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Greg Walton, Stanford University

Thank you very much to the Department and for everyone joining us I'm really excited too talk with you and to be here with my colleagues Nicole and Rachel. The intervention that Jeff Cohen and I developed originally was designed to help students feel more confident in their belonging as they make the transition to college. 
One worry that students have when they enter a new school is whether they'll belong in that new place and whether other people will value and respect them. This worry can be especially severe when people are going into settings in which they are in some ways disadvantaged in terms of stereotypes or stigma or under representation. 
We can see that in this quote from Michelle Obama writing in her senior thesis at Princeton University where she writes: “My experiences at Princeton have made me far more aware of my 'blackness' than ever before. I have found that at Princeton, no matter how liberal and open-minded some of my white professors and classmates try to be toward me, I sometimes feel like a visitor on campus; as if I really don't belong. It often seems to them that I'll always be black first a student second."

For many of the thousands of students of color who are first generation students who enter college, they can wonder whether the place will truly accept and value them. When people are in settings whether they are not sure that they belong, it gives them a lens for interpreting events. When people have everyday adversities that people go through in their transition to college—when they feel lonely or isolated or when they struggle in an introductory chemistry class—it can make people wonder if they belong in their school. 
The social belonging intervention [discussed today] is a short reading and writing activity that’s about 60 minutes that can be delivered either in person (one on one) or in small groups in online sessions either before matriculation or in the first year of college. 

The goal of the intervention is to help these students see their worries about belonging and about everyday adversities as normal – that everyone worries at first whether they belong and it gets better with time and that it's not evidence that “people like me don't belong in college.” 

[In terms of results,] you can see in the left side of the side that among selected college students, the intervention raised African American students grades over a three-year period, reducing the achievement gap by 60 percent. 

In another study that is not yet published we delivered the intervention in conjunction with a charter school in Philadelphia—mostly African Americans and first-generation students. The intervention increased students’ subsequent full time college persistence the next year from 32% to 43% using National Student Clearinghouse data—an 11 percentage point increase. 

The intervention has three big buckets of things that are important. First, it is not represented to students as an intervention, but as officials at the university or college wanting to know more about what people people's experiences are like in the transition to college so that they can help future generations of students when they come to college. So students in the intervention are treated as benefactors not as beneficiaries. The message is that we want to learn more about the transition to college and in this transition you're an expert.

The content includes both survey information about students’ experience in the transition to college and carefully written stories from upper year students all of which convey the core message that everybody worries in their first year about whether they belong in college and that it gets better with time.

Importantly, the intervention is not just passively delivered. Students aren't just receptacles of the information. Instead, it's an active experience with what we call “seeing is believing” exercises built into it, where students write about how what they've read that is true to their own experience. Sometimes they create videos or write letters to future students that will be entering the school next year. They believed that their writings will be shared with future students to help their transition and that's something you can do.

It can seem mysterious or magical that a 30 minute or 60 minute intervention can improve grades over three years and full time college persistence, so we've been very interested in understanding how this intervention works. We think it gives students a lens for interpreting everyday kinds of adversities when challenges arise – when people experience negative feedback, they feel lonely, when friends don't invite them to class – when they think “I don't belong here maybe people like me don't belong here.” When people have that psychological interpretation, it leads to withdrawal from the academic environment. You don't step out across the hall and introduce yourself to a dorm mate; you don't build those relationships with peers or with faculty; you don't take advantage of support services.

The intervention gives people a new narrative that says: yes, this [adversity] is not a good thing when I get dissed and don't have anyone to sit with at dinner, but this is the kind of thing that everyone goes through from time to time in the transition to college. That helps to sustain their engagement build more friendships, participate in extracurricular groups, interact with faculty, find a mentor, use support services. That ultimately leads to better achievement.

The content of the material need the written with great care. You can find some of the original materials on my website, but they may need to be adapted for your setting. You should go through a design process with older students, since the materials really need to feel authentic for students – they need to speak to people’s actual worries about belonging and about how these worries can be overcome with time. 

A second point is that this is an intervention that explicitly talks about negative things. It's not something that we typically do with students – we don't usually talk about negative things vary directly, so you want to do that carefully and represent negative things either is normal and experienced by everyone and passing with time or that's that it's not something that everyone experiences but is not ultimately a barrier to belonging. You want counter-stereotypical exemplars involved – people who are majority group members in the school who everyone thinks do well – who describe strong worries about belonging. That way people in the minority group can say yeah it really isn't just me or people like me -- it's also people in the majority.

