
new research program. Opportunities seem to be available to graduate students and early-career faculty, but not so
for seasoned faculty.
Add round table discussion current topics: research and social.
organize a lunch moment for graduate students and professional together
Maybe a short session of student talks?
More chocolate and fruit juice
Longer poster session, with an emphasis to established researchers of the importance of providing feedback to
trainees. Established researchers who are not speakers may also be interested in presenting a poster (as is common
in bio communities). A reception with bar may encourage broader participation. Keep an emphasis on the scientific
quality of the talks, and the speaker's ability to reach a broad audience.
Encourage conference participants to go to the poster session.
Longer (3days) - very much enjoyed it!
The second day was too long. The last talk was terrific, but a lot of people were starting to doze off.
More Networking, more mixing to introduce different people and groups
Keep the size the same. Length of talks with breaks was great.
You did a great job. Keep up!
I thought the entire conference was well organized and ran very smoothly.
It is hard to think about what to improve. I feel that the organizers and speakers treated everybody with so much
respect and dignity. The hotel was comfortable and its location was very convenient. The food was good. Everything
was very well organized.
I have no suggestions for improvements, the conference was perfect! Thank you for funding my conference travel!
Keep up the work.

