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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 | was only
elected as a student leader for diversity’s sake, not
because | was actually deserving. Or, another time,
a teacher assumed | was studying for general
chemistry, when in fact, | 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 |
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

Table 1
Coefficients and Standard Errors From Multivariate Regressions

4-vYear Colleges 2-Year Colleges
Academic Outcomes Other Outcomes Academic Outcomes Other Outcomes
Use of Self- Use of Self-
Campus Reported Campus Reported
Persistence Persistence Services Mental Persistence Persistence Services Mental
Year 2 \ Year 3 Year 3 Health Year 3 Year 2 Year 3 Year 3 Health Year 3
Sense of belonging 019> - 0271 = 014> 050> 008 —. 000 004 027
(.006) (.006) (.005) (.013) 011) (011) (.009) (.021)
Public/private 0O55*** 046> — 046> 042 033 014 019 061
institution (.014) (-012) (.011) (.029) (.056) (.055) (.061) (.120)
(public = 1)
URM (Black. 018 026 042> 070 —.002 008 068™* 036
Hispanic, Native) (L013) .017) .013) (.042) (.028) (027) (.023) 047)
Asian 033 053> 051> —. 128> 069 033 —.044 135
(.023) (.024) (.025) (.058) (.061) (.061) (.043) (.105)
Two or more races —.005 —. 006 026 —.093 .084 007 .050 064
(.026) (.029) (.019) (.0538) (.050) (.062) (.057) (-115)
First-generation —. 042> —.046™ —. 019 009 —.011 —. 049 —. 027 .048
(.015) (.018) .012) (.026) (.030) (.031) (.026) (.049)
Sex (female = 1) .042*** .Q42*** .004 —.1 34> .045 .041 .024 —.180**
(.009) .O11) (-.010) (.031) (.027) (.024) (.019) (.058)
High school GPA .042>* 045> -000 045 —. 004 009 050> .Or7r2*
(.013) (.012) 012) (.038) (.020) o21) (.021) (.032)
First-year GPA 081 *** 076> 012 .037 A0 > .098*** —.009 .015
(.011) (.012) (-008) (.026) (.012) (.01 2) (.015) (.027)
Rz 11 11 .07 .21 .05 .05 07 16
N observations® 10,500 10,500 6,800 10,500 5,130 5,130 1,900 5,130

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. All estimates are unstandardized but weighted to adjust for the BPS: 12/14 complex survey design: Analysis weight (WTAO0O0O)

and bootstrap variance estimation using replicate weights (WTAOO1-WTA200) to adjust for poststratification weight adjustment. To economize on space, we report on
coefficients and standard errors on key variables only. All specifications also include students® ACT/SAT scores, socioeconomic status, first-year GPA, and a measure total
debt burden, as noted in main text and Appendix (available on the journal website). We also controlled for self-reported first-year use of campus services and self-reported
mental health in the models predicting third-year use of campus services and third-year self-reported mental health outcomes. URM = underrepresented racial-ethnic
minority students.

aSample size rounded to the nearest 10 as per data set guidelines.

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < _.001.

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

1000

800 -

1. [i N

600

Seconds

400

200

Share
Birthday
w/Math Major

Control

In Math Control
Group

“Math is  Control
Sociable”

Source: Walton et al., Mere Belonging: The Power of
Social Connections, JPSP, 2012



Chart1

		604.082		84.015		84.015

		366.463		80.689		80.689

				NaN		NaN

		829.418		109.765		109.765

		485.748		124.536		124.536

				NaN		NaN

		667.677		50.077		50.077

		436.983		63.102		63.102



Seconds



Fig 1 data

		Weeks		Bluegill		Pumpkinseed		Green Sunfish

		1		8		14		17

		3		19		7		9

		5		14		5		8

		7		6		3		18

		9		10		6		19

		11		12		4		7

		13		5		3		2

		15		4		3		3



Column A = x-axis values



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)



olor Consciousness
+ Accountability Intervention:

Discrimination BEFORE Intervention
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Military Promotion Rates: BEFORE intervention:

Minority Males Relative to White Males

Percent Difference
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olor Consciousness
+ Accountability Intervention:

