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Chapter One: Introduction 

Context of the Study 

The changing demographic of the United States (US) population and the rising 

cost of higher education have pushed colleges and universities to use competitive 

strategies to attract, enroll, and retain students (McGee, 2015).  Institutions of higher 

education are searching for ways to be distinctive in the fight for academically strong 

students as they strive to meet the broad and depmanding expectations of students, 

parents, and a society where educational programs are of value and quality (Hainline, 

Gaines, Long Feather, Padilla, & Terry, 2010; McGee, 2015; Sriram, Shushok, 

Perkins, & Scales, 2011).  Specifically, the financial burden of a college education has 

driven the consumers—students and parents, to weigh the return on investment and 

seek the best choice to match educational quality with costs.   

Over the last thirty years, many educational reports (Astin, 1993; Boyer, 1990; 

National Association of State Universities and Land Grant Colleges (NASULGC), 

1997) have challenged higher education institutions to rethink undergraduate priorities 

and consider the changing student population, technological advances, and college 

affordability and accessibility as part of needed reforms (Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  

These external pressures, coupled with employer and parent expectations, demand that 

institutions implement better strategies to recruit and retain students, increase student 

achievement, and produce capable graduates for the workforce.  Institutions 

continually search for modern answers to the longstanding issue of how to offer
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quality and value at a reasonable cost while keeping to the mission of an 

undergraduate education. 

As one response to this national debate, colleges and universities are exploring 

different ways to market the value of a college education through the implementation 

of different academic and cocurricular programs designed to enhance the student 

learning experience and offer higher quality (Hainline et al., 2010; Sriram et al., 2011; 

Zhao & Kuh, 2004).  The Association of American College and Universities 

(AAC&U), in collaboration with George D. Kuh, the founder of the National Survey 

of Student Engagement (NSSE), put forward the Liberal Education and America’s 

Promise (LEAP) initiative in 2005 (AAC&U, n.d.b) as a response to the national 

demands for more college-educated workers and increased collegiate quality 

(AAC&U, n.d.b).  As part of its essential learning outcomes and goals, LEAP 

proposed new teaching methods to enhance learning and increase the educational 

content and promote higher order thinking and real world experience (AAC&U, n.d.a).  

Traditional teaching methods are being replaced with new teaching styles and 

educational practices for active learning designed to teach students to think critically, 

address global issues, and work cooperatively with others (Hainline et al., 2010; Kuh, 

2003).  These nationally-recognized educational and teaching experiences known as 

high-impact educational practices (HIPs) are having positive effects on student 

involvement and college success, and are emphasizing the skills and abilities 

employers are expecting from college graduates entering the workforce (AAC&U, 

n.d.a). 
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High-Impact Educational Practices 

High-impact educational practices (HIPs) are defined as teaching and learning 

techniques and curriculum designs that demand meaningful interactions with faculty 

and other students, encourage diverse cultural experiences and conversations, and 

offer intensive writing, experiential learning, and course-culminating capstone projects 

(Kuh, 2008; NSSE, 2007).  These practices promote active learning, stimulate 

intellectually engaging curricula, deepen learning of classroom content, and increase 

the overall college performance and retention for all students (Brower & Inkelas, 

2010; Kuh, 2008).  Specifically, the ten examples of HIPs include: first-year seminars, 

common intellectual experiences, learning communities, writing-intensive courses, 

collaborative projects, undergraduate research, opportunities to learn about diversity, 

service learning, internships, and capstone or senior-year projects (AAC&U, n.d.a; 

Kuh, 2008).   

Although all of these educational practices have been shown to improve 

student learning outcomes (Kuh, 2008), learning communities, one of the named HIPs 

and the focus of this study, have evolved over the last thirty years to being one of the 

more conventional and effective responses to the national calls for increasing the 

quality of undergraduate education (Boyer, 1990; Ellertson & Thoenne, 2007).  Of the 

ten named HIPs, the learning community is one educational practice that optimizes the 

student learning outcomes by convening the complementary efforts of academic 

(faculty) and student affairs, specifically the residential life department.  Promoting 

learning communities that are intentionally structured to enhance intellectual 
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development as well as social integration proves responsive to the need to offer a 

higher quality of education. 

Learning Communities 

Learning communities have deep historical and global roots but saw 

beginnings in American higher education with the residential college model of the 

“Harvard Houses” and the “Yale Colleges” (Duke, 1996).  Created by educational 

reformers in the early twentieth century, these residential learning communities 

offered undergraduates the opportunity to live among both peers and instructors in 

dormitories, thereby creating an integrated learning environment.  Historically, this 

first example of learning communities provided the foundation for the varieties, types, 

and different institutional models found nationally today. 

The literature attributes the term “learning community” to any number of 

different types of learning experiences afforded to college community members—

students, staff, and faculty (Gabelnick, MacGregor, Matthews, & Smith, 1990; 

Inkelas, Soldner, Longerbeam, & Brown Leonard, 2008; Lenning & Ebbers, 1999; 

Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  In a higher educational setting, learning communities can 

take the form of professional development, training, or curriculum design for faculty 

and staff.  However, most are designed to enhance student learning and promote 

college retention through supportive small group interaction (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999; 

Tinto, 1993).  As Inkelas et al. (2008) write, “At their core, all student learning 

communities seek to make the academic experience more learning-centered” (p. 496). 
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Chickering and Gamson’s (1987) Seven Principles for Good Practice in 

Undergraduate Education point to living learning communities as comprehensive 

programs in which student learning improves through faculty interactions and social 

and active learning.  Facilitating living learning communities with a residency 

component, or residential learning communities (RLCs) offers students the benefits of 

student-faculty interaction (Cotten & Wilson, 2006), smaller cohorts of students 

interacting and learning together (Astin, 1993; Boyer Commission, 1998) and 

intentional learning environments designed to enhance intellectual and social 

development (American College Personnel Association [ACPA], 1994; Kuh et al., 

1991).  With variations of RLCs becoming more widespread in our nation’s colleges 

and as a historically recurrent answer to improving the undergraduate experience 

(Boyer, 1990; Love, 1999), it is becoming essential for administrators and educators to 

understand how best to guide the use of RLCs on different campuses and recognize 

the complex issues that affect their functionality (Jessup-Anger, 2015).  Several terms 

are used interchangeably to name living learning programs so in some places these 

could be referred to a residential learning communities, faculty-in-residence programs, 

living learning communities, or living learning programs, among other terms.  One of 

the challenges in doing this research is the lack of a common definition that 

distinguishes these terms from each other.  Institutions implement a variety of similar 

programs but often use the same descriptive term.  For the purposes of this study and 

to maintain consistency, the terms residential learning communities (RLCs) and living 
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learning programs (LLPs) will be used interchangeably to refer to the programs 

described and researched in this study. 

Over the last fifty years, educational reforms have called on colleges and 

universities to address issues regarding the integration of academic and student affairs.  

Student affairs professionals within their respective national professional associations 

have been debating how to support more collaborative efforts to enhance student 

learning (Boyer, 1990; NASULGC, 1997).  Learning communities help to create 

powerful partnerships between academic and student affairs (ACPA, 1994) and 

provide an added value to student programs (Zhao & Kuh, 2004).  Effective learning 

communities are those seeing both faculty and student affairs as partners in the 

education of students (Brower & Inkelas, 2010).  This concept remains challenging 

due to the distinctive roles each play at the institution and the separateness in culture.  

Students would benefit if faculty and student affairs could break down the barriers to 

collaboration and work together to create seamless learning environments where all 

participants, including faculty and staff, could benefit. 

Additionally, the vast differences in the varieties of residential learning 

communities (RLCs), or living learning programs (LLPs) create challenges for faculty 

and residential life professionals to understand commonalities between programs, 

philosophies, types, and models (Gabelnick et al., 1990; Inkelas & Soldner, 2011; 

Shapiro & Levine, 1999; Soldner & Szelenyi, 2008).  The existing literature 

establishes a vast variety of definitions, models, and structures for learning 

communities— (Gabelnick et al., 1990; Inkelas & Soldner, 2011; Shapiro & Levine, 
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1999) and due to the “differences in size, structure, mission, staffing, theme, funding, 

academic rigor, and a host of other facets” (Inkelas, 2008, p. 9), finding the best RLC 

to match institutional plans, culture, and environment appears essential to the efficacy 

of any LLP.  Moreover, the vast differences in the varieties of types and models of 

learning communities reported in the literature create greater challenges for faculty 

and residential life staff as they attempt to understand their roles and cultures and find 

commonalities in which to function. 

Constitutive Definitions 

A learning community links academic learning and personal development 

(Astin, 1993; Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  Astin (1993) offers a true “living-learning” 

definition with an emphasis on social learning and suggestion for a variety of 

environments in which to model learning communities: 

Such communities can be organized along curricular lines, common career 

interests, avocational interests, residential living areas, and so on.  These can 

be used to build a sense of group identity, cohesiveness, and uniqueness; to 

encourage continuity and the integration of diverse curricular and co-curricular 

[sic] experiences; and to counteract the isolation that many students feel. (p. 

161) 

Shapiro and Levine’s (1999) definition of the four major types of learning 

communities is commonplace in the literature and helps broadly define living-learning 

programs (Inkelas, Szelenyi, Soldner, & Brower, 2007).  Learning communities are 

known to have: 1) paired or clustered courses; 2) cohorts in larger courses or interest 
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groups, such as Freshmen Interest Groups (FIGs); 3) team-taught courses; and 4) 

residential learning communities (Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  Each of these approaches 

offers a different focus for the learning communities, but as to the residence-based 

learning community model, Shapiro and Levine (1999) write: 

Residence-based learning communities are designed to integrate diverse 

curricular and cocurricular experiences.  For this reason, they may be the most 

radical of the four learning communities approaches…because they challenge 

and require change within multiple university systems: curriculum, teaching, 

and housing. (p. 37) 

Residence-based programs can include any of the following types of living-learning 

programs (LLPs): residential colleges, living-learning centers (LLCs), residential 

learning communities (RLCs), first year experience programs, and theme housing 

(Inkelas et al., 2007).  Each of these types of communities vary according to level of 

faculty involvement, participant size, dedicated living-learning space, and resources—

making them diverse and difficult to define (Blimling, 2015). 

However, some common definitions exist and are utilized frequently in the 

literature.  In addition to Shapiro and Levine’s (1999) definition, the very common 

definition offered by Gabelnick et al. (1990) is referenced frequently and emphasizes 

essential curricular components and the benefits for students with peer engagement 

and faculty involvement:  

Any one of a variety of curricular structures that link together several existing 

courses—or actually restructure the material entirely—so that students have 
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opportunities for deeper understanding and integration of the material they are 

learning, and more interaction with one another and their teachers as fellow 

participants in the learning enterprise. (p. 19)   

Although both of these prominent definitions indicate the need to provide a central 

academic component, only the former definition by Shapiro and Levine (1999) 

recognizes the involvement of both academic and student affairs through distinctive 

roles as important to the functionality of the residential learning community. 

The emphasis on the collaborative efforts between academic and residential 

life is integral to this study and a strong academic connection for the student 

participants is an essential element for RLCs as a high-impact educational practice 

(Kuh, 2008).  However, many RLCs exist solely as a residential life or housing 

professional’s undertaking.  The 2007 National Study of Living-Learning Programs 

(NSLLPs) defines LLPs as learning communities that allow students to live in a 

section of a residence hall, have staff dedicated for facilitation of that program, and 

offer special academic or social events designed for participants.  However, more than 

half of the 617 LLPs investigated as part of that national study, did not integrate 

coursework as part of the structure (Inkelas et al., 2007).  Moreover, about a quarter 

(23%) had no faculty involvement at all and close to half (47%) only had residence 

life/housing as managers overseeing the program.  If not teaching, most faculty 

involvement consisted of mentorship, academic advising, guest speakerships, or 

attendance at social events (Inkelas et al., 2007).   
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In the interest of clarity for this study, it is important to mention Schroeder’s 

(1999) stipulation regarding the definition of RLCs.  He points out that RLCs are more 

than assigning students with similar interests or the same major to a floor or a wing of 

a residence hall (Schroeder, 1999).  RLCs require an intentionally organized cohort of 

students enrolled in at least one class and who live together on a dedicated living area 

(Schroeder, 1999; Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  However, although expecting to find 

RLCs with curricular structures like classes incorporated in the design, similar to the 

2007 NSLLP, this investigation found broader categories of LLPs existing at the 

studied institutions.  Most did not have evidence of a linked class but did incorporate 

effective academic components intentional to the program. 

