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Colleges and universities play a critical role in shaping intergroup dynamics in an era of increasing racial
tensions in the United States. Diversity courses may serve as one important approach for preparing
college students for participation in an equitable and just society, since this coursework holds a unique
position at many institutions to expose college students to issues of difference and inequality. This study
synthesizes research on the relationship between university/college instruction explicitly using the word
course and the root divers  and student outcomes over the span of 25 years. Within a meta-analytic
sample of 355 effect sizes, from 73 publications, and 47 distinct samples representing 116,092 under-
graduate students the results indicate an overall small positive association between diversity coursework
and various outcomes. Additional results highlighted the ways in which this relationship is moderated by
various characteristics of the courses, outcome measures, and study design.
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Over the past decade, there has been an increase in racial
tensions and violence across the United States (e.g., Simon &
Sidner, 2018). Not surprisingly, the racial tensions and racial
politics of the nation are also reflected at colleges and universities.
In 2016, there were 1,250 hate crimes (defined as crimes motivated
by race, ethnicity, national origin, religion, sexual orientation,
gender, or disability) reported on United States college campuses,
an increase of 25% from just a year earlier (Bauman, 2018). While
nearly all types of hate crimes (i.e., based on a person’s disability,
gender, race, religion, sexual orientation, national origin, and eth-
nicity) increased, offenses associated with racial bias were the
most common and accounted for 40% of all hate crimes on college
campuses (Bauman, 2018). These statistics and numerous highly
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publicized campus incidents over the last few years (e.g., Jaschik,
2017) illustrate how colleges continue to be racially charged
environments today. For many students, their undergraduate insti-
tutions are significantly more racially diverse than their high
schools and neighborhoods (Orfield, Ee, Frankenberg, & Siegel-
Hawley, 2016), so college may be the first time they have been
exposed to such a range of diverse ideas and people. One avenue
through which higher education institutions can educate students
about race and racial understanding is through diversity course-
work. Nelson Laird, Engberg, and Hurtado (2005) define diversity
courses as “courses that have content and methods of instruction
that are inclusive of the diversity found in society” (p. 450).

As many scholars have noted, the overarching goal of diversity
coursework in higher education is to equip students for participa-
tion in an equitable and just society (e.g., Banks, 2013; de Novais
& Spencer, 2019). Increasingly, institutions across the country are
realizing the importance of diversity courses in the curriculum. In
a 2015 survey of 325 Chief Academic Officers at Association of
American Colleges and Universities institutions (Hart Research
Associates, 2016) regarding their general education curriculum,
the vast majority (87%) offer diversity studies and experiences to
their students, with one third (34%) of institutions implementing a
requirement for all students to participate. Indeed, almost three
quarters (73%) of institutions reported that “knowledge of diver-
sity in the United States” is an important learning outcome for their
students. However, exactly how institutions incorporate diversity
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courses varies considerably. For example, some institutions choose
to implement a “diversity requirement,” some focus on general
education programs, and others choose to infuse their diversity
courses or diversity content throughout the entire curriculum
(which is less frequent and more difficult to implement; Nelson
Laird, 2003; Sciame-Giesecke, Roden, & Parkison, 2009). What is
also likely is that some institutions may not label diversity courses
in this manner and/or may not provide an intentional integration of
diversity content even though they may do so. According to the
National Survey of Student Engagement (2019), 52% of senior
students reported having taken courses that encouraged learning
about other cultures either “quite a bit’ or “very much.” In addi-
tion, 50% and 65% of graduating students reported discussing
issues of equity or privilege and respecting the expression of
diverse ideas, respectively. Thus, it is clear that institutions con-
sider diversity courses important, although to varying degrees.
What is less clear is to what extent diversity courses affect student
learning, growth, and development.

Reviews of Diversity Coursework and Student
Outcomes

To date, two qualitative systematic reviews (Denson & Bow-
man, 2017; Engberg, 2004) and three quantitative meta-analyses
(Bowman, 2010a, 2011; Denson, 2009) have examined the rela-
tionship between college diversity experiences and various student
outcomes. Both Engberg (2004) and Denson (2009) focused on
educational interventions that were designed to reduce racial bias;
diversity coursework constitutes one such approach. Engberg’s
critical examination of educational interventions designed to
reduce racial bias examined quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-
methods studies, while Denson’s meta-analysis synthesized quan-
titative studies on this topic. Bowman conducted two meta-
analyses on college diversity experiences and general domains of
student outcomes: cognitive growth (Bowman, 2010a) and civic
engagement (Bowman, 2011). Overall, these reviews found that
diversity courses were generally—but not always—associated
with desired outcomes. These articles explored some moderators
of this relationship, but diversity coursework constituted just one
of several types of experiences, so the implications for course
design and future research on coursework were not always clear.

The most recent and pertinent review was conducted by Denson
and Bowman (2017); this article conducted a qualitative synthesis
of research on college diversity courses and various outcomes.
Their review consisted of 100 findings resulting from 92 primary
studies that utilized qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods
approaches. Almost two thirds of these studies obtained a mix of
mostly positive and nonsignificant outcomes of diversity courses,
highlighting the substantial variability in the extant literature and
the need for a more systematic understanding of these equivocal
results. The authors concluded that the mixed findings are likely
attributable to the outcome(s) examined, diversity course(s) exam-
ined, and study design, but the qualitative nature of this review
(along with the inclusion of studies with qualitative and mixed-
methods designs within the review) made it very difficult to draw
specific conclusions. The most salient difference across studies
pertained to the race/ethnicity of the sample: 62% of analyses with
all-White samples yielded only positive and significant results,

whereas only 29% of analyses with samples of all students of color
identified only positive and significant results.

