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Background

Despite increases in the overall share of students attending college (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2018), six-year graduation rates remain below 60 percent (Shapiro et al.,
2018) and gaps in graduation associated with student race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and
parental education persist (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2016; NCES, 2015;
Cataldi et al, 2018). Universities are experimenting with comprehensive college transition
programs (CCTPs) in an attempt to improve these outcomes. CCTPs provide financial support as
well as resources designed to assist students navigate the challenges of attending college, such as
academic support, transportation assistance, and advising (Hallett, Kezar, Perez, & Kitchen, in
press). These intensive, wraparound programs have shown promise in increasing enroliment,
persistence, credit accumulation, and graduation rates (Xu et al., 2018; Angrist et al., 2016;
Evans et al., 2017; Scrivener et al., 2015; Weiss et al., 2014).

We examine the impact of a CCTP on students’ psychosocial outcomes: mattering, sense
of belonging, academic self-efficacy, and social self-efficacy. This focus allows us to examine a
potential mechanism driving the previously-estimated positive impacts of CCTPs on academic
outcomes (Oyserman, 2015; Yeager & Walton, 2011; Heckman, Stixrud, & Urzua, 2006).
Additionally, students’ well-being matters to student affairs practitioners as well as students and
their families. By examining psychosocial outcomes, we provide a more nuanced view of
students’ postsecondary experience.

Research Questions

We estimate the impact of participating in a CCTP on students’ psychosocial outcomes,
and investigate whether these effects vary across groups. Specifically, we address the following
research questions:

1. What is the impact of participating in a CCTP on students’ self-reported mattering to
campus, sense of belonging to campus, academic self-efficacy, and social self-efficacy at
the end of their first and second years in the program?

2. Does the impact of participating in a CCTP on students’ psychosocial outcomes vary
based on students’ race/ethnicity, first-generation status, gender, socioeconomic status, or
prior academic achievement?

Intervention

We evaluate the Thompson Scholars Learning Communities (TSLC) program, supported
by the Susan Thompson Buffett Foundation (STBF) and implemented at the three four-year
campuses in the University of Nebraska (NU) system. In addition to a generous scholarship, the
program includes a first-year seminar, shared academic courses, peer mentoring, academic
tutoring, proactive advising, shared housing, and numerous social and academic events. Students
participate in the formal program during their first two years of college and receive financial
support for up to five years of undergraduate study.

Research Design

Between 2012 and 2016, students who applied to and were eligible for a scholarship from
the STBF were assigned to one of four groups: first, students could be selected for the TSLC
program by the foundation (must-funds); second, students could be randomly assigned to the
TSLC program; third, students could be randomly assigned to receive a scholarship but not the
full TSLC program (College Opportunity Scholarship [COS])); fourth, students could be



randomly assigned to receive no financial or additional support from the foundation (control).
We collect survey and administrative data for students in these four groups who entered college
in fall of 2015 and 2016.

We leverage the randomization of students to estimate the causal impact of TSLC
participation on student outcomes. We exclude must-fund students from our analysis, as their
participation was determined by a subjective review of their application materials. We further
restrict our comparison to students randomized into the TSLC and COS groups. We exclude
control students because of two types of self-selection. First, only about half of students in the
control group enrolled at the institution they indicated as their target institution on their
application (students enrolled after scholarships were awarded). The share of students who
enrolled in their target institution among the TSLC and COS groups is higher. Second, while
survey response rates are similar for students in the TSLC and COS groups, attrition is higher
among control students and could lead to selection bias in our sample.

We use a regression framework to estimate the impact of TSLC participation on students’
psychosocial outcomes while controlling for a rich set of background characteristics
(race/ethnicity, gender, first-generation status, ACT score, high school GPA, and expected
family contribution) and randomization strata (targeted institution by cohort). We interact
treatment status with each subgroup to examine heterogeneity.

Data Sources

We combine data from students’ scholarship applications, administrative records from
the University of Nebraska system, and survey responses. Across the two cohorts, 667 students
were in the TSLC group and 382 were in the COS group. We restrict our analytic sample to
students with complete demographic data who completed the survey at the end of both their first
and second years on campus. This limits our main sample to 577 students.

Results

We find positive, statistically significant, and practically meaningful impacts of TSLC
participation on students’ sense of mattering and belonging at the end of their first and second
years on campus. Specifically, TSLC students report a 0.169 (0.196) standard deviation greater
sense of belonging to campus than their COS peers at the end of their first (second) year on
campus. Similarly, TSLC students report a 0.274 (0.294) standard deviation higher sense of
mattering to at the end of their first (second) year on campus. We find no impact on students’
academic or social self-efficacy.

We also find suggestive evidence that the program had larger effects for students from
historically underserved groups. Specifically, we find larger and more consistent effects of the
program on mattering for students of color, first-generation students, female students, low-
income students, and students with below-median ACT scores.

Conclusions

Our results indicate that the TSLC, an example of a comprehensive college transition
program, improves students’ psychosocial outcomes on average and may have a particularly
profound impact on students from historically underserved groups. This pattern of findings
suggests that CCTPs can not only improve student outcomes but be equity-enhancing in the ways
in which they shape students’ postsecondary experiences.
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