Discrimination AFTER Intervention

Military Promotion Rates AFTER intervention:
Minority Males Relative to White Males

Capt. Major Lt.Col. Col.
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Military Promotion Rates AFTER intervention:

Minority Males Relative to White Males

Percent Difference
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olor Consciousness
+ Accountability Intervention:

Discrimination AFTER Intervention ENDED

Military Promotion Rates AFTER intervention ENDED:
Minority Males Relative to White Males
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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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Percelved Instructor Bias

Unbuffered
Criticism

B African American Students
J White Students

Scale range: 1-7
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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
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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 data

						0.35		0.35		0.26		0.26

						0.35		0.35		0.27		0.27

						0.28		0.28		0.28		0.28



African American Students

White Students



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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Percelved Instructor Bias

B African American Students

J White Students

“Overall, nice job. Your enthusiasm really shows

through...”+ 2 pages of critical feedback

Unbuffered
Criticism

Criticism +
Positive Buffer

Scale range: 1-7
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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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Figure 3. Responses of lake algae to addition of nutrients.  Error bars are 95% confidence limits.

N = 50 lakes.
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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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Percelved Instructor Bias

B African American Students

JWhite Students

“Judged by a higher standard, | have serious
reservations. Remember, | wouldn’t go to the
trouble of giving you this feedback if | didn’t think,
based on what I’'ve read in your letter, that you are
capable of meeting the higher standard |
mentioned.” + 2 pages of critical feedback

Unbuffered
Criticism

Criticism + Criticism +
Positive Buffer High Standards
+ Assurance

Scale range: 1-7
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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%
e Black students, control: 17%
e Black students, wise criticism: 71%



Percentage of students attending 4-year college:

* White students, both conditions: 48%
e Black students, control: 45%
e 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.

| haven't gone on any dates.

| 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 | 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:

Adfter winter break, | vealized that all way good friemds were at
homee. | didn't have friends Like that at school. But | got
Lnvolved tn extra-curviculars, ano met people who had comimon
Lnterests. [ also got to kmnow people tn class who Later becane
close friends. But this took time. And before [ found my niche
here, theve were times whew | felt quite Lonely.

-Respondent # 77, senior, White female

| worried that | was different from other students . ... Now it
seems Lronic. Bverybody feels they are different freshman year
from everybody else, whew really tn 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.

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

e 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.
e 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
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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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Seven years later...
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What changed?

Less belonging uncertainty

More mentoring relationships
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INTERVENTION, EVALUATION, AND POLICY STUDIES .') Shock for pcares |

Replicating a Scalable Intervention That Helps Students
Reappraise Academic and Social Adversity During the
Transition to Middle School

Jaymes Pyne® (® and Geoffrey D. Borman®

“Graduate School of Education, Stanford University, Stanford, California, USA; II’f\:‘lary Lou Fulton
Teacher's College, Arizona State University, Tempe, Arizona, USA

ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Recent evidence suggests that helping students reappraise common gec'e|v§d1 1131 De;gg‘obe’ 2019
social and academic worries during the difficult transition to middle Aizleseted 183?\’/[3 2020
school can improve their academic achievement. To further test this P y

outcome, we conducted a pre-registered randomized controlled trial KEYWORDS

at scale among students transitioning to middle school in seventh Social-psychological inter-
grade (N = 2,171). The intervention increased students’ seventh- vention; middle school
grade grade point average, the sole confirmatory outcome proposed transition; academic

in preregistration, and reduced course failures when compared to achievement;
controlgroup students. Differences in effects between those found school belonging

for white students and for other racial/ethnic groups were not statis-
tically significant. These results reinforce previous findings suggesting
that reappraising stressful school situations during the transition to
middle school may improve academic achievement for students
across all demographic groups.