The intervention is technically a belonging uncertainty intervention. It's not technically an intervention to make people want to belong. In some cases, community colleges students may have some ambivalence about whether they actually want to be there in the first place and this intervention may not be the right fit for them.

Finally, there is an alternative form of the intervention – there’s more information on my website – that involves a carefully structured discussion group that allows these themes and discontent to emerge in a naturalistic discussion such as a dormitory setting.

Nicole Stephens, Northwestern University 

Thanks so much for inviting me to be part of this webinar I'm really excited to talk about my research today. I'm going to talk about a new intervention approach that can help to close the achievement gap generation for college students who were the first in their families to attend college. 
I'm going to focus on an intervention that's thought to close the social class achievement gap. What I mean is the gap in experience and outcomes that occur between those who are the first in their families to go to college and students who have one or more parents with a college degree. I'll refer to these as students of continuing generation.

The goal of the intervention is to reduce this social class achievement gap. I'll tell you more about what we did specifically but for now let me tell you very briefly what the results were. The intervention for first year students transitioning to college helped reduce this gap one year later. What we find in particular is that compared with first generation students  who were in a control group, those who received the intervention earned higher grades at the end of the first year. In fact we reduced the social class achievement gap by about 63%. They were also more likely to seek out campus resources – getting help from professor or going to the writing center. In another study with follow-up of second years, we found that students were better equipped to cope with stressors.

Now let me tell you what the interaction looks like. We invited students to participate in a college transitional program at the beginning of their first years. This occurred just as students were transitioning and before they had a very clear understanding what college was about or what place they have in that context. The intervention lasted for about an hour. It was described as relevant to all students and framed as a program that would be beneficial to everyone, in order to not single out or stigmatize first generation students. As a result our participants were both first generation in continuing generations.

You can see [from the picture] that we have panelists at a table at the front of the room. They are juniors and seniors who are successful at the university and they told their personal stories of how they adjusted to college. As you can see, they were diverse in terms of race and gender. There were three speakers who were first generation and the rest were continuing generation. There was a moderator who asked the panelists a series of planned questions. The content of panelist responses was carefully planned out in advance, but it was performed as though it was off the cuff and as though the speakers were talking directly to the participants in the audience. The content that these speakers delivered was based on the student's actual stories and experiences in college. As you can see, the participants were sitting in the audience listening as the speakers took turns telling their stories. 
The stories that are told highlighted a couple of key things. In general, students learned how their social class backgrounds could matter in college. So, for example, they learned about the obstacles they could face because of their particular social class background. They learn about the strengths of their background and about the strategies that could be used, taking their backgrounds into account. 

The full transcripts of the sessions are available via the link I provide, but let me provide a couple of quick sample stories as examples. In this case the moderator asked: Can you provide an example of an obstacle you faced and how you resolved it? In this case the first generation speaker, Matt, said: “Because my parents didn't go to college, they weren't able to provide the advice that I needed. So sometimes it was hard to figure out what classes to take and what I wanted to do in the future. But there are other people that can provide that advice and I learned that I needed to rely on an adviser more so then other students.” 
As you can see from this example, his story highlights how social background mattered. We learn that his parents didn’t go to college and so how his background affected the obstacles he faced. We also see what strategies he needed to be successful in this college environment.

Next contrast Matt's story with Rachel's who is a continuing generation student. She answered the same question by saying that her parents had graduate-level education and she had gone to a small private high school. “It was great college prep and we got lots of one-on-one attention, so it was a big adjustment going to classes with 300 people. I felt less overwhelmed when I took time to get to know other students in the class.” 
As you can see, like Matt, Rachel also talked about her social class background. She described how that background affected the types of challenges she faced and also how she learned to meet that challenge. You can see in both cases the speaker is talking about how their social class background matters. It's the contrast in the students’ stories that illuminates the particular ways in which students’ backgrounds matter in college and also what you need to do to be successful.

Importantly, their experience in college is not just linked to obstacles or challenges but it's also linked to strengths. If I'm a first-generation student and I experience an obstacle in the absence of this intervention, I might wonder if I’m cut out to be here or if I can succeed. But because I've learned about how my background matters, students in the intervention should be equipped to both understand why they face particular obstacles that other students might not and also what to do when they face those obstacles. They’re empowered with the knowledge and strategies that they need to be successful.

A couple of key takeaways for implementing this type of intervention: First, the key message conveyed in the intervention was that social class matters. As my colleague Greg also mentioned, I think it's important to talk about the negative, but to ultimately offset that with the positive.

