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The Power of the Situation

And Our Ability to Shape It





There was no obvious reason for being cagey. In my short time at the school, I’d
seen no bullying or manifest contempt of that kind and never did. Yet it seemed to
me that the Jewish boys, even the popular ones, even the athletes, had a subtly
charged field around them, an air of apartness . . . . This apartness did not
emanate from the boys themselves, from any quality or wish of their own, but
from the school—as if a guardian spirit had risen from the walkways and
weathered stone and breathed that apartness upon them.

T. Wolff, Old School





Once, a classmate suggested that I was only 
elected as a student leader for diversity’s sake, not 
because I was actually deserving.  Or, another time, 
a teacher assumed I was studying for general 
chemistry, when in fact, I was enrolled in AP.  It’s 
hard to pinpoint what exactly is wrong in these 
moments—taken on their own.  

But when you add them up—and they 
happen all the time—it builds to this sense that I 
don’t belong.

Mali Dandridge, Perspectives, KQED Radio



Belonging uncertainty:
A common predicament

First generation college students
LGBQ individuals
Physically disabled individuals
Conservative students on liberal campus
Liberal employees at conservative firm
Ethnic minority students and employees





Threatening belonging in Cyberball
(Kip Williams et al.)





Students’ self-reported belonging 
prospectively predicts college persistence

Source: Gopalan & Brady, College Students’ Sense of Belonging: 
A National Perspective, Educational Researcher, 2019





How can we foster a sense of belonging?



How can we foster a sense of belonging?

By changing the situation.



The science and art of situation-crafting



Creating Belonging: 
Laboratory Experiments
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Fig 1 (scatterplot)
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Figure 1.  Weekly changes in dry weight of food eaten by three sunfish species in a pond experiment.
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Fig 2 (line graph)
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Figure 2.  Population growth of mule deer in Glacier County.
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Fig 3 (bar graph)
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Figure 3. Responses of lake algae to addition of nutrients.  Error bars are 95% confidence limits.

N = 50 lakes.





Examples of Situation-Crafting 
at the Institutional Level

Promoting diverse hiring by changing decision architecture (Jack 
Dovidio, Emilio Castilla)
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Examples of Situation-Crafting 
at the Institutional Level

Promoting diverse hiring by changing decision 
architecture (Jack Dovidio, Emilio Castilla)

Raising awareness of bias and concrete actions to combat it 
(Jessi Smith, Patricia Devine, Christine Rubie-Davis)



Situation-Crafting in the Classroom

The most important principle is to appreciate that different people 
experience the same situation differently.



Situation-Crafting in the Classroom

Three Examples:

Wise Criticism
Social-Belonging Intervention

Values-Affirmation



Wise Criticism
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Fig 1 (scatterplot)
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Figure 1.  Weekly changes in dry weight of food eaten by three sunfish species in a pond experiment.
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Fig 2 (line graph)
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Figure 2.  Population growth of mule deer in Glacier County.
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Fig 3 (bar graph)
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Figure 3. Responses of lake algae to addition of nutrients.  Error bars are 95% confidence limits.

N = 50 lakes.
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Scale range:  1-7

“Overall, nice job.  Your enthusiasm really shows 
through…”+ 2 pages of critical feedback
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Figure 1.  Weekly changes in dry weight of food eaten by three sunfish species in a pond experiment.
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Fig 2 (line graph)
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Figure 3. Responses of lake algae to addition of nutrients.  Error bars are 95% confidence limits.
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Figure 1.  Weekly changes in dry weight of food eaten by three sunfish species in a pond experiment.
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Fig 2 (line graph)
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Figure 3. Responses of lake algae to addition of nutrients.  Error bars are 95% confidence limits.

N = 50 lakes.
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“Wise feedback” group:
I’m giving you these 
comments because I have 
high standards and I 
know that you can meet 
them.



Control group:
I’m giving you 
these comments 
so you have 
feedback on your 
essay.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Just one interaction – assume it happens over and over and over – less mysterious why and how trust leads to accumulating consequences



Percentage of students revising their essay:

• White students, both conditions:  75%
• Black students, control: 17%
• Black students, wise criticism: 71%



Percentage of students attending 4-year college:

• White students, both conditions:  48%
• Black students, control: 45%
• Black students, wise criticism: 64%



The Social-Belonging “Intervention”

Gregory Walton, Shannon Brady, David Yeager, Geoffrey Cohen



Hardships Reported by Students in College Diary Study

• My teacher returned my paper covered in red ink.
• Everyone is going out without me, and they didn’t consider me when 

making their plans
• My teacher cancelled her meeting with me. 
• A peer didn’t email me back.
• I haven't gone on any dates.
• I wasn’t recognized at awards dinner.
• Dumped by girlfriend.
• My boyfriend didn't call. 
• I’m working on a paper that is due tomorrow and I have writers 

block.
• Found a dead mouse under a pile of my clothes.



The Social Belonging Intervention at the College Transition:
Stories shared with participants in intervention condition:

After winter break, I realized that all my good friends were at 
home. I didn’t have friends like that at school.  But I got 
involved in extra-curriculars, and met people who had common 
interests.  I also got to know people in class who later became 
close friends. But this took time. And before I found my niche 
here, there were times when I felt quite lonely.

-Respondent # 77, senior, White female

I worried that I was different from other students . . . .  Now it 
seems ironic. Everybody feels they are different freshman year 
from everybody else, when really in at least some ways we are 
all pretty similar.