Belonging is psychologically essential, is socially and interpersonally derived and influen-
ces emotion and cognition (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Attachment to an environment
through strong and enduring bonds with others influences not only how an individual
feels about that environment thereafter, but influences how the individual interacts
socially with others in that environment (Okonofua et al., 2016; Walton & Brady, 2017).
Feelings of belonging can be uncertain, as individuals often necessarily derive them
from indirect and abstract cues in their surroundings. Being unsure about belonging in
a situation can thus be threatening; undergoing any transition from the familiar to the
unknown may cause the experience of belonging uncertainty, or anxiety resulting from
being unsure of one’s social place in an environment (Walton & Cohen, 2007). When
an individual fails to make friends within a new social space or has difficulty adjusting
to new institutional expectations, one may question his or her competence and fit
(Murphy et al., 2007). These questions often guide individuals’ emotions, as elements
experienced in the environment either confirm or refute their questions of belonging




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

WHAT ARE YOUR PERSONAL VALUES?

Directions

1) Look at the value you picked as most important to you (the value you ranked as #1 on the
previous page).

2) Think about times when this value was or would be very important to you.
3) Describe why this value would be important to you.

Focus on your thoughts and feelings and don’t worry about spelling, grammar, or how well
written it is.

Woew can one qet by withotd friendship or farnly? I knceo T

cocdldn ‘2", I need that support, at times it can fee/ /ike the

only 2hing I have that's rea/. Ht other times I dont need it,

bud fove and comfort from relationships is something that 15

fi/:u@’.f mce.. When in need I fall back on ry Sepport, Friends

and Farily, ethowt thal support I wotlld never stop Fa/ling.




Original Study and Two Replications
in Northeastern Middle School
(GPA in semester after intervention)
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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

		1980		10

		1981		15

		1982		25

		1983		20

		1984		40

		1985		100

		1986		180

		1987		210

		1988		270

		1989		285

		1990		295



Column A = x-axis values



Fig 2 (line graph)
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Figure 2.  Population growth of mule deer in Glacier County.

10

15

25

20

40

100

180

210

270

285

295



Fig 3 data

				European Americans		African Americans		95% A-control		95% B--treatment

		Control		3.2		2.386		0.072		0.071

		Affirmation		3.174		2.641		0.074		0.072



Column A = x-axis labels



Fig 3 data

						0.072		0.071

						0.074		0.072



Control

Affirmation



Fig 3 (bar graph)

		Control		Control		0.072		0.071

		Affirmation		Affirmation		0.074		0.072



European Americans

African Americans

Nutrient

Percent Increase Compared to Control
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Figure 2.  Population growth of mule deer in Glacier County.
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Fig 3 data

				European Americans		African Americans		95% A-control		95% B--treatment

		Control		2.953		2.47		0.097		0.106

		Treatment		2.885		2.874		0.138		0.144
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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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Replication with Disadvantaged Latino Middle Schoolers
Over three years
(Goyer et al. 2012, PNAS)

80% 1 1 Control

70% - @ Affirmation
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0% {
Latinos in Remedial clinic  Latinos in college-readiness
elective
Goyer, et al. (2017) Proceedings of National Academy of Sciences



Values Affirmation in Middle School

Seven years dfter intervention, percentage of students
in college:

* White students, both conditions 83%
* African American students, control 78%
e 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
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Abstract

This meta-analysis assessed the impact of values affirma-
tion on the academic achievement of students under social
identity threats in actual classrooms. After a systematic
search yielded 58 relevant studies, multilevel analyses iden-
tified an overall affirmation effect for identity-threatened
students (Hedges’ g = .15), not for identity-nonthreatened
students (Hedges' g = .01). Heterogeneity in the affirma-
tion effect was moderate to high for identity-threatened
students, with effect sizes associated with (1) a larger
covariate-controlled achievement gap between nonthreat-
ened and threatened students in the control condition,
suggestive of psychological underperformance, (2) the
availability of financial resources in school, (3) more
distal performance outcomes, and (4) the presentation of
values affirmation as a normal classroom activity rather
than a research study or a nonnormal classroom activity.
Affirmation appears to work best when it is delivered as
a normal classroom activity and where identity threat
co-occurs with resources for improvement and time to
await cumulative benefits.
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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!

BELONGING

“A beacon of hope for a
fractured world.”
—Adam Grant, #1 New York Times
best-selling author of
Think Again

THE SCIENCE OF CREATING CONNECTION

AND BRIDGING DIVIDES
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