Operational Definition 

As part of his case study on “Unit One”, a longstanding RLC at the University 

of Illinois, Schein (2005) offers a broad and most applicable definition for the variety 

of small, highly residential learning communities useful for this study.  Schein (2005) 

describes RLCs as “academic programs housed in residence halls, [have] 

developmental underpinnings, frequently incorporate academic themes or courses, 

and…are structured in response to their campus’s specific needs” (p. 75).  Integrally 

important to the tenets of this definition and also pertinent to the operational definition 

for this study, several concepts are named within: opportunities for peer and faculty 

connections, an active learning environment, connections with coursework outside the 

classroom, and a physical setting in which to intellectually and socially develop and 

learn (Hirsch & Burack, 2001; Inkelas & Weisman, 2003; Schein, 2005).  Therefore, 
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the operational definition for RLCs for the purposes of this study is as follows: A 

residentially-based program that offers intentional student-faculty connections, 

provides an active learning environment, with cocurricular opportunities to bridge 

coursework with cocurricular experiences, and involves an academic component that 

transcends basic residential educational programming.  This definition as well as other 

important terms for this study are included in a subsequent section of this chapter. 

Theoretical Framework 

In order to gain a more meaningful understanding about the functionality and 

experiences of faculty and residential life (RL) professionals as participants in a 

residential learning community (RLCs) in a small college, it is necessary to explore 

the social and cultural milieu experienced by the individual in that particular 

environment.  As the literature establishes and is mentioned in this chapter, the 

differences afforded to RLCs in design, implementation, and sustainability creates 

challenges when attempting to compare or generalize for the purposes of replication or 

recommendation to a broad audience interested in implementing and evaluating RLCs 

(Jessup-Anger, 2015). 

To this end, it is important to explore the social and cultural contexts by which 

the faculty and residential life professionals collaborate and participate in toward the 

functioning of an RLC.  Other researchers have used human ecological research to 

conceptualize and then explain how students function in residence halls, within 

college student peer culture and within the college environment (Renn & Arnold, 

2003).  This study, too, uses the theoretical framework of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) 
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Ecological Systems Theory (1979) to provide direction for the research questions and 

a clear lens by which discussions and conclusions are presented in chapter five.   

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) created a model for understanding human development 

with emphasis on the person-environment interactions.  Bronfenbrenner (1994) wrote 

about “environments as contexts of development” (p. 39) and stated:  

the understanding of human (emphasis in text) development demands more 

than the direct observation of behavior on the part of one or two persons in the 

same place; it requires examination of multiperson systems of interaction not 

limited to a single setting and must take into account aspects of the 

environment beyond the immediate situation contacting the subject. 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 21)  

Within the environment, the person is changing, not only the developing self, but is 

restructuring the environment as well (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  This two-directional 

interaction, or “reciprocity” expects both the individual and the environment to be 

influenced and importantly, this environment includes the immediate but also the 

influences impactful from extended surroundings (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).  In his 

ecological theory, Bronfenbrenner (1994) equated the effects on the person- 

environment to Russian nesting dolls—in that each environment influencing the 

person is nested within the other. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, Bronfenbrenner (1994) described these four 

“overlapping spheres of influence” (Blimling, 2015, p. 85)—microsystem, 
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mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem.  Each of these contextual environments 

poses a unique set of conditions and circumstances that influences the person and

 

Figure 1: Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model describing the set of nested 

environmental influences on a child. Taken from “SWITCH: rationale, design, and 

implementation of a community, school, and family-based interventions to modify 

behaviors related to childhood obesity,” by J.C. Eisenmann, D. A. Gentile, G. J. Welk, 

R. Callahan, S. Strickland, M. Walsh, and D. A. Walsh, 2008, BMC Public Health, 8, 

p. 225. Copyright 2008 by Eisenmann et al; BioMed Central Ltd. Reprinted with 

permission. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/core/lw/2.0/html/tileshop_pmc/tileshop_pmc_inline.html?title=Click on image to zoom&p=PMC3&id=2474862_1471-2458-8-223-1.jpg
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the association with the environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  The microsystem is “a 

pattern of activities, social roles, and interpersonal relations…that invite, permit, or 

inhibit engagement in sustained, progressively more complex interaction with, and 

activity in, the immediate environment” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 39).   

According to Bronfenbrenner’s theory, “there is always an interplay between 

the psychological characteristics of the person and of a specific environment; the one 

cannot be defined without reference to the other (Bronfenbrenner, 1989, p. 225, as 

cited in Renn & Arnold, 2003).  Exploring experiences and cultures for faculty and 

residential life (RL) professionals through this contextual environment, the 

microsystem, is an entirely relevant view for this study.  Understanding differences 

between the groups and within this context, the microsystem, will be relevant to 

understanding factors and conditions associated with participation and the 

functionality of the RLC.  

The mesosystem and the exosystem both incorporate linkages between two or 

more settings either containing or not containing the developing person, respectively 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994).  Mesosystems is comprised of a “system of microsystems” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 40) while the exosystem is more distant from the person but 

environments that are still impactful.  Faculty and RL professionals functioning within 

a RLC may have any number of conditional processes affecting their relations within 

the environment and between each other.  

Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) macrosystem identifies the “societal blueprint for a 

particular culture or subculture” (p. 40), and in the case of this study, utilizing this 
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theoretical framework is significant in determining how participants define their roles, 

societal pressures, and institutional expectations.  Lastly, the lens of the chronosystem 

offers a glance to time as a factor in how each participant may view their environment 

and experiences (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).  For this study, exploring what factors and 

conditions may change over time may add new insights but will not be possible due to 

the design of the study. 

In a study on college student culture, Renn & Arnold (2003) use 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, with attention to reciprocal 

interactions between students and their environments, to analyze the layered 

environments impacting college student peer cultures.  In a similar way, this study 

examines the processes and conditions by which faculty and RL professionals are 

affected and impact the environments associated with RLCs—all in an effort to better 

understand functionality.  In addition, Bronfenbrenner’s four “developmentally 

instigative characteristics” answer the question of “how” instead of just “what” when 

it comes to how individuals engage, explore, view, or react to their environment (Renn 

& Arnold, 2003, p. 268).  Renn & Arnold (2003) explain that these four  

“attributes…most likely to shape the course of development, for better or for worse, 

are those that induce or inhibit dynamic dispositions toward the immediate 

environment” (Bronfenbrenner, 1993, as cited in Renn & Arnold, 2003, p. 268).  

Understanding more about how these characteristics manifest in the experiences of 

faculty and RL professionals is foundational to the study.  Using this as a lens helps to 

illustrate what combinations of conditions and factors, as well as small institutional 
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faculty and residential life staff culture, may be most important in the functionality of 

residential learning communities in the context of a small college.  

Definition of Terms 

To better understand this body of work, provided is a basic listing of 

operational definitions for clarity and consistency purposes.  Additional terms may be 

explained as needed throughout the document. 

Residential Learning Community (RLC)/Living Learning Program (LLP): A 

residentially-based program that offers intentional student-faculty connections, 

provides an active learning environment, with cocurricular opportunities to bridge 

coursework with cocurricular experiences, and involves an academic component that 

transcends basic residential educational programming. 

Cocurricular: Academically themed activities, programs, or events occurring outside 

of institutionally-scheduled class/credit hours. 

Faculty: Full-time, tenure-tracked or tenured faculty members who primarily teach 

and conduct research, who applied to be and were chosen as participants in a 

residential learning community. 

Residential Life Professional: Full-time bachelor’s or master’s level experienced, 

professional staff, who live in and/or have administrative responsibilities for the 

residence halls.  These staff members would not include para-professional staff (like 

community advisors, resident assistants, who are typically undergraduate students). 

Small College/Institution: Meeting the Carnegie Classification (n.d.a) of 

“Baccalaureate Colleges” with an “Arts & Sciences focus”, are listed under “Size and 
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Setting” as a four-year, small, highly residential” institution with either “no graduate 

coexistence” or “some graduate coexistence” (Carnegie, n.d.b; n.d.c).   

Overview of Methodology 

This single-site, qualitative study seeks “to establish the meaning of the 

phenomenon from the views of the participants” (Creswell, 2014, p. 19) by using a 

case study design to examine the experiences of faculty and residential life (RL) 

professionals involved in a particular residential learning community (RLC) in a small 

college in the New England region of the US (Creswell, 2014; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 

2009).  This particular design reflects the purpose and goals of the study by focusing 

on the faculty and RL professionals’ experiences as participants in RLCs. 

Utilizing a qualitative inquiry method provides an opportunity to offer findings 

through observation, interviewing, and content analysis (Patton, 2015) and seek 

understanding of the case study through interpretations of this researcher as an 

“instrument” in the data interpretation (Stake, 2010).  The four phases of this study 

include: a broad, descriptive survey, semi-structured interviews, site observations, and 

document analysis.  Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory served as a 

theoretical framework and lens for guiding questioning, collecting, and analyzing 

results—all in an attempt to identify the factors and conditions important to the 

functionality of a RLC in the context of a small college. 

Statement of the Problem 

Studies on the student outcomes associated with RLCs permeate the literature.  

However, studies focusing on the faculty perspective are limited--with most studies 
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structured as case studies at large, research institutions in the Midwest of the US.  

Similarly, research on residential life (RL) professionals is scant, with no studies 

solely investigating the RL professional’s experience or perspective with respect to 

RLCs.  Moreover, not one study has been done on RLCs in small colleges in the 

Northeast, specifically the New England region of the US. 

Small colleges differ significantly in comparison to large research institutions 

with respect to mission priorities, student population, residency, demographics, tuition 

costs, academic course offerings, class size, and financial aid allocations (Colwell, 

2006).  The perceptions of faculty and the residence life department staff facilitating 

RLCs at small colleges may not be similar to those at large research institutions due to 

the difference of ethos and culture on the role of the professoriate, structure of 

departments and staff, and institutional setting and facilities (Heida, 2006).  

Understanding these differences may offer important information as to how faculty 

and RL professionals construct and sustain RLCs on a small college campus and how 

this program may seek to grow this institutional partnership. 

This study addresses three significant gaps in the literature: 1) the missing 

perspective from participating RL professionals in a RLC; 2) the exclusion of small, 

highly residential colleges in any learning community research, and 3) the omission of 

the Northeast region of the US in any living-learning studies.  Though other single-

site, qualitative studies have been done, they have not included the residential life 

perspective.  Successful RLCs depend on collaborative efforts between faculty and the 

residential life office at an institution (Love, Kuh, MacKay, & Hardy, 1993; Shapiro & 
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Levine, 1999).  Exploring faculty and RL professionals’ experiences within a small, 

residential Northeastern institution offers substantive and legitimate insight as to how 

an LLP functions at such an institution. 

The examination of faculty and RL professionals perceptions of RLCs at a 

single, small institution may uncover common elements such as motivators, benefits, 

outcomes, and challenges for faculty and staff participating in an RLCs at a small 

college—seen through the lens of the participants and their environment.  In addition, 

learning how both faculty and RL professionals perceive their experiences, roles, and 

cultures within the institutional context will offer insight into basic building blocks for 

RLCs in other small, residential colleges.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this single-site, qualitative case study is to examine the 

experiences of both faculty and RL professionals as participants in a RLC through the 

lens of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, and to identify 

distinctive factors, conditions, and cultural contexts important in the functionality of 

the residential learning community in a small college setting. 