While informative, this review leaves some important unan-
swered questions. Specifically, does the relationship between di-
versity courses and student outcomes vary depending on the type
of outcome examined? Are some types of diversity courses—or
measures of diversity coursework—more strongly associated with
student outcomes? To what degree is the size of this relationship
related to sample characteristics or other aspects of study design?
Thus, in the present study, we conducted a quantitative meta-
analysis to synthesize the relationship between diversity courses
and student outcomes and address the following three research
questions: (a) does an overall relationship exist between college
diversity courses and student outcomes?, (b) is there significant
variation in this relationship across studies?, and (c) to what extent
are study characteristics (i.e., type of outcome, type of diversity
course, and study design) associated with the magnitude of this
relationship?

The exclusive focus on diversity courses allowed this synthesis
to examine specific aspects of coursework that have not appeared
in prior reviews, such as the pedagogical approach within a spe-
cific course and the measurement of diversity coursework (e.g.,
number of courses vs. infusion of diversity throughout the curric-
ulum).

We made the following hypotheses based on the results of the
Denson and Bowman (2017) qualitative review as well as earlier
systematic reviews that examined a narrower set of outcomes but
a broad range of diversity experiences (Bowman, 2010a, 2011;
Denson, 2009; Engberg, 2004). First, we expected to find a posi-
tive (albeit somewhat modest) relationship between diversity
courses and student outcomes overall. Second, we expected to find
considerable variation in this relationship across studies. Third, we
anticipated that the variability across studies would be largely
attributable to study characteristics. In particular, the relationship
between diversity courses and student outcomes would be stronger
when the outcome was attitudinal and/or related to diversity (e.g.,
intergroup prejudice). We expected that diversity courses with an
interpersonal interaction component, such as through intergroup
dialogue, would exhibit a stronger effect than diversity courses
based on diverse content alone. Lastly, certain aspects of study
design would also be a source of variation between studies; we
hypothesized that studies which controlled for other college expe-
riences (as well as other diversity experiences) in the statistical
analyses would have smaller effects than studies that did not
control for college experiences.

Method

Data Sources and Sampling Procedure

We conducted a search across several databases (ERIC, Psy-
cINFO, ProQuest) covering 25 years of research (from January
1990 to December 2014). The beginning point for the search was
employed to focus on studies that considered a reasonably recent
version of a diversity course. The Denson (2009) meta-analysis
that examined the effects of curricular and cocurricular diversity
activities on students’ racial bias included all available studies
from the earliest date possible in each database search (i.e., ERIC
from 1966-2006, PsycINFO from 1840-2006, and Dissertation
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Abstracts International from 1861-2006). The resulting search
only showed one study prior to the 1990s, was more akin to a racial
awareness workshop conducted over two weekends (with an all-
White sample), and was an obvious outlier as compared to all the
other studies which were published in 1993 and onward.

We utilized the following search terms:

KEYWORDS = (“divers ” or “ethnic studies” ar “multicultural stud-
ies” or “African American studies” or “Latin studies” or “Asian
American studies” or “women’ studies” or “gender studies”) AND
“course” AND KEYWORDS = (“college student ” or “undergradu-
ate student ” or “university student ).

The search was limited to sources written in English only. We
also searched for additional sources that were cited in the studies
that we obtained. Lastly, we conducted a manual search of every
article in the Journal of Diversity in Higher Education, Journal of
Higher Education, Research in Higher Education, Review of
Higher Education, and Journal of College Student Development. A
study was used if it met all of the following inclusion criteria: (a)
it was empirically grounded, (b) it investigated the relationship
between at least one diversity course and at least one student
outcome, (c) it reported quantitative data in sufficient detail for
calculating effect sizes, (d) its participants were undergraduate
students or were reporting about their previous undergraduate
experience in the United States, and (e) it had a “publication date”
from 1990 to 2014 (this criterion also includes unpublished work,
such as the year in which a dissertation was completed or a
conference presentation was given). We also considered whether
to include service-learning courses, as they are arguably a form of
diversity coursework. However, because service-learning courses
are defined in terms of their use of a specific pedagogy (which
cannot be differentiated from their content), these courses were
excluded from the meta-analytic sample (the outcomes of service-
learning have also been explored through prior meta-analyses; see
Celio, Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011; Conway, Amel, & Gerwien,
2009; Warren, 2012). In addition, the majority of studies often did
not specify whether the diversity course was required or not, so we
did not examine the differential effects for required versus nonre-
quired diversity courses. The sample for our meta-analysis con-
sisted of 355 effect sizes from 73 publications, and 47 distinct
“studies” (i.e., distinct samples) representing a total of 116,092
undergraduate students. An overview each study included in the
meta-analysis is provided in the online supplemental materials.

Computing Effect Sizes

We utilized correlation coefficients as effect sizes. Since stan-
dardized regression coefficients ((3) correspond reasonably well to
correlation coefficients (), we directly substituted beta coeffi-
cients for correlation coefficients if the beta coefficients were
available (Peterson & Brown, 2005). The majority of the studies
reported standardized betas. However, some studies reported par-
tial correlations, means and standard deviations, unstandardized
regression coefficients, ¢ test analyses, analyses of variance, or
analyses of covariance results. In the case of partial correlations,
we substituted directly for r; for the bivariate analyses, we trans-
lated the findings into correlations. For studies that reported un-
standardized coefficients, we computed standardized regression
coefficients when reported data allowed the transformation.

