
High-Level Overview: Research Evidence Informing the Student Experience Project
 

Social Belonging 

Feeling valued and connected to others in one's learning community (i.e., having a sense of ​social belonging​) 
is positively associated with student well-being, academic engagement, and performance. Conversely, 

belonging uncertainty​ is the concern people have about the extent to which they belong, or fit in, in different 

contexts or across time. While most students question their social or academic belonging to some extent in 

college, students from groups that have been historically underrepresented or are negatively stereotyped are 

particularly likely to experience belonging uncertainty because they are aware of cultural stigmas and 

stereotypes toward their groups.  

By helping students to understand that belonging concerns are a normal part of college transitions and do not 

signal a lack of belonging or academic potential, and that belonging can improve with time and by taking take 

self-directed steps to build community, colleges have the ability to help students increase their sense of 

belonging, maintain academic engagement, and bolster achievement, particularly for students from 

structurally disadvantaged or underrepresented groups.  
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Growth Mindset 

Mindsets​ are beliefs people hold, that they may or may not be aware of, that act as a lens through which they 

interpret events in their lives. One mindset that is particularly important for students is about the extent to 

which they believe characteristics, like intelligence, are fixed or can be developed with effort, help-seeking, 

and good strategies. People who have a ​growth mindset​ ​about ability believe that it is malleable and can be 

improved with effort, feedback, and using effective strategies for learning. In contrast, people who have a 

fixed mindset ​about ability believe that it is fixed, and cannot be changed over time or developed significantly.  

At an institutional level, growth mindset refers to the beliefs of powerful members of an institution (e.g., 

faculty, staff, and administrators) regarding the nature of students’ ability. Institutional mindsets are conveyed 

through practices, policies, and messages from authority figures that reflect beliefs about ability. These 

institutional mindsets impact students’ engagement and learning and can have a disproportionate effect on 

students from socially disadvantaged backgrounds (e.g., racial/ethnic minorities, first-generation students, low 

income students, and women in STEM). 

By encouraging students to adopt a growth mindset of ability, colleges, faculty, and staff can increase student 

engagement, and improve student learning and academic outcomes. Cultivating an institutional growth 

mindset about ability, and communicating those beliefs to students, can also decrease students’ experiences 

of identity threat, and increase levels of trust among students who belong to groups that are targeted by 

negative stereotypes about their abilities. 
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Inclusive Climate & Identity Safety 

Inclusive educational environments communicate that students from diverse identities and backgrounds are 

welcome, valued, and respected as a part of the community -- and that all can be successful, and belong there. 

This is especially important for students from backgrounds that are negatively stereotyped or 

underrepresented in college settings, who are more likely to experience​ social identity threat ​-- ​the worry tha​t 
they will be viewed in terms of their social group stereotypes, and not as an individual. Social identity threat 

can be prompted by messages in the classroom about who is likely to be successful or by the lack of peers, 

instructors, or discipline experts that share one’s group memberships.  

Working to create inclusive and identity safe environments is particularly important for students that come 

from backgrounds that are negatively stereotyped in society or who are numerically underrepresented in 

college settings. Experiencing identity threat as a result of being negatively stereotyped (i.e., women aren’t 

good at math), or underestimated based on group identity (i.e., you speak so eloquently) has been found to 

undermine academic retention and achievement and lower social belonging for students who, absent an 

oppressive culture, will thrive. Identity safe classroom environments that communicate that all students are 

valued, respected, and capable of success enhance student learning and bolster engagement.  
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