First in the World Program
Walton-Cohen Study Summary

	Study title
	A brief social-belonging intervention improves academic and health outcomes of minority students.

	Study authors
	Walton, G. M. & Cohen, G. L.

	Study link 
	http://www.sciencemag.org/content/331/6023/1447.full 

	Intervention topic area
	Influencing the Development of Non-Cognitive Factors.

	Intervention summary
	The study describes a brief psychological intervention aimed at addressing students’ worries about belonging in the transition to college. Students from groups that are underrepresented and/or negatively stereotyped on campus (e.g., first-generation students, racial and ethnic minority students, women in STEM) may experience these worries most pervasively and thus may benefit most. The study focused on intervention effects on African-American students. The intervention frames social adversities and worries about belonging as common and transient in the transition to college. Participants read stories from older students who conveyed that social adversity is normal and passes with time. Then participants wrote an essay and gave a speech on how their own experiences in college echoed the stories they had read to facilitate internalization of the intervention message. This narrative discourages students from viewing adversities in their own lives as proof that “I or people like me don’t belong in college.” It gives students a more adaptive way to understand adversities.  The intervention was designed to improve academic and health outcomes in African-American college students.

	Core elements of the intervention
	· Tell first-person stories from upper-year students that convey the students typically worry at first about whether they belong in college and with time come to feel at home. These stories are very carefully written. They should: (1) dispel the perception that only I or people like me worry about belonging at first in college; and (2) represent trajectories of growth—show how students can come to feel and actually belong in college with time. They should not reify stereotypes, for instance by conveying that only people in the minority do not belong. Instead, they should contradict stereotypes, for instance by showing how people in the majority group too have these worries. And they should not introduce a fixed mindset about intelligence. For more, see the resources listed below.

· Give people the opportunity to advocate for the intervention message—to describe how this process of change has been or could be true for them. This “saying-is-believing” exercise can help people internalize the intervention message. 

· Avoid the potential stigma participants may feel if they are targeted for an intervention. Participants were told their essays and speeches would be used to help future students, so that they saw themselves as benefactors and not as beneficiaries.

· Subtlety—participants were largely unaware of the intervention’s effect. The influence of the intervention occurring outside of conscious awareness aids in its efficacy. 

	Costs of the intervention
	In general, the costs of the intervention are very low. What is required for delivery is for students to complete a 30-45 minute reflective reading and writing exercise with full attention.  Costs will be lower using online, prematriculation delivery than in-school year/in-person delivery. However, costs of evaluation can be significant.

	Considerations for implementation
	· The intervention is aimed at addressing students’ worries about whether they belong in college. It presumes that students want to belong and that they are worried they might not. It may be less effective in school contexts in which students do not want to belong. 

· The intervention depends on having a context where learning opportunities are available and feasible.

· Because the intervention helps participants interpret ambiguous social adversities, it may be ineffective in especially hostile social environments. 

	Findings of the study
	The intervention closed the academic achievement gap between European American and African American students in 3-year GPA from 0.29 points in the control condition to 0.14 points in the treatment condition, a 52% reduction. Additionally, the intervention improved African American’ self-reported health and well-being and reduced their number of doctor visits.
  

	Relevant resources
	· Some of the original intervention materials: http://www.psychologicalscience.org/redesign/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/BelongingIntervention.pdf 

· Tips on “getting the belonging message right:” http://www.stanford.edu/~gwalton/home/Resources_files/Getting%20the%20belonging%20message%20right.pdf    

· The College Transition Collaborative: http://collegetransitioncollaborative.org/ 

	Contact information
	Greg Walton: gwalton@stanford.edu 


� Individual findings have not been reported in a What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) single study review and may or may not have WWC confirmed statistical significance for all findings listed.