For studies that reported multiple analyses that examined the
same relationship (e.g., blocked hierarchical regression analyses),
we used the coefficient(s) from the most fully identified model
when an apparent mediator was not in the model. For studies that
included interaction terms to examine moderating effects, we used
the coefficient(s) from the block before the interaction terms were
added. For studies that utilized structural equation modeling
(SEM), we used the coefficient(s) from the most complete model
without a mediator(s) when possible. For the SEM studies that
contained models with mediators only, we used the coefficient(s)
from the total effects (i.e., direct plus indirect effects). If only
means and standard deviations were all that were available, we
used them to calculate d, which was then converted into ». Because
the product-moment correlation has some undesirable statistical
properties, we utilized Fisher’s Z_transformation based on Hedges
and Olkin (1985) recommendation. As recommended by Boren-
stein, Hedges, Higgins, and Rothstein (2009), we utilized Fisher’s
Z, to perform the analyses, then converted the summary values
back to correlations for presentation purposes. Thus, the coeffi-
cients in Tables 2—5 can be interpreted as standardized beta coef-
ficients, similar to the Bowman (2011) meta-analysis.

Independent Variables and Coding

The study characteristics were our predictors or moderators of
effect sizes. These consisted of the following: outcome type,
diversity course type/measure, and study design characteristics
(Table 1). Type of outcome was categorized in two ways:
diversity-related outcome (0 = no; 1 = yes) and outcome type
(1 = affective; 2 = cognitive; 3 = behavioral and behavioral
intention). Examples of diversity-related outcomes are cultural
awareness and promoting racial understanding, and examples of
non-diversity-related outcomes are moral reasoning and need for
cognition. If the study’s outcome was a composite variable that
included at least one variable that was diversity-related, the com-
posite variable was classified as diversity-related. Outcome type
was represented by two dummy variables, with behavioral and
behavioral intention outcomes (e.g., interactions with diverse
peers, orientation toward social/political activism) as the referent
group. Examples of affective outcomes include modern sexism and
liberal political views, and examples of cognitive outcomes are
critical thinking skills and performance self-esteem.

A set of dummy variables was used to indicate the type or
measure of diversity course: a single diversity course, number
of courses (as a count or ordinal scale), curricular diversity
composite (i.e., the extent to which diversity content was in-
corporated throughout students’ coursework). Preliminary anal-
yses showed no differences across disciplines/fields for single
courses, and thus all the single courses (regardless of discipline)
were combined into one single category (and was the referent
group). Another dummy variable was used to indicate whether
the course included a required discussion component (e.g.,
through intergroup dialogues).

Study design characteristics consisted of several variables,
which varied across Level 1 and Level 2. For the study design
characteristics at Level 1 (i.e., within distinct studies/samples), a
dummy variable was used to indicate whether the study was
published or not. Racial/ethnic composition of the sample was also
included: Caucasian/White students only (referent group), students
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Table 1
Summary of Independent Variables, Coding, and Descriptive Statistics
Category of study characteristic Predictor variables N Min Max M SD
Outcome type (Level 1) Behavioral and behavioral intent (referent group) 355 0 1 20 40
Affective 355 0 1 65 48
Cognitive 355 0 1 15 .36
Diversity-related outcome (vs. non-diversity-related outcome) 355 0 1 .60 49
Diversity course type (Level 1) Single diversity course (referent group) 355 0 1 73 45
Number of courses 355 0 1 19 .39
Curricular diversity composite 355 0 1 .09 28
Course includes a required discussion component (vs. course 355 0 1 36 48
did not include a required discussion component)
Study design characteristics (Level 1) Published (vs. unpublished) 355 0 1 .85 .35
All Caucasian/White sample (reference group) 355 0 1 12 32
Mixed racial/ethnic sample 355 0 1 .81 39
All students of color sample 355 0 1 .07 26
Study design characteristics (Level 2) Cross-sectional outcomes (referent group) 47 0 1 40 50
Self-reported gains 47 0 1 04 .20
Longitudinal gains 47 0 1 55 .50
Multiple institutions within sample (vs. single institution) 47 0 1 .38 49
Included multiple diversity experiences in the model (vs. did 47 0 1 .66 48
not include multiple diversity experiences)
Included other college experiences in the model (vs. did not 47 0 1 77 43
include other college experiences)
Various years (referent group) 47 0 1 43 .50
Freshman year 47 0 1 15 .36
Sophomore year 47 0 1 .09 28
Junior year 47 0 1 .06 .25
Senior year 47 0 1 21 41
After college 47 0 1 .06 25

of color only, or a mixed-race sample. For the study design
characteristics at Level 2 (i.e., across distinct studies/samples), one
study design characteristic reflected the way in which the depen-
dent variable was assessed: cross-sectional design that used stu-
dents’ ratings of their current attributes with no pretest (which
served as the referent group), self-reported gains (i.e., gains mea-
sured reflectively by students), or longitudinal measurement of
gains. Other study design characteristics were represented by
dummy variables: whether the sample was multi-institutional (vs.
single institution); whether the study examined multiple diversity
experiences within the same statistical model (0 = no; 1 = yes);
and whether the study controlled for other college experiences
(0 = no; 1 = yes). We also included the year in college in which
the final data collection occurred: 1 = first year; 2 = sophomore
year; 3 = junior year; 4 = senior year; 5 = postcollege; and 6 =
various years (referent group); according to our preliminary anal-
yses, other approaches for coding this construct yielded the same
substantive conclusions.

Three of the authors worked together to create the coding
categories and coding sheet. As a preliminary stage, two authors
individually reviewed several publications on two separate occa-
sions, and then they discussed their results with each other and a
third author. After they were confident about the coding procedure,
the two authors each separately coded 10% of the publications.
The interrater reliability was very high (with a mean Cohen’s
kappa across categories of .95), so the remaining studies were
coded individually. The first author randomly selected five publi-
cations to ensure that the coding was done correctly, which they
were. The first author also coded the effect sizes for all the
publications.