Research Questions 

The following questions guide this study and will be central in the exploration 

into the experiences of faculty and residential life (RL) professionals participating in a 

residential learning community (RLC) at a small, highly residential, four-year college 

in the Northeast. 

Through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory:  
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1) How do faculty and how do RL professionals describe their experience of 

participating in a RLC? 

2) What is the nature of the interactions and relationships between faculty and RL 

professionals participating in a RLC? 

3) Have the participants in the study developed personally and/or professionally 

as part of their involvement in the RLC and if so, how?   

Significance of the Study 

The intent of this study is to investigate faculty and RL professionals’ 

perceptions about their involvement in a RLC within the particular context and ethos 

of a small college.  The body of literature on RLCs presents findings regarding the 

significance of these types of programs on student development and learning but 

limited studies are found focusing on the experiences of faculty and none have been 

conducted including residential life professionals.  Previous work focuses on 

perceptions of faculty in single-site, single case studies at large, research institutions, 

mostly in the Midwest of the US, with no studies exploring RLCs functioning at small 

colleges in any part of the country. 

Residential learning communities (RLCs) are all different and difficult to 

compare; each presenting with different sizes, goals, and implementation strategies 

(Brower & Inkelas, 2010; Inkelas & Weisman, 2003).  However, essential to the 

success of all types of living learning programs are strong partnerships between 

academic and student affairs, clear and academically focused learning objectives, and 

environments conducive to learning (Brower & Inkelas, 2010; Shapiro & Levine, 



 

 

 

 21 

 

1999).  Exploring and understanding more about the faculty and staff participants and 

the impact of the institutional type may provide insight previously unknown as to 

whether RLCs function uniquely and have factors and conditions specific to the 

environment. 

The objective for the study is to expand the knowledge-base regarding RLCs 

and its functionality in a small college.  A fuller understanding of faculty and RL 

professionals’ experiences may deliver important messaging to stakeholders about 

how to create change within their institutions and how best to deliver on their learning 

outcomes.  College administrators and academic deans may take this information, as 

well as the provided review of literature, and use it to support and challenge interests 

in building better partnerships between academic and student affairs.  Thus, creating 

stronger RLCs.  
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Chapter Two: The Review of Literature 

The purpose of this chapter is to offer a review of the literature regarding 

residential learning communities (RLCs).  Considering the enormity of the literature 

on learning communities and the diversity in definition and model, an initial 

commentary on the methodology for this literature review was in order and serves as 

the introduction to this literature review.  Next, a broad historical context of the 

differences in roles and culture of academic and student affairs is discussed, as it is 

relevant to the research questions and reflective of dynamics revealed in the literature.  

Next, research on the residence hall experience and need and successes of academic 

and student affairs collaborations is explored.  This section is followed up with an 

introduction and synthesis of the research of RLCs before concluding with information 

regarding the need for this study.   

The first section of this chapter begins with an examination of the 

methodology used to conduct the literature review for the study.  Providing insight and 

exclusionary criteria regarding the scope and process of the review of literature offers 

the reader a deeper understanding of the focus of the study and the related literature 

and analysis.  The second section of the literature review offers an historical overview 

of RLCs—its origin and timeline, the influences of the English universities on 

American higher education, and the introduction of the student affairs profession.  

Important theoretical constructs regarding student development, student-faculty 

interaction, and the residence hall environment are explored.  Third, discussions 

linking residential hall environment, student learning, and faculty engagement is 
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presented as part of a larger context of academic and student affairs collaborations.  As 

RLCs are examples of effective partnerships, the fourth section of the literature review 

explores in some depth, the studies of faculty and student affairs staff as participants in 

these types of residential programs.  The chapter concludes with an argument for how 

the body of the literature regarding this topic indicates a need to investigate RLCs in a 

small college setting. 

Literature Review Methodology 

The methodology involved in conducting this review considered 

comprehensiveness and relevance of topic, balance between depth and breadth of 

information, availability and authority of sources, and exclusionary criteria.  To begin, 

online library databases searches were conducted to retrieve articles relevant to 

involvement in residential learning communities (RLCs).  Search terms included 

“learning communities,” “living-learning programs,” “dormitory programs,” “college 

residence,” “history of higher education,” “American higher education”, “faculty 

work,” and “faculty-in-residence programs.”  The reference list at the end of all 

articles were used to find additional relevant sources and identify seminal authors and 

other authorities in the field.   

This review utilized journal articles and reports from a variety of fields 

including: educational policy research, organizational culture, professional 

organizations in student affairs, student services, college administration, student 

housing, teaching and learning, and college student development.  Educational policy 

reports from organizations such as Association of American Colleges and Universities 
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(AAC&U), Carnegie Foundation on the Advancement of Teaching, the Wingspread 

Group on Higher Education, and the Association for the Study of Higher Education 

(ASHE) filled out the body of the literature with educational priorities and reports 

relevant for a historical and current status of the field.  To ensure validity to this 

review, all articles, educational reports, presentations, and publications included were 

peer-reviewed and considered scholarly work.  This review incorporated current 

reports and articles but used many seminal articles to offer historical evidence as to the 

longevity of the problem and provide a deeper context and motivation for this study. 

Books germane to the topic, specifically on history, student affairs, and college 

housing were purchased, borrowed from local college libraries, or acquired regionally 

through interlibrary loan.  Only one source, a 1971 article by Harold C. Riker and 

David A. DeCoster, was determined unavailable by two reference librarians but was 

found republished in 2008.  Many current dissertations were reviewed; however, 

dissertations included were relevant to faculty experiences in RLCs.  A small number 

of dissertations were excluded for the following reasons: the authors published their 

findings in peer-reviewed journals and these articles were used instead for this review; 

the focus or findings of the dissertation was not related directly to the research 

questions of this study; or the quality of the research and writing was inferior.  

The preparation and development of this literature review began with an 

examination of articles and studies on faculty participation and involvement in 

learning communities.  This process revealed a significant number of sources on 

faculty-sponsored learning programs as well as RLCs thus indicateing a need for 
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specific exclusionary criteria.  For organizational purposes, relevant sources were 

arranged in groups by contextual topics and then annotated in a chart using the 

following elemental headings: source, question/purpose of article, location and 

enrollment (of institution), participants, method/cited authors, findings of the study, 

recommendation, and gaps in the literature.  From this data, another chart was 

developed to specifically highlight researcher with studies related to this study’s 

research questions.  Results from both charts facilitated the identification of gaps in 

the literature.  Headings for this second chart included source, institution/educational 

project, institutional enrollment/residence hall capacities, type of learning community, 

study participants (faculty, staff, or students), and (evidence of) academic and student 

affairs collaborations.  

Particular attention was given to research on faculty participation in RLCs but 

database searches returned only a few research articles and four relatively current 

dissertations.  Most studies investigated were university studies or associated with a 

larger research projects such as the Boyer Partnership Assessment Project (BPAP) or 

the National Study on Living Learning Programs (NSLLP) and focused on student 

outcomes and achievement.  Other cases exploring the student perspective of RLCs 

were included in writing this literature review because of the robust background, 

credibility, and distinction of the authorship.  Influential researchers such as Alexander 

Astin, George Kuh, Arthur Chickering, Charles Schroeder, Ernest T. Pascarella, 

Patrick T. Terenzini, Gregory Blimling, Karen Inkelas, and Martha Stassen offered 

studies or theories on students and not faculty or residential life in particular but their 
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seminal work provided an important framework and understanding of the impact of 

student-faculty and student-staff interactions within these particular learning 

environments.   

Considering the nominal number of studies on RLCs from a faculty 

perspective, a broader scope of literature was reviewed including learning 

environments like residential colleges and living learning programs but excluded 

looking in-depth at studies on faculty-in-residence programs.  Faculty living in the 

residence halls may offer a different perspective than those faculty who participate in 

particular classes and cocurricular programs but return to a separate off-campus home.  

The only exception to this criteria and included in this review were frequently cited 

narrative accounts of faculty with experience living in residence halls by Fitzpatrick 

(2011) and Rhoads (2009) or studies offering general background information about 

faculty involvement or student-faculty interactions.  

Further investigation into the literature prompted specific searches on student 

affairs or residential life staff involvement in learning communities and found scant 

results.  Some studies mentioned recommendations for collaborations or implications 

for involvement of residential life staff but only three studies investigated residential 

life staff as a purposeful sample.  Due to the scant literature on the residential life staff 

involvement or participation in RLCs, my interest in this population for study 

increased.  Subsequently, any study with this mention, even if a different focus (i.e. 

student experience or outcomes) was included in the literature searches and this 

review.  Most of these studies were frequently cited articles (i.e. Inkelas & Weisman, 
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2003; Stassen, 2003) highlighting the student affairs staff focused on student outcomes 

or experiences and filled out a background for this review with insight into the faculty 

or staff experiences or a historical background. 

Generally, this researcher did not include studies investigating student 

paraprofessional staff, known on campuses as resident assistants, community advisors, 

or resident advisors.  Only one study was included in which resident advisors (Haynes 

& Janosik, 2012) were interviewed but the study included useful findings on both 

faculty and professional residential staff as well.  Studies chosen and important for this 

review focused on providing an historical context, information specific to faculty 

roles, culture, and perceptions, student affairs roles, culture, and perceptions, student 

development theory and practice, residence halls, and small colleges.  Studies looking 

at faculty and staff perceptions on RLCs or residential colleges totaled twelve—with 

seven qualitative studies (Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Hargrave, 2002; Jessup-Anger, 

Wawrzynski, & Yao, 2011; Kennedy, 2011; Kennedy & Townsend, 2005; Philpott & 

Strange, 2003; Schein, 2005); two quantitative studies (Haynes & Janosik, 2012; 

Williams, 2006), one employing a mixed-method approach (Ayres, 2004) and two 

narratives (Fitzpatrick, 2011; Rhoads, 2009). 

Background 

Residential learning communities (RLCs) are high-impact educational programs 

(HIPs) found in higher education settings (Brower & Inkelas, 2010; Kuh, 2008).  HIPs 

are educational experiences that promote active and integrated learning and engage 

students with each other, faculty, and the community (Kuh, 2008).  Importantly, these 
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experiences are linked with positive student outcomes and college retention (Brower 

& Inkelas, 2010; Kuh, 2008; Tinto, 1993) Given the increasing expectations of 

families and students for the provision of high quality collegiate education (Blimling, 

2015; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 2005), college and universities have 

found that incorporating RLCs into the undergraduate experience adds value to student 

learning out of the classroom and not only attracts but also retains students (Kuh et al., 

2005; Tinto, 1993; Zhao & Kuh, 2004).  However, understanding the various ways 

these learning communities can be described, and how they have come into 

prominence on many campuses, requires a review of the complex combination of 

parallels and intersections of academic and student affairs, and of student learning and 

living. 

The focus of this dissertation research is RLCs in small college settings.  

Understanding the historical context and underpinnings of the American higher 

education system and the origination of the academic and student affairs’ roles is 

essential for a full appreciation of the importance of the residence hall environment 

and the nuances of the partnership between academic and student affairs for successful 

implementation of RLCs. 

College Residential Life: A History 

The concept of integrating living and learning environments began long before 

the founding of the American colonial colleges and the construction of dormitories 

and classrooms.  In times of the Common Era (also known as Anno Domini or A.D.) 

and even before, history books recount the nomadic journeys of philosophers, 
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religious scholars, and scientists with their pupils (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Cowley, 

1934; Palmer, Broido, & Campbell, 2008; Thelin, 2011).  To fully understand the 

impact of the educational role of the residence hall and the significance of living 

learning communities in them, it is important to understand the history and conditional 

pressures from the past, as they have influenced the present.   