Second, it's important to show that all students—not just first generation students—experience college differently.  Social class is something that's relevant to everyone. Third, it is important to have students hear stories from their peers with content that they can relate to. You don't want to take content and impose it from the top down.

And finally, I think that social class is a sensitive subject and it would be a mistake to hit students over the head with a message that social class matters. Rather, I think one reason why the intervention was effective was because the message was subtle. It’s conveyed through students’ personal stories and it lets students come to their own conclusions about how their backgrounds matter to them in college.

Rachel Baker, Stanford University

Thank you so much for having me. I'm really excited to be here today talking about this study I'm going to be talking about a study I conducted with Eric Bettinger of Stanford that looks at a particular kind of individualized student counseling that we're calling student coaching. I'm going to talk about how it's similar to things that we think about a lot like mentoring and advising and also how it looks different. 
But before I start, I want to give you the punch line, which is that he saw a significant increase in persistence of about nine to fifteen percent and we saw this across student groups. 
The model of coaching that we studied was a third-party external coaching service which is called Inside Track. They have a website. It's important to say that this presentation is not an endorsement of that program in particular, but we will be thinking about what aspects of that program made it effective. 

The program partners with institutions across the country. Most served students that were attending part time and many of them have a primarily vocational track. They partner with these institutions to provide one-on-one coaching for the students. The coaches are employed by Inside Track and are contracted with the school. Each coach has a caseload of about 100 students and they meet with students weekly or biweekly. They set up meetings with the students individually for about 20 minutes at a time and the coaches generally work with students for about 4 months.

One of the key components is that this coaching is intrusive and proactive. Coaches contact students via phone or email or social networking or text and they don't wait for the students to come to them with problems. They contact them on a weekly or biweekly basis and set up time to speak with him. The students can opt out at any point—there's no obligation to speak with a coach. 
The content of the calls depend on students’ specific situations, but coaches work with students enrolled in the same program, so coaches have an institutional program-specific knowledge of the structures of the program and the logistics. The focus of the coaching is really meta or extra-academic: it's not focused on course content, so the coaching calls generally focus on things like time management, goal setting, using the resources of the school effectively, advocating for themselves and navigating the decisions inherent in college.  Because many of the students are older and working full time, it's also about integrating work and school, about the logistics involved. 

To the extent possible, coaches have access to school data so they can track things like attendance in class, student performance and activities. They have this as background knowledge in talking with students.

Coaches say that an effective call is when the students know what the goal of the call is. The coaches ask questions such as what is realistic and what is needed to make this happen—putting things into concrete terms. Inside Track estimates that about 20 percent of their phone calls focus on institution specific or program specific topics and 80 percent is about broader topics of navigating college and working through the logistics of attending school. The 20 percent that's program specific often provides the initial hook to engage the students.

In thinking about why this program is effective and what are the components that would make it work elsewhere, I think it boils down to three things: the people involved, the methodology, and the way they use technology. 

First, in terms of people, coaches are college graduates and about half have advanced degrees. The hiring process is relatively intense and they’re selective. The program says that when hiring coaches, they're looking for people who are emotionally intelligent and passionate and driven by the mission. Coaches receive about a hundred hours of training. Every week they are observed by their supervisors, in terms of listening to one of the conversations, since most meetings are by phone so you have a record of each call. 

They use data from schools to prioritize who should get the calls on certain days and who needs the most contact. The company has a pretty large library of resources and tools and what's important is that coaches receive a lot of training and input into what kind of things they should be hitting upon In some ways it feels very structured and formulaic. The company has used data to very effectively figure out what works in these calls, which are done in what’s essentially phone banks in cities on the west coast. 
I put the cost on here which they estimate to be about $1,000 per student per year. I don’t think that necessarily going to be the price for every version of this intervention, but I think it's useful to think about how this compares to other interventions. In many cases this is a lot cheaper than interventions that are in-person.

We assessed the effect the program by having students within schools randomly assigned: About half of their students received a coach and the other didn’t. This allows us to estimate the causal effect of this program. The effect we see is about a 3 percentage point increase in persistence which is a 14% increase versus the control group. And the persistence lasts longer than the actual coaching, which is about 4 months.

We found the effect for both males and females and actually larger effects for males. My sense is that this effect [for both genders] could be due to the intrusive nature of the counseling, with coaches calling students. We see similar effects for older and younger students. It was my pleasure to be here today and feel free to contact me with any questions.
