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THE POWER OF MESSAGING
UNIVERSITY SCHOLARS PROGRAM

• First-generation and/or low-income students 
conditionally accepted to the university 

• Summer and academic year component 
• ”Tough love” messaging

(Covarrubias, Gallimore, & Okagaki, 2016)



[The messaging] was kind of like breaking us 
down and trying to build us up, but they belittled 
us.... it was a constant reminder that made me feel 
as if I'm really not supposed to be here.

LATINATHE EFFECTS OF PROGRAM MESSAGING



I actually feel like crap about myself right now. 
That kind of thing sticks with me and I think about 
it a lot….

WHITE FEMALETHE EFFECTS OF PROGRAM MESSAGING



TOUGH MESSAGING
•Why would the Scholars be more likely to recall negative 
versus positive feedback after a semester in college? 

•When put in a stressful situation, stigmatized students, e.g., 
women in math domains, pay more attention to negative 
information and, in recall tasks, recall negative information 
better than positive information (Forbes, Duran, Leitner, & 
Magerman, 2015) 



When, how, how often, and by whom should more difficult messages 
be conveyed, particularly if the aim is to simultaneously prepare 
students for the potential harsh realities of the university context and 
to encourage them in the transition process?



MESSAGES THAT WORK
1. Highlight diverse cultural backgrounds 

2. Convey a context that is supportive of and committed to 
serving diverse students

3. Represent difficulties as both normal and temporary

4. Emphasize growth processes (e.g., failure is part of the 
learning process)

5. Reduce stigmatization



WISE INTERVENTIONS
1. Changing students’ subjective experience in school — how they 

feel about themselves and what school feels like for them; 

2. Delivering psychologically wise treatment messages effectively 
without generating problematic side effects like stigmatizing 
recipients; and 

3. Tapping into self-reinforcing or recursive processes that sustain 
the effects of early interventions. 

(Garcia & Cohen, 2012; Yeager & Walton, 2011; Walton, 2014)



(S TEPH EN S, FRYBERG,  MA RKUS , JOH N SON , &  
C OVA RRUB IA S, 2012 ) STRATEGY  ON E

HIGHLIGHT DIVERSE CULTURAL 
BACKGROUNDS



“….mark the one option that 
most closely reflects your 

institution’s expectations for 
college students.”

(N=248; 70% Deans, 9% Program 

Directors,13% Provost Office)

(Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012, Study 1)

Independent 
Expectations

Interdependent 
Expectations

A. Being independently 
motivated 

B. Being motivated by others’ 
high expectations 

A. Working independently B. Working collaboratively

A. Paving their own innovative 
paths

B. Following in the footsteps of 
accomplished others

A. Challenging norms & rules B. Considering the norms & rules

A. Conducting independent 
research

B. Conducting collaborative 
research

A. Developing personal 
opinions

B. Appreciating the opinions of 
others



“….mark the one option that 
most closely reflects your 

institution’s expectations for 
college students.”

(N=248; 70% Deans, 9% Program 

Directors,13% Provost Office)

(Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012)

• 71% characterized their university as 
independent.

• 20% characterized their university as 
equally independent and 
interdependent.

• 9% characterized their university as 
interdependent.
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(Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012, Study 2)

SELF DEVELOPMENT
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(Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012, Study 2)
HELP OTHERS





“I am delighted that you have decided to attend the 
University of Arizona and that you think Arizona is the 
right place for you.”

“For the next few years you will have many opportunities 
to explore new areas and to learn from our superb 
faculty and from your own personal exploration and 
individual experiences as a student.”

INDEPENDENT FRAME



“I am delighted that you and your family have decided that 
you should attend University of Arizona and that Arizona is 
the right place for you.”

“For the next few years, together with the University of  
Arizona community, you will have many opportunities to 
explore new areas and to learn from your experiences 
and interactions with your peers.”

INTERDEPENDENT FRAME



(Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012, Study 4)



(BROWMA N &  D EST I N , 2016 ) STRATEGY  TWO

CREATE A SUPPORTIVE 
ENVIRONMENT



IMAGINE THAT YOU ARE A LOW-
INCOME STUDENT ENTERING YOUR 
FIRST YEAR OF COLLEGE…



“The cost of attendance for the 2011--12 
academic year was $58,429, which over half of 
UCSC families managed without any financial aid. 
In 2011, parents of UCSC students and alumni 
gave more than $1.8 million to bolster the school’s 
endowment through the Parents’ Fund, with gifts 
ranging up to $250,000. With their help, UCSC 
has maintained the 9th largest endowment in the 
nation, surpassing $7 billion in 2010-2011.” 



