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Approximately one in six youths have a mental health diagnosis (Whit-

ney  & Peterson, 2019), and many more experience high levels of 

stress, anxiety, depression, and loneliness (Ghandour et al., 2019; Moj-

tabai et al., 2016; Twenge et al., 2019). In addition to normative stress-

ors of adolescence, marginalized youth (i.e., racialized youth, youth 

with disabilities, youth who identify as LGBTQ+, and/or youth with 

low incomes) experience prejudice, discrimination, and multiple levels 

of oppression. Instances of bias and hate in schools, including rac-

ism, anti-LGBTQ+, antiimmigrant sentiment, antisemitism, and anti-

muslim incidents, are increasing (Southern Poverty Law Center, 2019).  
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As such, schools are an appropriate target for youth mental health and 

well-being interventions.

A positive school climate—feelings of safety, social relationships, a 

sense of belonging, and connectedness in school—has the potential to 

boost adolescents’ mental health (Aldridge & McChesney, 2018), but 

youth with marginalized identities are less likely to feel safe and con-

nected at schools (Voigt et al., 2015). Considerable evidence supports 

preventive interventions that bolster students’ mental health (Durlak 

et al., 2011). Few school-based interventions, however, include issues 

of power, privilege, or oppression (Barnes, 2019). Transformative 

social-emotional learning (SEL) (Jagers et al., 2018) uses an equity lens 

to extend traditional SEL competences (e.g., self-awareness, social 

awareness, relationship skills) (CASEL, 2020) and include a focus on 

positive racial identity, understanding of inequity, valuing others’ dif-

ferences and similarities, and relationship building with diverse groups 

to collaborate toward social justice.

We developed and examined a transformative SEL program using 

intergroup dialogue (IGD) to develop youths’ self- and social aware-

ness related to social identity. Our program is unique because it uses 

IGD (Dessel et al., 2006) as a modality for school-based transformative 

SEL. In IGD, diverse individuals engage in facilitated dialogues across 

cultural differences. IGD at the university level has increased partici-

pants’ racial-identity awareness (Nagda & Zúñiga, 2003), perspective 

taking (Hurtado, 2005), identification of systems of oppression (Mad-

den, 2015), and intergroup empathy (Muller & Miles, 2017). These out-

comes are congruent with transformative SEL competencies; however, 

little research has explored participants’ affective experiences while 

participating in SEL and IGD and their potential for improving emo-

tional well-being.

Youth with diverse identities from six predominately white high 

schools engaged in a day of peer-to-peer learning and dialogue. 

All youth were placed into small groups with youth from different 

schools, as well as with a trained graduate student facilitator. Youth 

completed a social justice vocabulary activity to build shared language 
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and establish shared expectations and norms focused on relationship 

building and colearning. Dialogues focused on social identity  

awareness and cross-cultural empathy and understanding. Youth also 

identified and dialogued about instances of bias or hate that they wit-

nessed in their schools, followed by an activity where they generated 

ideas to create change individually and collectively. In the month after 

the program, we conducted six focus groups with 31 youth partici-

pants to explore their perceptions of the program’s impact on trans-

formative SEL outcomes. Results revealed that using IGD as a modality 

for transformative SEL has the potential to improve youths’ feelings of 

belonging, connectedness, empathy, and self-awareness. Youth also 

expressed their preference and comfort for engaging in dialogues 

with diverse peers.

Belonging and connectedness emerged as positive outcomes of 

youths’ engagement in the program. They appreciated the opportu-

nity to learn about their peers and recognized that “a lot of people 

are going through the same stuff.” Notably, connectedness was par-

ticularly salient for racialized youth who identified feeling isolated 

in their predominantly white schools and communities. The cross-

school event allowed racialized students the opportunity to engage 

with similar peers across the region. Youth also felt greater empa-

thy while in the program, and that this empathy extended to other 

aspects of their lives. They recognized that “there’s more to the 

person,” noting how issues of privilege and oppression affect their 

peers differently and that this is not always evident upon first meet-

ing someone. Youth talked about “being mindful” of people’s differ-

ences and practicing how they might interrupt instances of prejudice 

and discrimination that they witness at school. Finally, we found that 

youth reported improved self-awareness, specifically as it relates to 

their social identities. Participants expressed increased awareness 

of how their racialized identities, sexuality, religion, and social class 

interrelate to shape everyday experiences. For example, one youth 

recognized her growing pride in her identity and unique perspective 

as a LGBTQ+ Asian American.
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Multiple youth noted that they felt emotional safety and “com-

fort” while engaging in dialogues with their peers. They shared how 

their fears of vulnerability and discomfort prevented them from talking 

about these topics with their friends, but the structure of the cross-

school event allowed them to share more because they did not know 

the other members of their group. One youth commented, “I  think 

just a closed, safe space like that with people you don’t really know. 

I think that is really awesome. And it made me feel more comfortable 

than if I talk to a group of my closest friends.”

Collectively, our results are consistent with research on IGD and 

early studies of transformative SEL. IGD may be an appropriate and 

useful modality to achieve transformative SEL outcomes. It is evident 

that more research should explore the potential of IGD and transfor-

mative SEL as an avenue for improving youth well-being, particularly as 

it relates to belonging, connectedness, empathy, and self-awareness. 

Our study did not illuminate the underlying interpersonal, cognitive, 

or affective processes and how they might interrelate to produce out-

comes, yet this research is sorely needed in both IGD and SEL litera-

ture. Finally, our findings highlight the need for youth engagement in 

the design of SEL interventions. Youth in this study were more comfort-

able discussing topics of social identity, privilege, and oppression with 

peers they did not know. Participatory and emancipatory approaches 

to transformative SEL have greater potential to improve outcomes and 

may have greater potential to reach diverse youth.
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