Analyses

We utilized hierarchical linear modeling (HLM; Version 7.01)
to conduct the meta-analysis due to the multilevel nature of the
studies, as participants are nested within studies, and the relevant
effects can occur both within and across studies (Raudenbush &
Bryk, 2002; Raudenbush, Bryk, & Congdon, 2004). In addition,
one of the main strengths of multilevel modeling is that it ad-
dresses the issue of nonindependence of observations by modeling
each study as a Level 2 group. Consistent with other meta-analyses
in higher education, “a study consists of a set of data collected
under a single research plan from a designated sample of partici-
pants” (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001, p. 76). HLM analyses weight each
effect size by the inverse of the study’s squared standard error.
Thus, larger weights are assigned to studies with larger sample
sizes and smaller errors. Consistent with prevailing recommenda-
tions (e.g., Lipsey & Wilson, 2001), we use the term “study” to
refer to data collected under a single research project using the
same sample of participants, thereby distinguishing among sam-
ples instead of publications. Thus, while a study inmost cases does
indeed correspond to a single publication, there are instances in
which multiple publications arise from one study. For example,
there were several articles that utilized data from the Preparing
College Students for a Diverse Democracy study (i.e., Engberg,
2007; Engberg & Hurtado, 2011; Engberg, Hurtado, & Smith,
2007; Hurtado, 2005). In total, 73 publications corresponding to 47
distinct studies (i.e., samples) were modeled at Level 2.

HLM is ideal for meta-analyses in which effect sizes are nested
within studies (i.e., each study reports several effect sizes), and
moderators can vary both within studies and between studies. For
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example, a single study (e.g., the Diverse Democracy study) may
have examined multiple outcome variables, multiple curricular
diversity activities, and may have resulted in multiple publications
(e.g., dissertation, journal article) that utilized different samples
(e.g., mixed sample, students of color only). These attributes
would be considered within-study effects (i.e., at Level 1). There
are also other phenomena that generally vary across studies (i.e.,
distinct samples), such as how the outcome variable was assessed
(e.g., cross-sectional, self-reported gains, longitudinal) and whether
the sample consisted of students from a single institution or multiple
institutions. These attributes would be considered between-study ef-
fects (i.e., at Level 2).

First, we explored descriptive statistics for the unweighted effect
sizes. Next, we examined an unconditional HLM model with the
effect size as the dependent variable and no independent variables.
This unconditional model produces a weighted estimate of the
overall effect size across all the studies, as well as a homogeneity
analysis that tests whether there is more variation across studies
than can be expected by chance (i.e., due to measurement error or
random differences across studies). If the homogeneity test is
significant, then a substantial amount of heterogeneity in the effect
sizes may be explained by study characteristics. Thus, we included
predictor (or moderator) variables in subsequent models that may
explain some of the heterogeneity in effect sizes. A final full model
that included significant predictors from the individual analyses
was also created. All the dichotomous independent variables were
uncentered, so the intercept represents the effect size for the
referent group(s; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). By keeping the
dichotomous predictors uncentered, we can determine simultane-
ously whether: (a) the effect size for the referent group differs
significantly from zero, and (b) whether the predictor variables
(i.e., study characteristics) are significantly related to the effect
size.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses

When exploring descriptive statistics for the 355 unweighted
effect sizes (i.e., with each individual effect size given equal
weight), there is an overall positive relationship between diversity
courses and student outcomes (M = .081). Based on effect size
recommendations for college impact research from Mayhew et al.
(2016), this average effect size for the standardized regression
coefficients is between small ((3 = .06) and medium ((3 = .12). Out
of the 355 unweighted effect sizes, 36 effect sizes (10%) are
negative in direction, 202 (57%) are positive but less than .10, 82
(23%) are from .10 to less than .20, 24 (7%) are from .20 to less
than .30, and 11 (3%) effect sizes are at least .30. We created a
funnel plot between sample size and effect size to visually assess
the possible presence of publication bias (Borenstein et al., 2009;
Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). The plot was in the shape of a funnel,
suggesting that publication bias was not a concern.

HLM Analyses

The HLM analyses accounted for the multilevel structure of the
data and,weighted the effect sizes as a function of the study’s
variance. The unconditional HLM analysis indicates that diversity

courses overall are significantly and positively related to student
outcomes (B = .094, SE = .013, p < .001). The 95% confidence
interval for this effect size estimate is above zero: [.069, .119].
Although this review sought to include all studies on the topic, it
is possible that some researchers chose not to publish or present
nonsignificant findings or that nonsignificant results were not
accepted for publication or presentation; this phenomenon is some-
times referred to as the “file drawer problem.” Applying trim and
fill procedures (Duval & Tweedie, 2000) to a funnel plot of the
standard errors by effect sizes for the 47 studies (i.e., independent
samples), 13 unpublished studies/samples were projected to be
missing from the left side of the funnel plot. This suggests that
there is some publication bias present, and that the mean effect size
of .094 is an overestimate of the true effects of diversity courses.
However, the mean effect size is still positive, although smaller in
magnitude (B = .049, SE = .016, p = .002) and the 95% confi-
dence interval is still above zero: [.018, .080]. In addition, a
Fail-safe N was computed to determine how many studies with an
average effect size of zero would need to be added to the current
sample to make the overall effect size nonsignificant (see
Rosenthal, 1979). The Fail-safe N for this meta-analysis was 905
studies, which suggests that the present effect size estimate (based
on 47 independent studies or samples) reflects a legitimate positive
(albeit small) relationship between diversity coursework and col-
lege student outcomes. More importantly,substantial heterogene-
ity in effect sizes exists across studies, x (46) = 2421.118, p <
.001, suggesting that furth%r models are needed to explain this
variance. In addition, the / (measure of the proportion of the
observed variance that reflects real differences in effect size) for
the overall effect was 91.66, and is considered to be high (Higgins,
Thompson, Deeks, & Altman, 2003). This means that 91.66% of
the dispersion in diversity course effect sizes reflect real differ-
ences in effect size, and that 8.34% was due to random error.

