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In the last seven years,  
more than 120 stu­
dents from groups 

underrepresented in en­
gineering have attend­
ed the IEEE Microwave 
Theory and Techniques 
Society (MTT-S) Inter­
n at io n a l  M i c r owave 
Sy mpo siu m ( I M S)  a s 

participants of IMS Project Connect 
(PC). Most of these students would not 
have attended IMS were it not for the 
opportunity provided through PC. For 
many, the experience of participating 
contributed to their decision to pursue 
graduate studies and/or a career in the 
microwave field. 

Each year, the PC program, housed 
within the IMS, hosts approximately 
20 students from underrepresented 
groups for four days of community 
building and professional develop­

ment. Most participants are juniors or 
seniors in undergraduate programs, 
along with a smaller cohort of first-
year students in graduate programs. 
The groups, consistently mixed in 
gender and ethnicity, are provided an 
opportunity for direct interaction with 
fellow PC participants, practitioners, 
academics, and leaders in the field and 
of the MTT-S. PC has been in opera­
tion since 2014 and is sponsored joint­
ly by the National Science Foundation 
and the IMS Organizing Committee 

IMS2021 Project Connect: 
Connecting to Broaden 

Participation
Rhonda Franklin, Rashaunda Henderson, Netra Pillay,  

Heena Rathore, Abhay Samant, and Tom Weller

Digital Object Identifier 10.1109/MMM.2021.3056987
Date of current version: 2 April 2021

Rhonda Franklin (rfrank01@umn.edu) is with 
the University of Minnesota Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, USA. Rashaunda Henderson 

(rmh072000@utdallas.edu) is with the 
University of Texas at Dallas, Richardson, 
Texas, USA. Netra Pillay (netra.pillay@

yahoo.com) is with Qualcomm, San Diego, 
California, USA. Heena Rathore (heena.

rathore@utsa.edu) is with the University of 
Texas at San Antonio, USA. Abhay Samant 

(abhay.samant@ni.com) is with National 
Instruments, Austin, Texas, USA. Tom Weller 
(tom.weller@oregonstate.edu) is with Oregon 

State University, Corvallis, Oregon, USA. 

IM
A

G
E

 L
IC

E
N

S
E

D
 B

Y
 IN

G
R

A
M

 P
U

B
LI

S
H

IN
G



May 2021  71

(in 2020, a private donor, the Julio and 
Maggie Navarro family, provided ad­
ditional support).

The invaluable support that PC 
receives from academic and industry 
leaders who participate in panel ses­
sions and one­on­one conversations 
with the students is a major reason 
for its success. These personal inter­
actions provide unique opportuni­
ties for students to glimpse career 
path opportunities that would other­
wise seem out of reach. The chance 
to talk with the companies and indi­
viduals who are creating the tech­
nology that powers our profession is 
another factor that students consis­
tently rank as a major highlight of 
the program.

Above all else, the most important 
ingredient in the PC recipe is the 
support that members and friends 
of the IEEE MTT­S community give 
to encourage students to apply to the 
program. Over the past seven years, 
PC has been fortunate to have stu­
dent participants from more than 
36 different universities (Figure 1). 
Within  each university, at least one 
individual faculty or staff member 
has taken an interest in personally 
reaching out and lending support. 
This is so important because, for 
many students from underrepresent­
ed groups, there is a steep potential 
barrier even to apply.

Not su r pr i s i ngly,  t he  for mat 
of the PC program is evolving with 
the times. In 2020, a virtual version 
of the traditional four­day format 
was adopted, with everyone, orga­
nizers and students, remotely locat­
ed (Figure 2). Community building 
is a hallmark of PC, and, despite 
the virtual setting, a combination 
of presymposium team interactions, 
amazing involvement from pan­
elists and speakers, and several 
small group­based activit ies dur­
ing IMS2020 resulted in a remark­
ably successful event. For 2021, 
Project Connect will continue the 
virtual agenda.

We invite you to join us as a virtual 
volunteer to influence and mentor fu­
ture microwave engineers in Atlanta, 

Georgia. You can email imsproject
connect@gmail.com for more infor­
mation about how to help. 

Figure 1. Over the past seven years, PC student participants have come from more 
than 36 different universities.
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Figure 2. The IMS2020 PC program: the (a) student cohort and (b) organizers. 