One of the first connections between student housing, personnel, and academic 

environments is described in stories from the Middle Ages.  In his article, The History 

of Student Residential Housing, W. H. Cowley (1934) recounts how students 

wandered to the great cities of Paris, Bologna, and Oxford to be educated by great 

scholars and philosophers.  In 1262, tens of thousands of students listened to and 

engaged in grand outdoor lectures in Bologna by master teachers while students 

totaling thirty thousand studied in Paris by the end of the century (Cowley, 1934).  

Cowley (1934) described the overcrowding and subsequent housing issues in these 

cities as severe, considering the typical city populations in those times rarely totaled 

more than five thousand.  These extreme conditions led to questionable behavior by 

these young adolescent boys as they wreaked havoc by fighting with each other and 

opposing local townspeople, teachers, and religious leaders (Cowley, 1934).  The need 

to control and supervise these young adolescents was obvious and that responsibility 

fell on the teachers and mature student leaders, or principals, to manage (Cowley, 

1934). For wealthy students, parents paid for local lodging but many were too poor 

and a housing plan became necessary for those without not only housing but even 

adequate clothing or food (Cowley, 1934).   
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Even as far back as the Middle Ages, these enrollment management issues 

drove decisions about how to accommodate students and how to meet their 

educational needs (Cowley, 1934).  Furthermore, the housing issues in these cities 

perpetuated a class system that found its way into both the social life and the 

intellectual community of these early colleges (Chaddock, 2008).  Poorer students 

took refuge in the streets or in the attics of generous homeowners while wealthier 

students lived with locals or purchased entire homes, or “hospicia or hostels” (Cowley, 

1934, p. 706).  According to historical record, until the sixteenth century, “founding a 

hall required only that a few scholars rent a house, provide a deposit to the owner, and 

choose a graduate of reasonable character to be principal” (Duke, 1996, p. 13).  

Initially, these housing arrangements prevented the poor and rich from benefitting 

from these medieval living learning communities together (Chaddock, 2008).   

Soon, the students at the Universities of Paris and Oxford who could afford to 

also began to rent homes where many more of these “halls and colleges” became 

endowed by affluent families interested in providing room and board for poor students 

as well (Rashdall, 1895, as cited in Cowley, 1934, p. 706).  As a form of self-

government, older students organized and managed the living quarters and offered 

students input in the conditions of their communities (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; 

Chaddock, 2008).  Access to these fledgling learning communities, or residential 

colleges, as they were eventually labeled, was dependent on family wealth (Brubacher 

& Rudy, 1968).  This exclusivity led to conflicts between students of different 

economic status, impacting the effectiveness of the educational mission of the day and 
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saw fighting between scholars and townspeople (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Duke, 

1996).  Separation between the townspeople and students was necessary to avoid 

bloody battles and the ivy-covered walls and iron gates provided the necessary 

“medieval culture of isolation” at the time (Smirniotopoulos, 2008, para. 4).  Despite 

the fighting between these young men, mostly around the age of 14, these assemblies 

were still the first integrated living learning communities in the European system, yet 

struggling to promote both learning and appropriate social behavior (Chaddock, 2008). 

The Oxbridge Model 

One of the first residential colleges known to provide human resources and 

monetary support to address student behavior issues with efforts to have student life 

administration was Merton College at Oxford University (Chaddock, 2008; Duke, 

1996).  Again, new graduates were appointed to supervise younger students and this 

staffing structure, with in-hall student conduct managers, moved to be commonplace 

at other universities (Cowley, 1934).  However, by 1457, the European universities 

left little autonomy for the students as administrators assumed total control of housing, 

admissions, community standards, new housing facilities, and disciplinary outcomes 

such as evictions or expulsion (Cowley, 1934).  

During the sixteenth century, the European universities—the Continental and 

the English universities, began to diverge from each other in educational philosophy 

and sought different curricular programs and residential systems (Brubacher & Rudy, 

1968; Duke, 1996).  The English universities of Oxford and Cambridge continued to 

develop their system of smaller residential colleges within the larger university system 
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and established dormitory facilities accommodating both faculty and students living 

together. (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Duke, 1996; Schroeder & Mable, 1994; Thelin, 

2011).  These residential colleges prepared an elite and wealthy class of male only 

graduates, with a curriculum of philosophy, religious studies, languages, and politics 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Duke, 1996).   

As Cambridge and Oxford shifted their systems in England, historic events, 

such as the Protestant Reformation and the French Revolution impacted the college 

residential system and its development in the European Continental universities 

(Blimling, 2015; Duke, 1996).  Previously influenced by the Benedictine monasteries 

and its concepts of community living, some Continental universities had erected large 

dormitories to house both the students and the clerics, who served as teachers 

(Cowley, 1934).  However, the Protestant Reformation influenced the German and the 

Scottish universities to break from any standing Roman Catholic traditions, and as a 

result, gradually eliminated student housing (Blimling, 2015; Brubacher & Rudy, 

1968; Cowley, 1934).  The French Revolution closed universities for a time, and when 

reopened in 1808, the residential concept was similarly lost (Cowley, 1934).  

Nevertheless, the English system and its residential colleges persisted in Oxford and 

Cambridge and the new American colleges of the nineteenth century used this 

“Oxbridge” (Duke, 1996, p. 11) system initially to design the American higher 

educational system (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Cowley, 1934).     

Though providing the first model for a residential living-learning community, 

Oxford and Cambridge eventually had to redirect efforts away from the “camaraderie 
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in the colleges and on the athletic fields” to pursue a more academic focus (Chaddock, 

2008, p. 9).  New academic programs, such as supplemental tutorial instruction and an 

honors programs, were developed in residence to focus students more on intellectual 

pursuits (Chaddock, 2008; Thelin, 2011).  These reforms were designed to increase the 

quality of the educational experience on campus and offer opportunities for faculty to 

connect with students informally outside of the classroom (Duke, 1996).  The quality 

of education was found in this “residential scheme of the university” and was the 

result of academic lessons held in conjunction with occasions of social rapport and 

behavior reform (Horton, 2002, p. 21).  Importantly, this system offered a social 

education to all classes of students, not only the elite, and it was an environment where 

“instruction and residence was fused” (Chaddock, 2008, p. 9).   

In his book Idea of a University, John Henry Newman (1852) constructed his 

version of the residential college system, reflected by his own experience at Oxford 

University, as an education toward “the formation of the true gentlemen” (as cited in 

Horton, 2002, p. 20).  Newman was concerned about the moral education of youth and 

saw living in residence, tutored and supervised by faculty, and learning together with 

fellow students an integral part of educating the mind and heart (Horton, 2002; 

Newman, 1996).  Newman’s vision of a living-learning environment and its impact on 

the student experience is more than a century and a half old; however, its potential still 

moves today’s educators to look beyond a purely academic experience and create a 

larger, more integrated community of learners (Horton, 2002).  The intellectual life of 

a learner is actually defined by the rich experiences and traditions known to the 
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“place” or residence (Horton, 2002, p.22).  For Newman, the call for reform and a 

return to educational quality included the added value of residential hall living 

(Blimling, 2015; Horton, 2002; Schroeder & Mable, 1994), a liberal arts education 

(Newman, 1996), and a conceptual glance toward residential learning communities.      

The Influences of the English System on the American College 

As mentioned, the universities of Oxford and Cambridge highlighted the 

residence hall with faculty and student living and learning together as central in 

facility and educational concept (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Schroeder & Mable, 1994; 

Thelin, 2011).  The English traditions of proper college housing and the “collegiate 

way of life” made dormitory housing more than just for sleeping and studying 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 1968, p. 41).  Recounted by the historian Rudolph (1962) in his 

book, The American College and University: A History, he explained the collegiate 

way as: 

…the notion that a curriculum, a library, a faculty, and students are not enough 

to make a college.  It is an adherence to the residential scheme of things.  It is 

respectful of quiet rural settings, dependent on dormitories, committed to 

dining halls, permeated by paternalism.  It is what every American college has 

had or consciously rejected or lost or sought to recapture. (p. 87)  

Honoring the new colonies’ desire to spread the English culture, the American higher 

educational system was initially modeled with specific influences of college 

architecture, classical studies for curriculum, and a residential model of education 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Schroeder & Mable, 1994).   
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At its inception, Harvard College, the first American institution, was designed 

as a residential college and featured one of the famous architectural elements of 

Oxbridge—the quadrangle (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Thelin, 2011).  The classic 

quadrangle is “an enclosed, total institution with a courtyard or grassy interior” 

(Thelin, 2011, p. 9) and is integral to the idea of students gathering socially.  The 

Harvard founders built the first American quadrangle and the first construction project 

on campus featured the first residence hall, with space for sleeping, eating, learning, 

exercising, and praying (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Duke, 1996; Geiger, 2015).  Yale 

College soon followed in designing its own version of a collegiate community, with 

buildings integrating studies, libraries, kitchens, dining service, and public gathering 

spaces (Chaddock, 2008).  As the historically significant prototype to the living 

learning centers of today, these early colonial colleges provided open space for 

assembly where both faculty and students could share meals, library books, study 

space, and living quarters (Duke, 1996; Geiger, 2015; Rudolph, 1962).   

Although the English residential system found early support in the new 

American colonial colleges of Harvard and Yale, attempts to recreate this learning 

environment in all new institutions was met with challenges unique to America 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Duke, 1996; Thelin, 2011).  The widespread poverty in the 

colonies and distances between settlements prevented the proliferation of the 

established English model (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Thelin, 2011).  Some students 

attended Harvard with the benefit of scholarship and some traveled a great distance 

without much family means (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Thelin, 2011).  The distances 
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between cities were too vast and many potential students found travel to these colleges 

too problematic (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Thelin, 2011).  As historians agree, the 

social, economic, and geographic conditions in America made it impossible to imitate 

the Oxbridge system in totality (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Duke, 1996; Geiser, 2015; 

Thelin, 2011).   

Early benefactors of these early colleges made student housing a priority and 

saw the relationships between faculty and student important.  However, historians 

agree that critics of the new Harvard College model considered building residence 

halls with live-in faculty a financial burden, an overindulgence, or saw residence halls 

as venues for moral depravity (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Duke, 1996; Schroeder & 

Mable, 1994).  Some colleges attempted to recreate the Harvard model but depleted 

their funding prior to the completion of dormitories or decided on a commuter, not 

residential student model (Duke, 1996; Thelin, 2011).   

Even for some of the early colleges, the increases in student population along 

with financial concerns necessitated the building of dormitories without faculty 

residences and other amenities (Chaddock, 2008).  Even the first leaders of Harvard 

and advocates of the residential model advised the founders of Yale to forgo 

constructing dormitories and send students to rent from town boarders, while 

Manasseh Cutler, “a good New Englander” (p. 99) and the eventual founder of Ohio 

University, opposed dormitories by stating “Chambers in colleges are too often made 

the nurseries of every vice and cages of unclean birds” (Oviatt, 1916, as cited in 

Rudolph, 1962, p. 99).  For those institutions without adequate funding for faculty 
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living space, the dormitories constructed were “barrackslike” [sic], lacking in both 

design and intention for bringing faculty and students together (Brubacher & Rudy, 

1968, p. 41).  Without the walls and iron gates intentionally used to keep locals and 

students separate, the social classes at the institutions became problematic with 

internal fighting (Duke, 1996).  The ivy-covered walls, served to perpetuate the 

“medieval culture of isolation” found in previous battles between town and gown, 

(Smirniotopoulos, 2008, para. 4) could not prevail.  This design, with thousands of 

students in large high-rise buildings located on the outskirts of the campus, became the 

American economical version—a fit for a changing economy but devoid of the 

community benefits of the British model (Gallaugher & Luna, 2008).  The changes to 

dormitory designs hindered American faculty from becoming integrated fully in 

students’ lives (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968).   