To avoid problems with the relatively small sample size, we
conducted several HLM analyses with a limited number of pre-
dictors to determine which variables should be entered into the
final model. The first moderation analysis examined whether the
magnitude of the effect size depended on the type of outcome
examined. Table 2 shows that diversity courses are positively
related to behavioral or behavioral intention outcomes that are not
diversity related, as indicated by the results for the intercept (B =
.062, p < .001), a small effect according to Mayhew et al. (2016).
That is, the intercept represents the average effect size for studies
that are in the referent group for all predictors (i.e., the values of
the independent variables all equal 0). This effect size is signifi-
cantly larger for diversity-related outcomes than non-diversity-
related outcomes (B = .034, p < .05), but no significant differ-
ences exist between outcomes that are behavioral versus those that
are affective (B = .011, p = .159) or cognitive (B = .012, p =
.159). To examine whether diversity courses are positively related
to student outcomes regardless of outcome type (i.e., affective,
cognitive, or behavioral/behavioral intentions), additional analyses
were conducted using each outcome type as the intercept and then

'"HLM weights each effect size by the inverse of the study’s squared
standard error, which assigns larger weights to studies with larger samples
(smaller errors) and smaller weights to studies with smaller sample sizes
(larger errors).
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Table 2
Unstandardized Coefficients for Hierarchical Linear Modeling Analyses of Outcome Type and Course Type/Measure Predicting
Effect Size

Independent variable Coefficient SE df tratio
Intercept 0627 014 46 4.566
Affective outcome (vs. behavioral or behavioral intentions) 011 .008 305 1.411
Cognitive outcome (vs. behavioral or behavioral intentions) .012- .008 305 1.451
Diversity-related outcome (vs. non-diversity-related outcome) .034 015 305 2292
Intercept .082 015 46 5317
Number of courses (vs. single diversity course) .006- - .013 305 478
Curricular diversity composite (vs. single diversity course) .052 .019 305 2.813
Course included a structured discussion component (vs. course that did not include a structured discussion component)  .014 .013 305 1.073

Note. Horizontal lines distinguish between separate analyses; in other words, predictors for outcome type and course type were examined in separate

models.

p<.05 p<.0l T p<.00l.

with the diversity-related outcome variable excluded from the
models. In all analyses, the intercept was significantly greater than
zero (Bs >_ .082, ps < .001), suggesting that diversity courses are
positively associated with each of the three types of outcomes,
although a small effect again (according to Mayhew et al., 2016).
The second analysis explored whether effect size depended on
diversity course type or measure. Table 3 shows that taking a
single diversity course (regardless of its discipline) is positively
related to student outcomes, as indicated by the intercept (B =
.082, p < .001). There are no significant differences, however,
between measures of a single diversity course and the number of
diversity courses taken (B = .006, p = .633) or between single
diversity courses and courses that included a structured discussion
component (B = .014, p = .284). In contrast, studies that used a
curricular diversity composite measure have significantly larger
effect sizes than do those that include a single diversity course
(B = .052, p <.01). Similar to outcome type, additional analyses
were also conducted on diversity course type/measure. The inter-
cept was significantly greater than zero across all analyses (Bs >_
.071, ps < .001), suggesting that all types and measures of diver-
sity coursework are positively associated with student outcomes.
A number of analyses were conducted to examine study design
characteristics. Some study design variables were modeled at
Level 1, since considerable within-study variation exists for
different-race samples (i.e., numerous studies conducted subgroup
analyses), and some studies had articles that are either published or
unpublished. In contrast, there was relatively less variation for the

Table 3

Level 2 characteristics (e.g., single or multiple institutions within
the study sample). In terms of Level 1 characteristics, Table 3
shows that unpublished studies with a sample that consists only of
White students are positively related to student outcomes (B =
.076, p < .001). However, the magnitude of the effect sizes does
not depend on the racial/ethnic composition of the samples. In
other words, there are no significant differences in effect sizes
between studies that examined only students of color versus only

White students (B = -.013, p = .220) or between studies that
utilized an all-White student sample versus a mixed racial/ethnic
sample (B = -.013, p = .253). (Supplemental analyses that

explored the robustness of this result, such as only considering
studies that included samples of both students of color and White
students as well as separating students of color into several distinct
groups by race, also yielded nonsignificant findings.) In terms of
Level 2 study design characteristics, Table 4 provides the results
for several distinct analyses. Studies that measure student out-
comes with across-sectional indicator of outcomes have a signif-
icantly larger average effect size than longitudinal studies (B =
—.082, p < .001) and studies in which students provided self-
reported gains (B = -.092, p < .001). Studies that controlled for
other college experiences (B = -.088, p < .001) and other
diversity experiences (B = -.061, p < .001) also have signifi-
cantly smaller effect sizes than studies that did not control for
either type of experience. However, no significant differences are
evident for single- versus multiinstitutional studies or for students’
year in college.