-Respondent, #23, African American female



Survey [Intervention materials shown to participants]

504 ** Juniors and Seniors completed survey materials . Participants were randomly sampled from the population of 
all [school name] Juniors and Seniors.  Percentages are accurate within +/- 4 percentage points …

Results were consistent across class year and across racial and gender groups.

During their freshman year, many if not most students worry about whether other people at [college name] accept 
them.

• 73% - 86% of upperclassmen reported that, during their freshman year, they:

• “sometimes” or “frequently” worried whether other students would accept them in the context of classes and 
coursework.

• “sometimes” or “frequently” felt intimidated by professors.

But after their freshman year, most students come to feel confident that other people at [college name] accept them.

• 82% - 97% of upperclassmen reported that, since their freshman year

• they are “confident” or “certain” that most other students accept them 

• “sometimes” or “frequently” felt their comfort in the academic environment at ** has improved “some” or “a lot.”



Results

The social-belonging intervention improved the 4-year cumulative GPA 
of Black students, halving the gap between them and their White peers.



College grade point average by year 

Intervention

Walton & Cohen (2011, Science)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
White students showed the same pattern throughout. In terms of raw means, the treatment reduced the race gap in GPA over this period by 63%. Pause Beyond the main effect, there are four interesting patterns here.First, in the control condition, minority students show a long slump in performance through sophomore and junior year.  They may be experiencing a recursive cycle – or an exacerbation cycle – whereby feelings of non-belonging lead to negative interactions with peers and teachers, reifying these feelings of non-belonging and undermining performance over time.2.  Second, the treatment seems to interrupt this pattern leading to a linear increase in performance.3.  Third, White students are stable over time.4.  And fourth, towards the end of their college careers, the control condition seems to recover.  This kind of analysis illustrates one value of field research.  If you only study these interventions in the laboratory or at a single point in time, you may only capture the initial stage of a process that unfolds over time
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College grade point average by year 

Intervention

Walton & Cohen (2011, Science)
Condition effect for Blacks: b = .24, p = .01; Race X Condition, b=-.31, p = .027
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Seven years later…
Career satisfaction and belonging
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Source: Brady et al., 2020, ScienceAdvances, 6(18)



What changed?

Less belonging uncertainty

More mentoring relationships





For more information on scale-ups of the social-belonging intervention and how to participate, see 
https://collegetransitioncollaborative.org and this paper by Greg Walton and Shannon Brady: 
https://studentexperienceproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/WaltonBrady2019.pdf

For a guide by Greg Walton, see https://s3.wp.wsu.edu/uploads/sites/2111/2018/05/Walton-A-
Social-belonging-Intervention.pdf

https://collegetransitioncollaborative.org/
https://studentexperienceproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/WaltonBrady2019.pdf


Values Affirmation



[VALUES AFFIRMATION EXERCISES] 

WHAT ARE YOUR PERSONAL VALUES?  
Remember that there are no right or wrong answers to any of these questions.
Please read this list carefully.  Then circle the TWO or THREE things that are MOST important to you. 

Enjoying Sports

Being Good at Art

Being Creative

Being Independent

Living in the Moment (or Enjoying Today)

Belonging to a Social Group 

(such as your community, racial group, or school club)

Listening to Music or Playing Music

Following Politics or Government

Being with Friends or Family 

Being Religious

Having a Sense of Humor



Affirmation
Condition Worksheet



Original Study and Two Replications 
in Northeastern Middle School

(GPA in semester after intervention)
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Source: Cohen, Garcia et al., 2006, Science, 313; 
Cohen, Garcia, Purdie-Greenaway et al., 2009, Science, 324.
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Fig 1 (scatterplot)
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Figure 1.  Weekly changes in dry weight of food eaten by three sunfish species in a pond experiment.
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Fig 2 data

		Year		Population Size
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		1983		20

		1984		40

		1985		100
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		1987		210
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		1989		285

		1990		295
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Fig 2 (line graph)
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Figure 2.  Population growth of mule deer in Glacier County.
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Figure 3. Responses of lake algae to addition of nutrients.  Error bars are 95% confidence limits.

N = 50 lakes.
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Replication with Disadvantaged Latino Middle Schoolers
Over three years
(Goyer et al. 2012, PNAS)
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Goyer, et al. (2017) Proceedings of National Academy of Sciences



Values Affirmation in Middle School

Seven years after intervention, percentage of students 
in college:

• White students, both conditions 83%
• African American students, control 78%
• African American students, affirmation 92%*

*Comparison with control, p = 0.01

Goyer, et al. (2017) Proceedings of National Academy of Sciences



Successful applications of 
values-affirmations in college

First-generation students in an introductory biology sequence

Women in physics and in business school 

White men with a low sense of belonging in school





Situation Crafting:  General Principles



Consider the situation,
from the perspective of the student.



What are the elements of the situation that may be 
threatening belonging?



How can we weave messages of belonging into the day-to-day 
classroom or mentoring situation?



Expert tutors (Lepper & Woolverton, 2002)

Female peer mentors in STEM (Dennehy & Dasgupta, 2017)

Culturally relevant pedagogy (Gloria Ladson-Billings, Penner & Dee, 2021)

Structured pathways to success (Fisher, Mendoza-Denton, et al., 2019)



Thank you!
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