Early Faculty Role 

Unlike the integrated structure of the English system, American faculty were 

relegated to living a distance from the college with their families (Brubacher & Rudy, 

1968).  This physical distance created an estrangement between faculty for two 

reasons: they were not available nor as flexible with their work hours and their dual 

role of instructor and student disciplinarian was complex and confusing for students 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Schroeder & Mable, 1994; Thelin, 2011).  Religion was a 

common thread in the fabric of American college student life and for some, freedoms 

found in a residence hall exceeded the moral expectations of the times (Brubacher & 

Rudy, 1968).  In contrast, the English faculty, most unmarried, were sharing time with 
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students in and out of lectures and developing positive relationships (Brubacher & 

Rudy, 1968). American faculty were disconnected from students by maintaining 

distinction as instructors and disciplinarians (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968).  These 

responsibilities marked the early collegiate utilization of the English common law of 

in loco parentis—“a student-institutional relationship predicated on paternalistic 

control of students through rigid enforcement of numerous rules and regulations” 

(Schroeder & Mable, 1994, p. 6).  In their article reviewing the history and myths of 

the student affairs profession, Appleton, Briggs, and Rhatigan (1978) remind readers 

that the reference to in loco parentis was used in application to the whole college—not 

just those concerned with student discipline, as some historical accounts suggest.   

In assuming this parental role, American faculty believed they were educating 

the whole student by teaching in the classroom and imposing parental control out of it 

(Schroeder & Mable, 1994).  However, unlike English professors who enjoyed 

meaningful interactions as tutors, mentors, and chaperones outside the classroom 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 1968), the enforcing of the strict rules and moral standards of the 

time put faculty in a negative light (Cowell, 1934, Thelin, 2011).  Sanctions of the day 

for troubled students included corporeal punishment, “degradation”, the lowering of a 

student’s academic ranking, fines, or expulsion (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Thelin, 

2011, p. 22).  Students were reacting to the strict religious and political traditions 

taught and rioting about college conditions like food, housing, and restrictive course 

content (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Thelin, 2011).  Ironically, while students were 

pulling away from faculty, faculty were also withdrawing from students.  During the 
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same period of time, the German model of education was introduced to America 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Thelin, 2011).  American faculty began contributing to the 

scientific world through research and their priorities changed from educating students 

in a holistic way to contributing at the institution through scientific research 

(Schroeder & Mable, 1994; Thelin, 2011).  

The German Influence 

By the turn of the twentieth century, a number of American scholars and 

graduates of the newly founded colleges like Harvard, Yale, Princeton, and University 

of Chicago traveled to Europe for graduate study and became heavily influenced by 

Germanic universities that emphasized teaching and research (Brubacher & Rudy, 

1968; Long, 2012; Schroeder & Mable, 1994; Thelin, 2011).  University leaders were 

interested in modifying the faculty role to help advance the knowledge of specific 

disciplines through research and scientific discovery (Long, 2012; Schroeder & 

Mable, 1994; Thelin, 2011).  New institutions like John Hopkins University 

established large research programs and administrators began to put resources toward 

reputable faculty and research needs (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Rudolph, 1962).  

President Daniel C. Gilman, first president of John Hopkins University professed that 

he had resources for “men, not bricks and mortar” and the “glory of the University 

should rest upon the character of the teachers and scholars here brought together and 

not upon their number, nor upon the buildings constructed for their use” (Gilman, 

1876, p. 15, as cited in Brubacher & Rudy, 1968, p. 176).  
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Student-Faculty Interactions 

It was clear that the diverging influence of the English and German systems 

posed significant organizational change and affected student-faculty interactions for 

the American colleges (Duke, 1996).  As told by Alex Duke (1996) in his book, 

Importing Oxbridge: English Residential Colleges and American Universities, not all 

college leaders or benefactors were interested in the Germanic educational 

philosophies.  Critics grew concerned about the “germanization of American higher 

education” as research institutions gained prominence and disciplines became 

specialized (Duke, 1996, p. 4).  The relationships between students and faculty 

remained strained and the American undergraduate system needed to offer a more 

personalized education within the structure of the system (Duke, 1996).   

Proponents of the English system such as Harvard President Abbott Lawrence 

Lowell and Woodrow Wilson of Princeton sided with journalists such as Edwin 

Slosson and John Corbin who wrote about the deteriorating relationship between 

students and faculty and the need to coordinate the intellectual and social education of 

the student (Duke, 1996).  The college founders and leaders believed the strengthening 

of the American undergraduate system could be accomplished by additional models of 

residential “houses” and “colleges” (Duke, 1996).   

Despite the decisions made by other institutions, college leaders of Harvard 

and Yale moved forward in the new construction and remodeling of their idea of the 

English residential system (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Duke, 1996).  The new living 

space included common rooms for assembly, large dining areas, and living facilities 
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for both students and faculty (Duke, 1996).  However, the educational plan for these 

residential colleges did not include features prominent in the Oxbridge academically-

oriented residential program (Duke, 1996).  The benefactors funding the residential 

complexes were interested in proliferating the “picturesque social communities of 

students” and had little invested interest in the educational value of connecting 

students and faculty through living and learning space (Duke, 1996, p. 121).  

However, the two presidents, Abbott Lawrence Lowell of Harvard and James 

Rowland Angell of Yale believed that the “educative value of a hybrid English-

American university model…combined the best aspects of the English college and the 

American research university” (Duke, 1996, p. 109).   

Nevertheless, this distinctive residential college model did not successfully 

expand across the nation as funding and enthusiasm waned for this new university 

structure (Duke, 1996).  Federal funding through the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890 

provided opportunities for states to have large land-grant institutions dedicated to 

learning about agriculture, mechanics, and eventually military training (Rudolph, 

1962).  Additionally, even at the institutions still with a residential college model, a 

growing student enrollment demanded eviction for some live-in faculty, thereby 

diminishing the faculty involvement outside the classroom (Duke, 1996).  Although 

designed to create and enhance the social and intellectual development of students, the 

residential college model did not maintain the pervasive sponsorship needed for 

survival in the social and political conditions of the time.   
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Student Personnel Movement 

Despite the fact that the residential college model was not adopted universally, 

a commitment to educating the whole student arose and with it, a renewed sense of 

value for college student housing (Blimling, 2015).  The idea of educating the whole 

student including the duties of counseling, academic advising, vocational preparation, 

spiritual guidance, extracurricular recreation, and student discipline fell then to the 

college presidents (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Thelin, 2011).  By the early twentieth 

century, the presidents abdicated these duties to newly appointed university deans for 

both men and women (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968) and these personnel assumed the 

“responsibility for the scraps and remnants of what were once classroom faculty 

duties” (Allen & Garb, 1993, p. 3).  As faculty became more involved in the service to 

the college and in the community and became more involved in their disciplines and 

research, less time was spent with students (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Schroeder & 

Mable, 1994).  As a consequence, these early distinctions created the separation 

between the in-class and out-of-class student experience and subsequently, the 

decisive differences between academic and student affairs that still negatively 

influence partnerships today (Schroeder & Mable, 1994).   

The student affairs profession emerged in response to a confluence of factors: 

the problematic rise in post-war student enrollment numbers (Brubacher & Rudy, 

1968; Thelin, 2011), the changing role of faculty in American universities (Allen & 

Garb, 1993; Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Schroeder & Mable, 1994; Thelin, 2011), and 

the societal debate about the purpose of education (Blimling, 2015; Brubacher & 
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Rudy, 1968; Thelin, 2011).  Around the turn of the century, a variety of newly 

established American institutions, with different missions and resources, emerged and 

a great number of students began to enroll in college.  Blacks, women, and veterans 

joined the ranks—all with differing academic and personal needs requiring 

institutional support (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Coomes & Gerda, 2016; Duke, 1996).   

According to Biddix and Schwartz (2012) in their article, Walter Dill Scott and 

the Student Personnel Movement, the notion of student affairs as a service function of 

the college can be retraced to its formal beginnings after World War I.  During and 

after the war, by integrating the fields of psychology and business, Walter Dill Scott 

devised a plan to train and classify soldiers and then eventually saw his methods 

applicable to high school and college students (Biddex & Schwartz, 2012).  Scott’s 

basic ideas of assessing student needs grew in concept to become an established 

Student Personnel Office at Northwestern University while he served as president 

(Biddex & Schwartz, 2012).  This first student personnel office bore witness to women 

in management roles, with student advising duties that answered questions related to 

academic needs, job placement, spirituality, financial assistance, and admission 

(Biddex & Schwartz, 2012).   

According to Biddex & Schwartz (2012), the personnel movement progressed 

to a limited number of campuses but saw increased growth in the mid-1920’s when the 

American Council on Education (ACE) made Scott’s plan a national movement.  In 

response to a growing interest from other institutions to implement successfully a 

personnel office, the ACE gathered leaders from industry and higher education to 
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work out how to meet student adjustment and academic needs from high school 

through college and into the workforce (Biddex & Schwartz, 2012).  This movement 

provided the framework for the Student Personnel Movement and the creation of the 

student affairs field (Biddex & Schwartz, 2012). 

American Council on Education Reports  

The American Council on Education (ACE) clarified the status of student 

personnel work through the conference report titled, The Student Personnel Point of 

View (SPPV) (ACE, 1937).  To date, it provided the most comprehensive statement 

regarding the objectives of the work, the necessary collaborations with other 

institutional programs to achieve success, and the direction for future work (ACE, 

1937).  The SPPV (ACE, 1937) authors stated that the institution should “consider the 

student as a whole… [and consider] the development of the student as a person rather 

than upon his [sic] intellectual training alone” (p. 18).  In addition to the attention to 

the integrated development of the student, the authors deliberately called for the 

coordination of offices for the betterment of the students and consistently referred to 

the student personnel workers in the context of “educational administrators” (p. 20).  

As Evans and Reason (2001) conclude in their historical review and analysis of reports 

most significant to inception of the profession of student affairs, the SPPV emphasized 

the important role of student affairs in the “improvement of instruction” and the 

“collaboration with faculty, parents, and other constituencies” (p. 361).  Over the next 

fifty years, more publications emerged and continue to identify these same roles and 
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make similar recommendations as to how to programmatically link these educational 

conditions of living and learning to work between academic and student affairs.   

A worldwide interest in knowledge and the external and internal competition 

for research and technological advances changed the environment of higher education 

(Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995).  Between the two world wars, research and 

knowledge proliferation became a distinctive responsibility for higher education 

institutions.  National and global interests in advances such as radar and the atomic 

bomb became prizes in research contests (Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995).  At that 

time, college administrators and faculty made research a top priority—seemingly for 

the sake of the institution and the country.  Additionally, as a result of the 

Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (known as the GI Bill), more veterans were affording 

and attending college after World War II (Evans & Reason, 2001; Thelin, 2011).  With 

faculty committed to research in the laboratory, college student personnel were left to 

provide the growing student population a campus environment conducive to learning 

and developing students for productive lives (Blimling, 2015).  

As a result of World War II, this convergence of social and political factors led 

to another ACE group of authors to gather, readdress, and expand on the 1937 SPPV 

(Evans & Reason, 2001).  The 1949 SPPV report focused on the necessary elements of 

a student personnel program and the expected student outcomes (ACE, 1949).  The 

authors demonstrated the importance of the cocurricular experience and how learning 

is enhanced through intentional collaborations between students, faculty, and student 

affairs (ACE, 1949).  They wrote: 
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As educators, our attention should be focused upon the social forces on the 

institution itself, which also provides learning experiences for the student.  For 

example, the relationship among the various groups on the campus affect such 

social development.  If faculty and students and faculty and administration 

work closely together in achieving common objectives, curricular and 

cocurricular, the learning of socially desirable processes is thereby enhanced. 

(ACE, 1949, p.27) 

Although the authors maintained some of the same philosophy and values for student 

affairs like “treating [the] college and university students as individuals, the primary 

concern of the report involved how to effectively and efficiently serve students (ACE, 

1949, p. 26).   