Unstandardized Coefficients for Hierarchical Linear Modeling Analyses of Other Levell Study

Characteristics Predicting Effect Size

Independent variable Coefficient  SE df  tratio
Intercept 076 _ 016 46 4.810
Published (vs. unpublished) .022 011 307 2.102
Intercept 1057 015 46 7.019
Mixed racial/ethnic sample (vs. all Caucasian/White sample) -.013 012 306 —1.146
Only students of color in the sample (vs. all Caucasian/White sample)  —.013 010 306 —1.230

Note. Horizontal lines distinguish between separate analyses.

p < .05. p <.001.
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Table 4
Unstandardized Coefficients for Hierarchical Linear Modeling Analyses of Level 2 Study Characteristics Predicting Effect Size
Independent variable Coefficient SE df ¢ ratio
Intercept 144 016 44 8.962
Self-reported gains (vs. cross-sectional) -.092--- 018 44 -5.205
Longitudinal (vs. cross-sectional) —.082 .023 44 —3.573
Intercept 1097 018 45 6.146
Multiple institutions within sample (vs. single institution) —-.036 .024 45 -1.491
Intercept 135 .025 45 5.348
Included multiple diversity experiences in the model (vs. did not include multiple diversity experiences) —-.061 .028 45 -2.150
Intercept 162 015 45 10.678
Included other college experiences in the model (vs. did not include other college experiences) —-.088 .021 45 —4.282
Intercept 114 .023 41 5.086
First year (vs. various years in college) -.018 .048 41 —.384
Second year (vs. various years in college) —-.016 .037 41 —.427
Third year (vs. various years in college) -.019 .029 41 —.667
Fourth year (vs. various years in college) —-.052 .030 41 -1.736
Postcollege (vs. various years in college) —-.037 .044 41 —.844
Note. Horizontal lines distinguish among separate analyses.
p <.05. p <.001.
Table 5 presents the results of the full HLM analysis, which riences (B = -.011, p = .823), and other college experiences

included all the significant predictors in the previous models (i.e.,
diversity-related outcomes, curricular diversity composite, and
publication status at Level 1; self-reported gains, longitudinal
outcomes, and controlling for other diversity experiences and other
college experiences at Level 2). The number of courses and
courses that included a structured discussion component were also
included in the final model so that single courses—regardless of
discipline—would be the referent group. At Level 1, the same
predictors that were significant in previous models were also
significant in the final combined model. That is, studies that
examined a diversity-related outcome had larger effect sizes than
studies that examined a nondiversity outcome (B = .035, p <.05),
and studies that used a curricular diversity composite had larger
effect sizes than studies that examined a single diversity course
(B = .058, p <.001). At Level 2, studies that used a longitudinal
design had smaller effect sizes than those that used cross-sectional
measures of student outcomes (B = -.069, p < .05). However,
self-reported gains (B = -.049, p = .077), other diversity expe-

Table 5

(B = -.029, p = .471) are no longer significant in the final model.
All of the significant predictors in the model would be considered
to be small effects (Mayhew et al., 2016).

Discussion

The present meta-analysis synthesized studies that examined the
relationship between university/college instruction explicitly using
the words course and the root divers and various student out-
comes over the span of 25 years. The results indicate that these
courses are positively related to student outcomes, however, this
positive effect is somewhat small in magnitude. While 90% of the
355 effect sizes (and 91% of the 47 effect sizes at the study level)
in this meta-analysis are greater than zero, there is significant
variation in effect sizes. Within the multilevel analyses (taking into
account that participants are nested within studies), this positive
association is significant across outcome type (affective, cognitive,
and behavioral/behavioral intentions) as well as diversity course

Unstandardized Coefficients for Hierarchical Linear Modeling Analysis of Level 1 and Level 2 Independent Variables Predicting

Effect Size (Full Model)

Independent variable

Coefficient SE df tratio

Intercept
Self-reported gains (vs. cross-sectional)
Longitudinal (vs. cross-sectional)

11977 016 42 7397
—.049 027 42 -1811
-069  .026 42 =2.627

Included multiple diversity experiences in the model (vs. did not include multiple diversity experiences) —.011 047 42 =225

Included other college experiences in the model (vs. did not include other college experiences)

Diversity-related outcome (vs. non-diversity-related outcome)
Number of courses (vs. single diversity course)
Curricular diversity composite (vs. single diversity course)

-.029- 039 42 =727
.035 .014 303  2.546
—-.003--- .013 303 -211
.058 .017 303  3.369

Course included a structured discussion component (vs. course that did not include a structured discussion component) ~ .012 .012 303 1.058

Published (vs. unpublished)

014 .012 303 1.245

p<.05. T p<.00l.
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type/measure (single course, number of courses, curricular diver-
sity composite, and courses that included a required discussion
component). The significant results also hold for the most rigorous
studies that use longitudinal measurements of student outcomes,
multiinstitutional samples, and appropriate control variables in the
statistical models.

Of course, this overall result masks considerable variation in
effect sizes within and across studies. As a result, moderator
analyses were conducted to examine whether certain study char-
acteristics would be able to explain some of this heterogeneity. The
most robust finding regarding the nature of diversity courses is that
overall curricular diversity (i.e., the extent to which diversity
content was incorporated throughout students’ coursework) is
more positively related to student outcomes than is taking a single
diversity course; this result even persists within the full model that
accounts for other study characteristics. This pattern does not
simply mean that adding more diversity coursework is always
beneficial, since the number of diversity courses is not more
strongly associated with student outcomes than simply taking a
single diversity course. Instead, it appears that infusing diversity
throughout the curriculum—which could occur via some “formal”
diversity coursework and other courses that contain diversity con-
tent—may constitute the most effective strategy for bolstering
student growth. This infusion approach has the potential benefit of
reducing the resistance to learning about diversity in formally
labeled diversity courses or requirements (e.g., Bowman, 2009)
and by providing repeated exposure to information that may cause
students to reconsider their beliefs and worldviews (e.g., Crisp &
Turner, 2011).

Having a structured discussion component within a diversity
course, such as through intergroup dialogue, is not more strongly
associated with desired outcomes. Supplemental analyses that fo-
cused solely on intergroup dialogue (and excluded other discussion-
based approaches) also do not yield significant results. This finding is
surprising from both a theoretical and empirical perspective. Var-
ious theoretical perspectives highlight the role that interpersonal
interactions play in improving intergroup attitudes and other out-
comes (Allport, 1954; Crisp & Turner, 2011; Gurin, Dey, Hurtado,
& Gurin, 2002; Pettigrew, 1998). Moreover, in her meta-analytic
review of curricular and cocurricular diversity and racial bias,
Denson (2009) found that interventions involving student contact
were associated with greater bias reductions. The current meta-
analysis examined a broad range of outcomes (not just prejudice or
bias), which could at least partially explain why this study did not
find a larger effect size for courses with a structured discussion
component.

