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Nicole Stephens, MarYam Hamedani, and Mesmin Destin examined the effectiveness of a program that helped
students understand how differences in social background contribute to their experiences in college.
College is often seen as a valuable investment in students’ futures
and those of their families and communities. But for some students the transition to college can be more challenging than others.
First-generation college students—students whose parents don’t
have a college education—have higher dropout rates and lower
academic grades on average than their continuing-generation
peers.1,2
How can we disrupt this pattern and help all students succeed in
college settings, regardless of their background? Many different
factors underlie poor college outcomes. But research shows that
social and psychological factors are an important contributor
to this achievement gap.1 Can a seemingly “small” or brief social
psychological program improve first-generation students’ odds of
success?
To explore these questions, Nicole Stephens, MarYam Hamedani,
and Mesmin Destin conducted a randomized controlled trial in which
they tested the effectiveness of a program for incoming freshmen
that focused on how differences in students’ social backgrounds contributed to their college experiences. The researchers wanted to test
whether this “difference-education” program could decrease the gap
in academic performance between first-generation college students
and their continuing-generation peers.

Key Findings
•

•

The difference-education program closed the gap in
grade point average between first-generation students
and their continuing-generation peers at a private
university.
Both first-generation and continuing-generation students showed improved overall well-being.

Study Design
During the first month of school, first-year students at a private
university were invited to attend a panel discussion on improving
the transition to college. 147 students participated, including 66
first-generation students (neither parent had a 4-year college degree) and 81 continuing-generation students (students with at least
one parent who had a 4-year college degree).
Participants were randomly assigned to receive either the difference-education program or a control condition. In both conditions
the participating students listened to a diverse panel of older students discuss their transition to college using real-life examples.
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leading social scientists dedicated to improving student outcomes and expanding educational opportunity by advancing our scientific
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E XP LORING DIF F E RE NCE S IN BACKGROU N D CAN PROMOTE GREATER EQU ALITY IN OU TCOME S

| 1

The difference-education version of the panel explored students’
social-class backgrounds and the effect they had on their college
experiences. The panelists talked about how their social-class backgrounds contributed both positively and negatively to their time in
college and how they were able to use strategies to be successful.
For example, when a panelist was asked about a challenge they
faced in college they responded,
“Because my parents didn’t go to college, they weren’t always
able to provide me the advice I needed. So it was sometimes
hard to figure out which classes to take and what I wanted to
do in the future. But there are other people who can provide
that advice, and I learned that I needed to rely on my adviser
more than other students.”
The control group also listened to panelists discuss their transitional experiences. However, the panelists did not mention their
specific background and how that impacted their time at college.
After listening to the panel, the researchers had the participants
engage in activities that have been shown to help individuals internalize messages they receive. All participants completed a survey
that asked about the lessons they learned and how they would
advise future incoming students about what had been discussed
in the panel. Each participant created a short video testimonial
about the experience, which they were told would be shared with
incoming students the following year.

First-Year Results
At the end of the school year, the researchers collected data on
participants’ grade point averages (GPA) and a survey that assessed retention of the program’s central ideas, whether students
took advantage of school resources, and their general psychosocial
wellbeing. Did the difference-education program have the desired
effect?
The program eliminated disparities in academic performance.
The researchers documented a gap of .30 grade points between
the first-generation students and continuing-generation students
in the control group. But the researchers found no evidence of a
gap in GPA between these two groups for the students who had
participated in the difference-education program. First-generation
students in the difference-education group earned higher GPAs
than their first-generation peers in the control group.
The program closed gaps in seeking out valuable college resources. First-generation students in the control group were less
likely than their continuing-generation peers to seek out college
resources (e.g., emailing or meeting with professors; seeking extra
help) during their first year in college. But the difference-education
program closed this resource-seeking gap, and further analyses
suggested that these positive habits might have contributed to
these students’ increased academic performance.

The program improved the overall wellbeing of all students. The
difference-education program had a positive effect on overall wellbeing for both first-generation students and continuing-generation
students. Students in the difference-education group reported
less stress and anxiety, better adjustment to college, and more
engagement in academics and social situations than their peers in
the control condition. They also reported a higher appreciation of
differences and perspective-taking than the students in the control
group.

Longer-Term Follow-Up
In order to look into the long-term benefits of this intervention,
the researchers followed-up with the same students almost
two years after receiving the original one-hour program. In this
follow-up study, participants completed “stressful” tasks (a speech
about their background; a high-level math and verbal test). Students then took a survey about their perceptions of the task and
provided saliva samples to measure physiological stress responses.
The results showed that effects of the program endured years later.
Students who had received the difference-education program two
years prior discussed their background more often in their speech.
First-generation students from the difference-education group
also showed signs of more physiological thriving, as shown by
greater anabolic balance reactivity during the stressful tasks, than
the first-generation students in the control group. Two years after
participating in the program students were still displaying positive
effects.

Implications of This Research
These two studies showed that a low-impact, low-cost program
could have lasting benefits that reduced academic gaps between
first-generation and continuing-generation college students. The
program positively affected grades, resource seeking, and general
wellbeing during the college transition. These beneficial psychosocial results applied not just to first-generation students, but to
continuing-generation students, as well. This research suggests
that helping students understand how differences in backgrounds
shape experiences—and that students from all backgrounds can
succeed—can be beneficial for all students and lead to greater
equality in our colleges and beyond.
Future research could explore the exact mechanisms that give rise
to the benefits of a difference-education approach. Answering this
question will give us a clearer picture of how we can best foster
success and wellbeing for students from all backgrounds seeking to
earn a college degree.
This brief was edited by Lisa Quay, Managing Director of the Mindset Scholars Network.
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