This particular emphasis on efficiency of the programs created a deepening of 

the “functional specialization” and a deviation from the sharing of instructional duties 

with faculty (Evans & Reason, 2001, p. 363).  In the 1949 report, student affairs staff 

were not referred to as educators but “student personnel staff”, “personnel 

administrator”, or “personnel workers” (ACE, 1949, p. 26-27).  As the literature 

recounts, even early in its history, the student affairs profession was struggling to keep 

learning in the language and the heart of the work.   

Student Development: The Profession 

A National Context 

The two world wars ended and the nation used the Housing Act of 1950 “to 

house and feed students through maximizing the number of beds constructed with the 
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funds available” (Schroeder & Mable, 1994, p. 7).  Those working in the profession 

were inundated with large enrollments and, in a reactionary way, created new 

dormitories and student service programs without considering how to developmentally 

educate students (Evans & Reason, 2001).  Though evident and encouraged in the 

number and diversity of American colleges and universities, the competition between 

colleges and universities after World War II grew greater due to improved national 

transportation systems, increased federal funding for research at larger universities, 

and in the 1970’s, the award of financial aid directly to the student (Bok, 2013).  

Therefore, more young people were able to afford college and potentially one at a 

distance, while, at the same time, colleges were competing for students, funding, 

faculty, and reputation (Bok, 2013).  Colleges began to recruit students from distant 

regions and, as a result of the pressure to stand out, institutional programs began to 

respond to the current student needs (Bok, 2013).  Much like today, the economic and 

social conditions of the time found students concerned about academic achievement 

and degree attainment, the public looking for improvements to higher education, and a 

national demand to fill the workforce (Bok, 2013; McGee, 2015).   

A new counseling approach called humanistic psychology emerged in the 

1950’s and 1960’s and with it, a different educational perspective for the student 

affairs profession (Blimling, 2015; Coomes & Gerda, 2016).  Prominent figures in the 

humanist movement such as Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow introduced concepts 

such as self-awareness and self-actualization, respectively, and their theories helped to 

“characterize[s] our field” and ground it in these types of philosophies (Appleton et 
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al., 1978, p. 52).  These theories led researchers to look for a deeper understanding of 

how students develop and achieve success in a college setting.  However, the 

institutional pressure to keep efficiency of the organization continued to challenge the 

core mission of the student affairs profession: to educate the whole student (Coomes & 

Gerda, 2016; Evans & Reason, 2001).  In 1954, as a criticism and response to the 

conservative nature of country and the ways colleges were concentrating on the 

efficiency of its administrative operations, two authors of the Student Personnel Point 

of View (1949), Esther Lloyd-Jones and Margaret Smith, wrote a book confirming the 

need for student affairs to remain true to their core values of student development and 

avoid the derogatory categorization as “an adjunct of education” (Lloyd-Jones & 

Smith, 1954, p. 90, as cited in Evans & Reason, 2001, p. 363).  They underscored John 

Dewey’s ideas of social education and active learning and they encouraged student 

affairs staff to look to faculty collaborations to create a strong learning environment 

for students (Lloyd-Jones & Smith, 1954, as cited in Evans & Reason, 2001).  

In the 1960’s and 1970’s, the societal and cultural norms changed as a result of 

the civil rights movement, the women’s movement, and anti-war protests (Blimling, 

2015; Caple, 1998; Coomes & Gerda, 2016; Evans & Reason, 2001).  With more 

women, blacks, and persons with disabilities attending college, administrators realized 

that dramatic changes were necessary to meet a changing population and different 

academic and social needs (Caple, 1998; Evans & Reason, 2001).  Academic affairs 

expanded course offerings and increased academic specializations to meet the student 

interests in a variety of different majors (Evans & Reason, 2001).  In an effort to 
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resolve campus unrest and attract students back to living on campus, college 

administrators began to rethink the student-institution relationship, specifically those 

policies impacting the living environment (Blimling, 2015; Caple, 1998; Coomes & 

Gerda, 2016; Evans & Reason, 2001; Gordon, 2013).  

Analogous to the theoretical constructs emphasizing autonomy and 

individualization likewise emerging in new student development theories (Astin, 

1993; Chickering & Reiser, 1993), students were demanding less administrative 

control over their lives and administration heeded with the elimination of curfews, 

visitation policies, and strict dress codes (Caple, 1998; Schroeder & Mable, 1994).  

Residence hall educators with advanced degrees replaced housemothers, whose 

functional role turned obsolete as court decisions redefined the legal age and gave 

adult responsibilities to college students (Schroeder & Mable, 1994).  Co-educational 

halls, women’s dormitories, and wellness centers began populating college campuses 

and residence hall design and student educational programming matched these student 

needs (Caple, 1998; Thelin, 2011).   

Residence hall staff departed from the strict paternalistic rules upheld by acting 

in loco parentis (Blimling, 2015) but also recognized the need to understand college 

student development on a deeper level and what promotes student success (Coomes & 

Gerda, 2016).  This decade saw a critical paradigm shift for the student affairs 

profession with the designation of “student personnel” changing to “student affairs” 

(Crookston, 1976, p. 28, as cited in Caple, 1998) and, for the first time, staff began 

taking on both the responsibilities of educators as well as administrators (Caple, 
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1998).  Over the next several years, student development leaders worked to understand 

their role in educating students outside the classroom and research emerged about the 

importance of the residence hall experience (Blimling, 2015; DeCoster & Riker, 1994; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Riker, 1965, 1974; Schroeder & Mable, 1994), student-

faculty interactions (Astin, 1993; Browne, Headworth, & Saum, 2009; Chickering & 

Reiser, 1993; Cotten & Wilson, 2006; Endo & Harpel, 1982; Feldman & Newcomb, 

1969; Garrett & Zabriskie, 2004; Komarraju, Musulkin, & Bhattacharya, 2010;  Kuh 

& Hu, 2001; Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, Andreas, Lyons, Strange, Krehbiel, & MacKay, 

1991; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Schroeder & Mable, 1994; Terenzini, Pascarella, 

& Blimling, 1996), and the benefits of student affairs and academic collaborations 

(ACE, 1949; American Association for Higher Education [AAHE], American College 

Personnel Association [ACPA], & National Association of Student Personnel 

Administrators [NASPA] (1998); Blake, 1996; Bourassa & Kruger, 2001; Golde & 

Pribbenow, 2000; Hirsch & Burack, 2001; Kezar, 2001a; Kezar, 2001b; Kuh et al., 

2005) on living learning programs designed to improve the quality of the college 

experience. 

Student Affairs Role 

Residence hall experience. In the wake of this new educational role in student 

affairs, college housing began its own transformation as college trustees started to 

build more dormitories to accommodate a larger enrollment and prompt a turnaround 

from commuting to on-campus living (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Gordon, 2013; Riker, 

1965; Schroeder & Mable, 1994).  As more theories emerged regarding student 
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college development, the focus for student affairs turned into how best to control the 

social environment to improve learning (Gordon, 2013; Riker, 1965; DeCoster & 

Mable, 1994).  College leaders began to see the need to marry form and function as 

dormitories first must…“provide a satisfactory place for students [emphasis] to live 

and, second, to help student to learn and to grow” (Riker, 1965, p. v).   

Harold Riker’s (1965) article marked the first of many notable publications 

remarking on the importance of residence halls and educational initiatives (Astin, 

1993; Blimling, 2015; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Pike, Schroeder, & Berry, 1997; 

Schroeder & Mable, 1994).  In his seminal 1965 monograph, commissioned by the 

American College Personnel Association titled, College Housing as Learning Centers, 

Riker argued that college housing is an educational facility because of three important 

foundational beliefs: “(a) environment influences behavior; (b) enrichment of the 

environment enhances intellectual activity; (c) learning is a total process” (p. 5-6). As 

Riker (1965) explained, the physical environment, one that provides adequate space 

and amenities conducive to studying, is important; however, it is the interpersonal 

(social) environment that plays an important role in facilitating student learning or 

inhibiting it (Riker & DeCoster, 2008).   

Riker (1965) offered four important characteristics that establish a residence 

hall as a learning center: support from institutional leadership, faculty cooperation, 

diversity of student-staff connections, and housing facilities for learning.  The 

important combination found between the physical facilities and the qualities in these 

successful learning centers provide a rich educational environment in which to 
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“humanize the teaching process” (Riker, 1974, p. 152) through peer living and the 

importance of faculty involvement.  And importantly, students enjoyed their living 

environment and their college experience more when they were challenged 

intellectually with quality curriculum-based experiences (Riker, 1965). 

Both in Pascarella and Terenzini’s (2005) review of three decades of research 

and Mayhew, Rockenbach, Bowman, Seifert, Wolniak, Pascarella, & Terenzini’s 

(2016) new volume on How College Affects Students, studies reveal that students 

living in a residence hall participate in a unique social-cultural experience that cannot 

be duplicated by living at home or close by and commuting to college.  The impact on 

residential students is influenced by the opportunities for social involvement and 

positively linked to greater gains in personal development (Blimling, 2015; Chickering 

& Reiser, 1993; Mayhew et al., 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Residents’ 

values, attitudes, self-concept, intellectual interests, and development of mature 

relationships are enhanced when living on campus (Chickering & Reiser, 1993; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Additionally, students living on campus report greater 

college satisfaction (Astin, 1993; Blimling, 2015; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), 

college retention and graduation (Astin, 1993; Tinto, 1993); persistence to graduation 

(Astin, 1993; Blimling, 2015; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; and are more likely to be 

involved on campus in cocurricular activities (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; 

Pascarella, Terenzini, & Blimling, 1994).  

Mayhew et al. (2016) indicate faculty may provide challenge and support 

perspectives that promote positive student outcomes by their involvement and interest 
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in students. However, contrary to previous reports, faculty-student interactions do not 

improve retention or graduate rates and evidence demonstrates only mixed results 

regarding student benefits in general education, academic skills, and subject tests. 

Conclusive evidence does not exist for increases in academic or cognitive 

development as a result of living in a residence hall (Blimling, 2015; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005; Pascarella et al., 1994; Mayhew et al., 2016).  Most of the research 

shows that the effects of residential hall living on academics is indirect—students have 

greater interactions with peers and faculty and therefore then, are more inclined to be 

involved on campus (Blimling, 2015; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Mayhew et al., 

2016).  As Astin’s (1999) theory of student involvement states simply “the greater the 

student’s involvement in college, the greater will be the amount of student learning 

and personal development” (pp. 528-529).  However, student learning in residence 

halls is dependent on the conditions of the environment and the academic and social 

interactions with people (Astin, 1993; 1999; Blimling, 2015; Chickering & Reiser, 

1993; Mayhew et al., 2016).  Mayhew et al. (2016) write that residential students 

engage more with faculty and staff and report increased gains in learning and 

academic development due to the convenience of location.  The intentional design of 

these purposeful communities is the responsibility of the residential life professionals 

and seen as an opportunity to integrate the curricular and cocurricular environments 

(Schroeder & Hurst, 1996; Schroeder & Mable, 1994). 

In his book, What Matters in College: Four Critical Years Revisited, 

Alexander Astin (1993) reports on and summarizes the results of a national four-year 
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longitudinal study involving more than 200 four-year colleges and universities with 

25,000 students participating in their freshmen and senior years (1985-1989).  This 

landmark study offered many significant findings about student success in college but 

important to this review and study are the findings regarding student-faculty 

interaction and student-student interaction, as both remain the two most influential 

sources impacting college student’s intellectual and social development (Astin, 1993).   

Students learn and develop best through activities such as group work, 

engaging in social and recreational activities together, participating in student 

government, and discussing coursework with others (Astin, 1993).  As Schroeder & 

Hurst (1996) point out, “learning is not a spectator sport—it is an active, not a passive, 

enterprise” (p. 17).  Astin’s (1993) work indicates that residential students have far 

more opportunities to engage with their peers than those not living in campus housing.  

The sense of community and opportunities to create deeper relationships with peers 

results from a residential experience (Astin, 1993; Chickering & Reiser, 1993).  The 

learning opportunities through faculty or peer interactions can be significant in 

residence halls, considering the time spent in a room or common area lounge residing 

and socializing in comparison to classroom time (Astin, 1993; Blimling, 2015).  