The potential impact of diversity courses appears to depend
upon the type of outcome, since diversity-related outcomes (e.g.,
intergroup attitudes) have significantly larger relationships than
other outcomes (e.g., general civic attitudes). This pattern makes
sense, given that the content of diversity courses focuses directly
on these outcomes, so one should expect these outcomes to exhibit
larger effects. In contrast, the differences among affective, cogni-
tive, and behavioral outcomes are nonsignificant. This finding is
inconsistent with Ajzen’s (1985, 1991) framework, which sug-
gested that behaviors and behavioral intentions are relatively distal
(or indirect) outcomes and should therefore be associated with
smaller effect sizes than attitudinal or cognitive outcomes. In this
meta-analytic sample, approximately two thirds of the studies

examined attitudinal outcomes, so the differences between out-
come types might have been significant at the traditional p < .05
criterion if more studies examining cognitive, behavioral, and
behavioral intentions had been available.

Other findings pertained to methodological attributes of the
research studies. In the initial analyses and full model, studies that
used across-sectional assessment of students’ current outcomes
yield significantly larger relationships than those that measured
change in outcomes longitudinally; the average effect size is about
twice as large for cross-sectional as for longitudinal results. It
appears that cross-sectional approaches may overestimate the im-
pact of diversity coursework, especially since the pretest is often
the most important predictor when accounting for self-selection
into college experiences and other forms of engagement (Pas-
carella, Salisbury, & Blaich, 2013; Steiner, Cook, Shadish, &
Clark, 2010). Interestingly, self-reported gains and longitudinal
gains are associated with similar average effect sizes in the present
study, despite the fact that self-reported gains are often a poor
proxy for actual student growth (Herzog & Bowman, 2011; Porter,
2013). In addition, previous meta-analyses of college diversity
experiences and student outcomes also identified no significant
differences between longitudinal growth and cross-sectional out-
come assessments (Bowman, 2010a, 2011). However, self-
selection may be a larger problem for diversity coursework, since
students choose to participate as a function of both general interest
in electives and through their undergraduate major, which may
range dramatically in diversity content.

In addition, other study characteristics are not significant mod-
erators, especially when accounting for other variables. Year in
college is unrelated to the magnitude of the effect size, which
suggests that diversity coursework may be equally effective re-
gardless of when it occurs during students’ undergraduate experi-
ence. Moreover, in the initial analyses of this study, the presence
of multiple diversity courses or other college experiences in the
model predicts smaller associations between diversity coursework
and student outcomes. This pattern is consistent with the use of
control variables to provide a more conservative estimate of the
relationship as well as findings from prior research syntheses
(Bowman, 2010a, 2011; Denson, 2009). Published studies also
have a modestly greater average effect size than unpublished
studies, which is consistent with the apparent presence of publi-
cation bias throughout educational research (Polanin, Tanner-
Smith, & Hennessy, 2016). However, all of these relationships
decrease in magnitude and become nonsignificant in the full model
that accounts for other between- and within-study predictors. It is
possible that these initial findings were themselves confounded
with other variables or that the somewhat limited number of
studies at Level 2 reduced the variance that could be explained
simultaneously with several between-study predictors.

Perhaps the most surprising finding is the lack of difference
between samples that consist entirely of students of color, entirely
of White students, or a mix of these groups. This result was
consistently replicated when conducting follow-up sensitivity
analyses, such as removing all mixed-race samples from the
model. The greater efficacy of diversity courses for majority
students—and particularly White students—has been widely as-
sumed and even supported by Denson and Bowman’s (2017)
qualitative systematic review. They conducted a “vote count™
procedure for identifying the pattern of significant results by
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racial/ethnic group. In their analysis, most studies of White sam-
ples (62%) found uniformly positive and significant results, which
contrasted notably with the corresponding proportions for samples
of African Americans (35%), Asian Americans (27%), Latinos/as
(24%), and various students of color (30%). The problem with this
qualitative review approach is that statistical significance is a
product not only of effect size, but also of sample size. Students of
color are less represented numerically on college campuses, so
they are also less represented in research on diversity coursework.
The present quantitative meta-analysis disentangles sample size
and effect size, thereby showing that the effect size for diversity
coursework is similar for students from minority and majority
racial identities.

Finally, this article also provides important implications for
examining conditional effects. As Seifert, Bowman, Wolniak,
Rockenbach, and Mayhew (2017) point out, higher education
researchers frequently conduct separate analyses for two or more
subgroups (e.g., by race/ethnicity) without first examining whether
the relationships differ significantly from one another. The fact
that the result is significant for one group but not another is often
erroneously interpreted as meaning that an educational practice is
effective only for group(s) that have significant coefficients, even
when the sample sizes differ substantially across groups. The
present study illustrates the danger of that approach from a re-
search synthesis perspective, since the average effect sizes for
diversity coursework among students of color and White students
are very similar, whereas Denson and Bowman (2017) found that
results are about twice as likely to be statistically significant
among White students as among students of color. Therefore,
individual studies must directly assess whether relationships differ
significantly across groups, which can occur either by entering an
interaction term into a full-sample analysis or by conducting
subgroup analyses and then testing for significant differences
between coefficients (see Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2013).
As a good example of this approach, Gurin, Nagda, and Zufiiga
(2013) conducted a number of moderation analyses (using inter-
action terms) to examine whether intergroup dialogues were more
or less effective depending on the student’s identity (male/White
students vs. female/students of color). They found similar effects
of intergroup dialogues on 20 of the 24 outcomes; of the four
showing differential effects, these were larger for the groups with
more societal privilege (i.e., male/White students) as compared to
students with less privilege (i.e., female/students of color). Their
findings are consistent with the present meta-analytic findings that
suggest positive effects for all groups and generally no difference
across groups.

