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Avery August, professor of im m unology in  th e  Cornell University 

College of V eterinary M edicine and  incom ing vice provost for 

academ ic affairs, has been  nam ed  a H ow ard H ughes Medical 

In stitu te  (HHM I) professor.

The aw ards are given to  em pow er research  scientists to  convey the  

excitem ent of science to  undergraduates, w ith an  eye tow ard 

reform ing underg raduate  science education  th rough  innovative 

teaching th a t dem onstrates th e  rigor and  value of scientific research.

A ugust is one of 14 recipients th is year, including two collaborative aw ards, chosen from  177 proposals. Each HHM I 

professor will receive $1 m illion over five years; the  collaborative aw ards will receive $ 1.5 m illion total.

A ugust’s project will address enhancing the  research  experience for transfe r studen ts in  biological sciences a t Cornell.

“S tudents from  com m unity college who transfe r to  Cornell in to  biology typically have spent two years a t the  

com m unity college, an d  w hen they com e to Cornell, they  are trying to  m axim ize th e ir  tim e here ,” A ugust said, adding 

th a t lack of p rio r exposure to  research  opportun ities coupled w ith acclim ating to  a new  environm ent pu ts these 

tran sfe r s tuden ts a t a disadvantage. An absence of early research  experience, for exam ple, hu rts  them  w hen they  are 

applying to  faculty labs at Cornell, and  if they  fail to  get th a t experience in  college, it fu rthe r h u rts  them  w hen they  

apply to  graduate, m edical an d  professional schools.

“W hen we look at th e  to ta l p roportion  of studen ts who do research  a t Cornell, it’s quite high, at least in  the  biological 

sciences,” A ugust said. “W hen you b reak  th a t down and  look at s tuden ts w ho have transferred , it’s a m uch lower 

proportion . The idea of the  program  is to  provide these s tuden ts som e early exposure to  research  in  te rm s of basic 

techniques an d  opportun ities here so they look m ore attractive to  faculty who w ould be looking for underg raduates for 

th e ir  labs.”

A ugust’s p rogram  will include a research-based  course, P reparing Future Researchers, designed specifically for 

tran sfe r s tuden ts and  currently  u n d er developm ent, to  be offered in  fall 2018 . The program  will also facilitate som e 

studen ts to  m eet w ith faculty to  explore research  opportunities. A nd it will encourage these  studen ts to  becom e peer- 

to -peer m entors, w here they m ight advise o thers in  th e ir  fo rm er com m unity colleges on questions regarding the 

transfe r process an d  w hat to  expect a t a university  like Cornell.
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A ugust also has an  in te rest in  diversifying the sciences, an d  he chairs the steering com m ittee for a  m eeting called the 

A nnual Biomedical Research Conference for M inority S tudents, one of the largest underg raduate  m eetings for 

m inority  studen ts in  the country. A t th a t m eeting, he sees a d isparity  in  com m unity  college studen ts who m iss ou t on 

access to  research  an d  th en  don ’t  have opportun ities to p resen t the ir work.

“If  you look a t the com m unity  college population, it’s m ore likely to  be underrep resen ted  s tuden ts th an  the general 

s tuden t population ,” he said. “So th a t was also a m otivation” to propose th is p rogram  to HHM I.

Over the course of his career, A ugust has taugh t underg raduate  im m unology to m ore th an  1,200 studen ts an d  hosted  

75 underg raduate s tuden ts in  his research  lab.

A ugust’s lab is focused on  signals th a t determ ine w hether the im m une system  will develop an  inflam m ation response 

in  asthm a, au to im m une disorders, allergic lung inflam m ation an d  infectious diseases. His lab also investigates factors 

th a t suppress inflam m ation an d  therap ies for preventing or lim iting inflam m atory  diseases.

By K rishna R am anujan

A version of th is story  appeared  in  the Cornell Chronicle.

F or m ore inform ation on  the o ther HHM I professors, click h e re .
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