Student-Faculty Interaction 

The impact of a residence hall and the influence of this type of social 

environment is where research and practice point to the significance of student-faculty 

interactions (Astin, 1993; Browne et al., 2009; Chickering & Reiser, 1993; Endo & 

Harpel, 1982; Feldman & Newcomb, 1969; Komarraju et al., 2010; Kuh & Hu, 2001; 
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Kuh et al., 1991; Mayhew et al., 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Schroeder & 

Mable, 1994; Terenzini et al., 1996).  According to some of the research, purely social 

interactions between students and faculty are not likely to have the same learning 

outcomes; however, frequent and substantive (meaning intellectual) student-faculty 

interactions demonstrate positive outcomes on student behavior, academic attainment, 

and major/career exploration (Astin, 1993; Kuh et al., 2005; Kuh & Hu, 2001; Tinto, 

1993).  However, in contrast, Endo and Harpel (1982) reported that more informal 

interactions had a greater impact on student’s academics when measured by the 

helpfulness of faculty in those interactions.  Generally, students who perceive faculty 

as interested and invested in their lives outside the classroom show improvements in 

their academic and social development (Endo & Harpel, 1982; Evans & Reason, 

2001). 

Similarly, Cotten and Wilson (2006) found that social interactions with faculty 

are important to behavior outcomes such as motivation and effort, especially if 

students knew the faculty member from class or campus.  For some students, the 

context of the interaction made a difference more than the nature of the interaction 

with respect to college satisfaction (Cotten & Wilson, 2006).  Remarkably, Cotten & 

Wilson (2006) found for students interacting with a faculty member, who is not their 

current instructor, an academic interaction was impactful.  Comparatively, students 

interacting with their instructors from a current class felt a more social interaction was 

important to their performance efforts (Cotten & Wilson, 2006).  Considering the 

variability in both the outcome of residential life activity (academic or social) or a 
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student’s familiarity with an invited faculty member, Cotten and Wilson’s (2006) 

research supports the idea that using both types of interactions have a positive effect 

on students.  

Student-faculty interaction was named as the first principle in Arthur 

Chickering and Zelda Gamson’s (1987) report Seven Principles for Good Practice in 

Undergraduate Education and determined as important to improving undergraduate 

education.  Student motivation and increased involvement are important outcomes 

from frequent student-faculty interaction (Chickering & Gamson, 1987).  Reciprocal, 

cooperative learning and active learning as pedagogy serve as the second and third 

principles respectively; and in both cases, Chickering and Gamson (1987) use models 

of living learning communities to explain how students can interact with faculty, 

experience social learning, and reflect and apply their learning outside the classroom.  

Residence halls are a powerful learning environment and can promote the integration 

of student learning in- and out-of-the-classroom by hosting different types of living-

learning communities (Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Schroeder, 1996).   

Academic and Student Affairs Collaborations 

Robert Brown’s work. Riker’s (1965) early work on college housing 

indicated the need for an integration of academic and student affairs to achieve a true 

living and learning environment.  Another publication from nearly fifty years ago, 

Robert Brown’s (1972) monograph titled Student Development in Tomorrow’s Higher 

Education—A Return to the Academy (THE), encouraged those in the field of student 

affairs to become more involved in the academic life of a student.  This leading 
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commentary, proposed in collaboration with the American College Personnel 

Association (ACPA), emphasized a need to integrate out-of-the-classroom learning 

within the educational goals of the institution and provide opportunities for those in 

student affairs to be educators on matters relating to the development of the whole 

student (Brown, 1972).   

Brown (1974) further elaborated on this newly proposed role of the student 

affairs professional in a chapter in DeCoster and Mable’s (1974) book, Student 

Development and Education in College Residence Halls.  He suggested that “higher 

education took the wrong fork in the road when it thrust student personnel 

maintenance activities upon a separate staff with specialized duties” (p. 43).  He 

believed faculty and residence life staff might work to remain closer in role and 

responsibility in educating the whole student (Brown, 1974, as cited in DeCoster & 

Mable, 1974).  According to Brown (1974), student personnel are no more effective in 

developing students without contributing to the academic piece than faculty are 

successfully educating students without understanding a student’s personal growth (as 

cited in DeCoster & Mable, 1974).  Student personnel workers need to be goal-

oriented in the restructuring of the residential learning environment and should view 

faculty as partners in the design and facilitation of the learning (Brown, 1974, as cited 

in DeCoster & Mable, 1974; Pascarella et al., 1994).  In this way, residence hall 

environments impact student’s intellectual and social growth and residential hall staff 

members have important roles as “social engineers” in the formation of these living-

learning communities (Brown, 1974, as cited in DeCoster & Mable, p. 41).   
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These same words and thoughts are reiterated in the publications from the 

1990’s and 2000’s regarding how best to address the declining quality of the 

undergraduate education and the same recommendations are being presented.  To 

address the myriad of national higher education issues, colleges and universities 

continued over the last few decades to look at several avenues to promote student 

learning as a response to the outcry from the public regarding high tuition costs, 

decreasing retention rates, inefficient use of human and financial resources, disparities 

of access, performance, and institutional standards and commitment of educators 

(Schroeder, 1999; Shapiro & Levine, 1999; Whitt, Nesheim, Guentzel, Kellogg, 

McDonald, & Wells, 2008).  One of the recommendations to address these societal 

pressures was to refocus efforts toward the undergraduate student and attend to their 

educational opportunities with scholarly teaching and meaningful research 

opportunities (Boyer, 1990; Boyer Commission, 1998; Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  In 

reviewing relevant examples of research practices, the commission looked for a model 

that offered a higher quality of learning and found it within its own community of 

learners (Boyer Commission, 1998, p. 43).  According to the commission, research 

universities should foster a learning community where students feel strong 

connections to others through a “responsiveness to place and community” (p. 43).  

Utilizing learning communities, specifically with a residency component, to offer this 

“student-centered research university” (Boyer Commission, 1998, p. 20) is one way to 

bring quality to the college experience (Shapiro & Levine, 1999), offer smaller cohorts 

of students learning together, and remain true to the mission of a research institution.   
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The Wingspread group. In their educational reform report called, An 

American Imperative: Higher Expectations for Higher Education, The Wingspread 

Group on Higher Education (1993) highlighted “putting student learning first” as one 

of the three central ideas in which to focus efforts in changing higher education in the 

twenty-first century (Wingspread Group, 1993, p. 185).  The authors’ criticisms began 

with a statement of reproach: 

If it is time to take values seriously on campus, it is also time to redress the 

imbalance that has led to the decline of undergraduate education.  To do so, the 

nation’s colleges and universities must for the foreseeable future focus 

overwhelmingly on what their students learn and achieve.  Too much of the 

education at every level seems to be organized for the convenience of 

educators and the institution’s interests, procedures and prestige, and too little 

focused on the needs of students (p. 187).  

In order to do this comprehensively and effectively, academic and student affairs need 

to work together to improve student learning and see it as a shared responsibility 

(ACPA, 1994; ACPA & NASPA, 2004).  One way to meet both student learning and 

institutional goals is to support residential learning communities through joint 

academic and student affairs collaborations. 

This recurring question of how to improve undergraduate education and 

increase student success continued through the 1990’s as more reports surfaced 

proposing similar approaches (ACPA, 1994; ACPA & NASPA, 1998; Boyer 

Commission, 1998; NASULGC, 1997).  The Carnegie Center for the Advancement of 
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Teaching published Scholarship Reconsidered (Boyer, 1990) and Reinventing 

Undergraduate Education: A Blueprint for America’s Research Universities (1998) 

requesting a greater culture of teaching in larger research universities by calling 

faculty back into the classrooms in an effort to prioritize student learning.  The 

Kellogg Commission on the Future of State and Land-Grant Universities (NASULGC, 

1997) charged public institutions to partner cooperatively with the public to offer a 

more student-centered experience with improvements to engaged learning, support for 

first year students, and campus amenities.  Three years later, NASULGC (2000) 

published another report, Returning to Our Roots: Toward a Coherent Campus 

Culture.  Specifically, this report analyzed and criticized the fragmentation of the 

institutional culture and recommended a reintegration of everyone at the university--

faculty, staff, and students in this true learning community (NASULGC, 2000).  In 

considering this newly balanced organizational structure, the Kellogg Commission 

(NASULGC, 1997) directs that:  

...we return to our roots by more completely connecting our commitment to 

learning to our commitment to students.  We need to address comprehensively 

the issues of academic and personal development of students—by integrating 

academic and student services, improving career planning, providing more 

options for residential- and service-learning opportunities, and working to 

assure that students complete their degrees in a more timely way. (p. 54)  
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“Returning to our roots” means a revising of the traditional roles of research, teaching, 

and service with a modernization of Boyer’s (1990) view of the professoriate--

learning, discovery and engagement (NASULGC, 2000, p. 1). 

American College Personnel Association (ACPA).  Another compelling 

series of publications from student affairs leaders strongly encouraged collaborative 

partnerships between academic and student affairs in the interest of advancing student 

learning.  In 1994, the American College Personnel Association (ACPA) published the 

renowned Student Learning Imperative (SLI) and in it urged student affairs 

professionals to assume a shared responsibility with faculty for educating students by 

creating an intentional learning environment (ACPA, 1994).  The authors contended 

that learning occurs both in and out of the classroom and “educationally purposeful 

activities” are beneficial in environments that require active learning and interactions 

with faculty, staff, and other students (ACPA, 1994, p. 38).  As defined by George 

Kuh et al. (1991), educationally purposeful are those undergraduate activities and 

experiences that are aligned with the institutional educational goals and a student’s 

educational aspirations.  The SLI outlined how student affairs professionals might 

create and contribute to creating the best conditions for student learning and 

development (ACPA, 1994). 

According to the authors of SLI, student affairs programs and services should 

align with the institutional mission; reward staff and programs with resources for 

student learning; conduct, review, and utilize assessment data to improve learning; and 

seek collaborate with others on campus to promote student learning (ACPA, 1994).  
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Presented first within the field of student affairs in this document, the word “seamless” 

has been used previously to describe a philosophy of education (Whitehead, 1929, as 

cited by Bloland, Stamatakos, & Rogers, 1996).  However contextually, it is used first 

in this document as a description for both a desired environment and the result of a 

successful collaboration between academic and student affairs (ACPA, 1994, p. 39). 

“Student affairs professionals attempt to make ‘seamless’ what are often perceived by 

students to be disjointed, unconnected experiences by bridging organizational 

boundaries and forging collaborative partnerships with faculty and others to enhance 

student learning” (ACPA, 1994, p. 39). 

Partnerships and learning reconsidered.  Similarly, the documents Power 

Partnerships: A Shared Responsibility for Learning (AAHE, ACPA, & NASPA, 

1998) and Learning Reconsidered (ACPA & NASPA, 2004) addressed the state of 

undergraduate education from a student learning perspective, blending similar points 

with previous reports by asking long-standing questions about how to collaborate and 

partner with academic affairs in order to enhance student learning and the college 

experience (Whitt et al., 2008).  These documents shifted thinking from reorganizing 

campus structures and policy to designing attainable programs that were more 

collaborative such as learning communities (Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  By viewing 

learning in a variety of contexts, the authors of Learning Reconsidered state, “Student 

affairs…is integral to the learning process because of the opportunities it provides 

students to learn through action, contemplation, reflection and emotional engagement 

as well as information acquisition” (ACPA & NASPA, 2004).  Residential living 
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promotes these seamless learning environments through opportunities for students and 

faculty to connect out of the classroom (ACPA, 1994; ACPA & NASPA, 2004; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Schroeder & Mable, 1994; Schroeder, 1999; Whitt et 

al., 2008) and these experiences are key in improving educational quality (Astin, 1993; 

Whitt & Nuss, 1994).   