In summary, this meta-analysis has demonstrated that diversity
courses have a small, but positive effect on college student out-
comes. However, this meta-analysis has also shown how various
study characteristics may influence the results of those studies that
are evaluating the effectiveness of such diversity courses, and
points to suggestions for future research. For example, the Alimo
(2012) study had a relatively large effect size as compared to the
other studies. This was a multiinstitution study that utilized an
experimental design with stratified random assignment. Potential
participants were students who expressed interest in enrolling in a
race/ethnicity dialogue, and then students were randomly assigned
to one of two groups: an experimental group and await-list control
group. The course was part of the Multi-University Intergroup

Dialogue Research Project, which has an explicit focus on inves-
tigating the impacts of intergroup dialogues. While the study
spanned across nine institutions, extra precautions were taken to
ensure that the individual intergroup dialogue programs, and im-
plementation of those programs, were as identical as possible
across all nine campuses minimizing threats to validity (e.g.,
nearly identical curricula, activities, readings, syllabi, and common
goals for training dialogue facilitators). Further care was taken in
choosing the optimal size of the experimental and control groups
(i.e., 16 students consisting of approximately four women of color,
four White women, four men of color, and four White men). Thus,
the Alimo (2012) study is an excellent example of research that has
successfully overcome some of the obvious threats to selection
bias in examining the effectiveness of diversity courses.

Limitations

There were some limitations that should be noted. First, the
search terms were somewhat limited in scope and may have not
identified all the relevant literature, since some synonyms were not
included in the search string. For example, “course” was used
which omitted synonyms such as class, seminar, or coursework.
Second, there may be some missing studies that have not been
included in the current meta-analysis, such as unpublished research
that have not appeared as a conference article or dissertation. Since
only three electronic databases were included in this study and
other strategies for obtaining fugitive or gray literature were not
conducted (e.g., contacting authors to solicit additional/unpub-
lished articles, posting on listservs), it is possible that research may
have been inadvertently excluded. Third, the majority of the stud-
ies only provided limited information about the pedagogy of these
courses. For example, the extent to which privilege (among other
issues) was discussed directly is unknown. On a related note, for
courses that included a discussion component, it was unclear how
much (or how little) discussion was actually incorporated into the
course. Fourth, it is likely that some of the original studies that
examined the effectiveness of a single diversity course may have
conflated its effect with those of multiple courses (e.g., a student
may have already taken another diversity course prior to the
current one). Lastly, it was impossible to explore other relevant
student characteristics beyond race, such as students’ prior diver-
sity experiences before college, that may have affected the rela-
tionship between diversity courses and student outcomes.

Conclusion

Higher education institutions around the country can and should
play a critical role in shaping these intergroup dynamics. Past
research has shown that interpersonal intergroup interactions and
friendships, including those that occur during college, predict
improved intergroup attitudes (see Davies, Tropp, Aron, Pettigrew,
& Wright, 2011; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011). Colleges and univer-
sities have some limited control over the quantity and quality of
intergroup interactions, but they can certainly require students to
take coursework that focuses on diversity as part of their general
education. Thus, diversity coursework holds a unique position on
many campuses as a shared experience with issues of difference
and diversity. However, creating a common form of curricular
engagement also comes with significant challenges, since such
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courses seek to promote learning and growth among students who
range from being virtually unaware about issues of inequality to
other students who have spent their whole lives confronted by it.

This synthesis provides not only support for the overall educa-
tional efficacy of diversity coursework, but also important insights
for how diversity learning might be best implemented into the
college curriculum. The strongest relationship with desired out-
comes occurred for the inclusion of diversity throughout students’
coursework, as opposed to taking one or more specific diversity-
focused courses. Therefore, the presence of a general education
requirement constitutes an important step, but it is certainly not
sufficient for maximizing the benefits of curricular diversity. Stu-
dents in some undergraduate majors, such as sociology or English,
may encounter substantial diversity-related content throughout
their undergraduate careers, but this emphasis contrasts notably
with the experiences of science or engineering majors at many
institutions. A challenge for faculty and administrators is how to
promote the inclusion of diverse course material when some fac-
ulty will be reluctant or ill-prepared to do so. Campus teaching and
learning centers could play a key role in preparing instructors
appropriately. Moreover, given that year in college is unrelated to
the apparent efficacy of this approach, students should be provided
with opportunities to engage with curricular diversity both earlier
and later in their course of study.

Given the debate on whether diversity courses have any impact
on student growth (e.g., Herzog, 2010), this meta-analysis lends
support for the consistent, positive link between college diversity
coursework and various student outcomes and therefore the con-
tinued use of this approach in higher education. However, further
research is now needed to pinpoint exactly what about diversity
courses specifically (e.g., contextual and pedagogical practices)
influence student learning and behavior. As Hurtado, Alvarez,
Guillermo-Wann, Cuellar, and Arellano (2012) hypothesized in
their model for diverse learning environments, the central features
of effective curricular and cocurricular experiences should focus
on the whole educational package, which includes “who we teach
(student identities), who teaches (instructor identities), what is
taught (content), and how it is taught (pedagogies/teaching meth-
ods)” (p. 49). The present analysis also suggests that longitudinal
designs and the inclusion of appropriate control variables will
likely provide more accurate estimates of the true relationships,
thereby illustrating the need for rigorous designs in future research.
Only with this nuanced understanding can we effectively develop
diversity courses that will provide the strongest possible benefits
for all students.
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