“Dedicated to assisting students in earning 
money to meet their educational costs, UCSC is 
strongly involved with the Federal Work–Study 
program. UCSC will pay over $2.8 million to its 
Work– Study students this year. UCSC has an 
extremely far-reaching financial aid program, 
with 60% percent of all UCSC undergraduates 
receiving financial aid.” 



WHAT THOUGHTS DO YOU HAVE AS A 
LOW-INCOME STUDENT AT THE 
UNIVERSITY? 



CHILLY CLIMATE CONDITION

“The cost of attendance for the 2011-
-12 academic year was $58,429, 
which over half of UCSC families 
managed without any financial aid. In 
2011, parents of UCSC students and 
alumni gave more than $1.8 million to 
bolster the school’s endowment 
through the Parents’ Fund, with gifts 
ranging up to $250,000. With their 
help, UCSC has maintained the 9th 
largest endowment in the nation, 
surpassing $7 billion in 2010-2011.” 

WARM CLIMATE CONDITION

“Dedicated to assisting students in 
earning money to meet their 
educational costs, UCSC is strongly 
involved with the Federal Work–
Study program. UCSC will pay over 
$2.8 million to its Work– Study 
students this year. UCSC has an 
extremely far-reaching financial aid 
program, with 60% percent of all 
UCSC undergraduates receiving 
financial aid.” 

(Browman & Destin, 2016)



(Browman & Destin, 2016, Study 1)



(WA LTON  &  C OH EN , 2007 ;  2011 ) STRATEGY  TH REE

REPRESENT DIFFICULTIES AS 
NORMAL AND TEMPORARY



TREATMENT CONDITION

Most students, regardless of 
race, worry during their first 
year of college about 
whether they belong on 
campus, and that these 
worries lessen with time.

CONTROL CONDITION

Generic message… that 
students’ social–political views 
grow more sophisticated with 
time

(Walton & Cohen, 2007; 2011)





SOCIAL BELONGING INTERVENTION
What’s the message being conveyed?
1. if you feel like you don’t belong in a new school, you (and other 

people like you) are not alone; and
2. your experience will improve over time.

… help students understand adversities they experience early in school as 
normal and temporary. The primary message is a message of growth…



(A RON SON ,  FR I ED, &  GOOD,  2002 ) STRATEGY  FOU R

EMPHASIZE MESSAGES OF GROWTH



MALLEABLE PEN-PAL CONDITION

“Because intelligence is malleable, humans 
are capable of learning and mastering new 
things at any time in their lives. This message 
is especially important to get across to 
young, struggling students. If these students 
view intelligence as a fixed quantity, they 
may feel that they are incapable of 
learning if they encounter difficulty with their 
school work. If, however, students can be 
convinced that intelligence expands with 
hard work, they may be more likely to 
remain in school and put effort into 
learning.”

CONTROL PEN-PAL CONDITION

“Intelligence is not a single entity, but rather 
composed of many different talents…. it is a 
potentially devastating mistake to view 
intelligence as a single attribute; it may lead 
young students to give up entirely on 
education if they are struggling in one 
subject, because the students can see 
themselves as failures at a global level. But 
if struggling students can be convinced that 
there are many different types of 
intelligence, they may be more likely to 
continue to learn in an attempt to find and 
develop areas of strength.”

(Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2002)





( B R ADY,  G O M E Z,  F O TUH I ,  CO HE N ,  &  WAL T O N , UNP UB L ISHED ) STRATEGY  F I V E

CREATE NON-STIGMATIZING 
MESSAGES



REDUCING STIGMA THROUGH LETTERS
1. Probation as a process (e.g., “you are entering the 

process of probation”) rather than a label (e.g., you are 
on probation)

2. Acknowledge contextual factors that lead people to get 
on probation (e.g., stress at home, health issues)

3. Convey that students are not alone in the process (e.g., 
other students get on and get off probation) 

(Brady, Gomez, Fotuhi, Cohen, & Walton, unpublished)
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SOME IMPORTANT TIPS
• Don’t raise negative content without resolving it
• Balance positive and negative (i.e., the message should be one of 

growth, not just of struggle)
• Avoid fixed ability references (e.g., ”if something doesn’t work, just 

means it wasn’t for you”)
• Treat students as strong, not weak – as helpers, not recipients of 

help
• CONTEXT MATTERS!

(Walton, 2014, Social-Belonging Intervention: Getting the Message Right)



FAMILY ADVISING GUIDE AN EXAMPLE





Too many 
goals

Balance 
independence with 
interdependence

No context 
for 
questions

Reduce jargon
How?







OTHER RELEVANT RESEARCH
• Values Affirmation Interventions – having students reflect on 

personally important values (Harackiewicz et al., 2014)

• Difference Education Interventions – tying students cultural 
differences to their transition experiences (Stephens, Hamedani, & 
Destin, 2014)

(Walton, 2014, Social-Belonging Intervention: Getting the Message Right)
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