DEEP colleges. In an effort to understand best strategies for academic and 

student affairs partnerships, George Kuh et al. (2005) researched and classified twenty 

colleges and universities that were “DEEP”—“documenting educational effective 

practices” schools (p. xvi) and, as a result, were creating best practices for student 

success.  Analyzed using data from the National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE) and accounting for institutional characteristics such as size of enrollment, 

location, and admission criteria, these twenty schools demonstrated better than 

average occurrences of active and collaborative learning,  student-faculty interactions, 

a rigorous academic program, complementary curricular and cocurricular experiences, 

and a student-centered, supportive campus environment (Kuh et al., 2005).  These 

institutions, ranging from public to private, large and small, and all-women to co-

educational, illustrated different approaches, programs, missions, and campus 

environments in the creation of this “ethos of learning” (Kuh et al., 2005). 

Additionally, these DEEP schools explored how to “intentionally modify 

(their) policies, practices, and cultural properties to support student success” (p. 133) 

and across many different institutions employed learning communities (Kuh et al., 

2005; Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  These learning communities established important 
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interdisciplinary and cross-functional collaborations that worked to foster student 

learning, support, and success in these institutions (Kuh et al., 2005; Shapiro & 

Levine, 1999).  Central to the environment and involved in the early-alert programs, 

student advising, collaborative programming, and learning-designed facilities, are 

residential life staff—both professional and paraprofessional, who provide high-

quality support, interventions, and resources for these schools (Kuh et al., 2005).  

“Student success is enhanced when the student affairs’ operating philosophy is 

congruent with the institution’s academic mission” (Kuh et al., 2005, p. 281).  

Although the residential life department and other student affair’s offices may be 

structured differently at each DEEP school, the essential commonality is the shared 

responsibility and role in complementing the academic mission (Kuh et al., 2005).   

As Schroeder (1999) points out, successful partnerships between academic and 

student affairs have been strained by the historic challenges relating back to the nature 

and responsibility of student learning, differences in functional roles, and different 

reward systems seen by faculty and student affairs professionals.  He challenges those 

in student affairs to disregard current assumptions and see beyond the standardization 

of our practices, competencies, and directions and improve undergraduate education 

by “identifying common ground with our academic colleagues, and make more 

permeable the tightly-bounded borders that separate academic affairs and student 

affairs” (Schroeder, 1996, p. 2).  According to Schroeder (1999), seamless learning 

environments require high functioning collaborative efforts to create powerful 

educational environments and sustainable partnerships.  Despite the many calls for 
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creating new idea of creating new dialogue around modification of the curricular 

program to include faculty outside the classroom, the reality still exists that the culture 

and nature of these two groups are quite different (Bourassa & Kruger, 2001).  

Collaborative, holistic partnerships that serve students well may be the goal but 

achieving this mutually respected and beneficial relationship by blurring the divisive 

lines is complicated (Magolda, 2005).  Understanding more about the nature of faculty 

roles, values, and culture is crucial in confronting the obstacles hindering partnerships 

(Magolda, 2005; Pearson & Bowman, 2000). 

Understanding Faculty and Student Affairs 

One of the barriers to adequate communication between faculty and residential 

life staff is the effects seen by the historic specialization of faculty disciplines and the 

divisional roles in the institution itself (Blimling, 1981; Schroeder, 1996; Pearson & 

Bowman, 2000; Schroeder, 1999).  Blimling (1981) wrote about the impact of the 

“compartmentalized university” (p. 1) and its propensity to guide the intellectual 

development of students without consideration to the emotional and social aspects of 

their lives.  This notion is outlined succinctly in a frequently-cited case study of 

faculty and student affairs collaboration by Philpott and Strange (2003).  Over the 

course of the planning and implementation of a residential college in a large, 

Midwestern university, a lack of understanding of culture, distinctive language, 

educational backgrounds and interests, and values emerged from both academic and 

student affairs facilitators as they tried to develop a collaborative partnership (Philpott 

& Strange, 2003).   
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Not only did the bureaucracy, institutional history, and infrequent contact 

between facilitators create a strain in their collaborative work but the differences in 

how each live out their values and goals caused misunderstandings and inefficiencies 

(Philpott & Strange, 2003).  However productive and hopeful the planning and 

implementation stages seemed to be in creating a new, sustainable partnership, the 

faculty and student affairs collaborators ultimately fell into their traditional roles when 

implementing the program (Philpott & Strange, 2003).  As Philpott and Strange (2003) 

discussed, the faculty and student affairs staff came from “respectively different, and 

well established, systems of socialization and rewards.  To do anything different at this 

stage was not only unfamiliar, but it proved to be a significant challenge for each 

constituency” (p. 90).  They recounted value-based differences associated with 

professional reward systems, talents, workload priorities, inclinations, and power 

differentials as a result of this experience (Philpott & Strange, 2003).   

Although faculty and student affairs staff were interested and committed in 

establishing a new learning environment in this residential college, differences 

between “espoused values” and “enacted values” seem to be a significant issue in 

creating an effective program (Philpott & Strange, 2003).  Notably, Philpott and 

Strange (2003) suggest individual reflective work by each partner is necessary to 

understand each constituent’s own cultural experience and then progress can be made 

with the assistance of a knowledgably interested, but neutral party to help guide the 

collaborative process across the traditional boundaries of both sides.  The subcultures 

of both faculty and student affairs prove difficult to navigate; however, complicating 
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the issue is that both do not possess a strong sense of self-awareness of their own 

norms and values (Magolda, 2005; Philpott & Strange, 2003). 

Examining faculty and student affairs culture is an essential step in building 

effective these types of partnerships (Blake, 1996; Love, Kuh, MacKay, & Hardy, 

1993; Magolda, 2005; Philpott & Strange, 2003).  Despite the obstacles and 

misunderstandings, most faculty and student affairs staff want to work together and 

have a genuine desire to have a unified plan to improve student learning (Blake, 1996; 

Philpott & Strange, 2003; Schroeder, 1996).  Understanding the role and culture of 

faculty and student affairs staff is an important background for this study, as 

successful learning communities depend on establishing collaborative partnerships 

(Love et al., 1993; Magolda, 2005; Philpott & Strange, 2003). 

Faculty Role and Culture 

In Kuh and Whitt’s (1988) book titled, The Invisible Tapestry: Culture in 

American Colleges and Universities, several definitions of culture are offered but the 

one most applicable to higher education is: 

the collective, mutually shaping pattern of norms, values, practices, beliefs, 

and assumptions that guide the behavior of individuals and groups in an 

institution of higher education and provide a frame of reference within which 

to interpret the meaning of events and actions on and off campus.  (p. 13) 

Therefore, the culture of an institution is evident through its stories, beliefs, traditions, 

rituals, and community interactions (Whitt, 1997).  The impressions or products of 

institutional culture are complex and those important to faculty have foundations that 
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which governs the profession, institutional procedure, and the purpose of higher 

education (Love et al, 1993; Whitt, 1997).  According to Austin (1990), faculty exhibit 

four main cultures: “the academic profession, the discipline, the academy as an 

organization within a national system, and the specific type of institution” (p. 62).  

Faculty understand their culture through the shared values of knowledge acquisition 

and dissemination of it to others, academic freedom and autonomy, and collegiality 

(Austin, 1990; Kuh & Whitt, 1988).   

Faculty seek knowledge through the familiar trio of research, teaching, and 

service (Amey, 1999; Austin, 1990; Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995; Kuh & Whitt, 

1988).  The workplace for a faculty member relates to their scholarly production and 

regardless of the priorities fluctuating between research and teaching, producing and 

sharing knowledge is an essential role of the academic (Austin, 1990; Blackburn & 

Lawrence, 1995).  Many professors seek this profession for selfless reasons like the 

love of teaching, opportunities to connect with young people; however, some view 

intrinsic rewards tied to extrinsic benefits of reward and incentive systems like 

promotion and tenure or merit salaries (Moore and Amey, 1993, as cited in Amey, 

1999).  Expectations regarding publishing, promotions and tenure, and individual 

teaching loads vary from institution, discipline, department, and faculty status 

(Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995; Love et al., 1993; Kuh & Whitt, 1988).  As Blackburn 

and Lawrence (1995) point out in their book, Faculty at Work: Motivation, 

Expectation, Satisfaction, faculty ascribe to the adage of “publish or perish” as do 
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colleagues and departments in reviews as expectations for productivity and achieving 

higher ranks (p. 77).  

Priorities of the faculty. In Ernest Boyer’s (1990) Carnegie Foundation 

special report titled, Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the Professoriate, he 

points out that not only undergraduate students lose out when faculty concentrate 

almost exclusively on research, but explains that faculty are at a disadvantage as well.  

While many are vocationally committed to teaching or serving institutional or 

community needs, most realize their professional obligations receive recognition 

through reputation and status (Boyer, 1990).  Boyer (1990) suggests that the academe 

“take a step back and reflect on the variety of functions academics are expected to 

perform” and redefine what it is to be a scholar.  Boyer (1990) believes the conflict 

between researching and teaching “demoralizes the professoriate, erodes the vitality of 

the institution, and cannot help but have a negative impact on students” (pp. 2-3).  In 

this pivotal report, Boyer (1990), calls for a “diversity with dignity in American higher 

education—a national network of higher learning institutions in which each college 

and university takes pride in its own distinctive mission…” (p. 64).  In addition to 

emphasizing a more integrated idea of student learning, Boyer (1990) suggests a team 

approach with collaboration and networking across the institution, in the name of 

reshaping programs for a changing society.  In this way, Boyer (1990) suggests an 

examination of campus mission, faculty culture and reward systems, and sees 

improvements to undergraduate education through the development of a community of 

scholars.  



 

 

 

 70 

 

However, the reality still exists on many college campuses, that teaching is still 

not rewarded and balancing professional and personal workload is paramount to most 

faculty (Boyer, 1990; Kennedy, 2011).  Faculty workload of teaching and research is 

an important factor in determining motivation for participating in collaborative work 

(Kennedy, 2011).  Understanding how faculty allocate, engage in and prioritize their 

work is an important factor in their motivation to do collaborative work (Blackburn & 

Lawrence, 1995; Kennedy, 2011).  Collaborative work requires time away from work 

designated as significant to advancing the career, department, or field of the faculty 

member (Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995; Einarson & Clarksberg, 2004; Kennedy, 

2011; Kennedy & Townsend, 2005).  Balancing a professional workload of research, 

teaching, and service is the most stressful part of the job (Kennedy, 2011).  As critics 

of the established publish or perish model continue to argue for an improved 

undergraduate education, faculty experience high-stakes competition for publications, 

funding, and other opportunities to advance their reputation and work (Amey, 1999; 

Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995).  Internal pressures for promotion and tenure, 

institutional reputation—rewarded often by institutional grants, work space, and 

human resources, and funded time from teaching responsibilities, create more 

demands on faculty’s inclination to collaborate (Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995). 

Therefore, faculty consider time valuable and use it as an indicator of 

participation and involvement in additional work.  “What distinguishes academics 

from most other professional groups is the latitude they enjoy in how they spend their 

time” (Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995, p. 82).  Blackburn and Lawrence (1995) point 
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out the discrepancies in the perception of others in how faculty use their time—on 

campus, in the community, and in the laboratory.  Although faculty enjoy the 

privileges associated with autonomy to do their work, allocate their time, and “satisfy 

their interests”, most feel pressured to be accountable to students, parents, and the 

institution for strong teaching but also accountable to their department, colleagues and 

themselves to achieve success through promotion and tenure (Blackburn & Lawrence, 

1995, p. 82).   

Relatedly, the importance of academic freedom and autonomy is found in the 

pursuit of knowledge, the process of inquiry and peer review, and in the independence 

shown colleges and universities toward structure, reward systems, and mission (Kuh & 

Whitt, 1988).  Although faculty value independent work and can perceive 

collaborations time consuming, most value collegiality, most importantly as it relates 

to institutional governance (Love et al., 1993).  Research has shown other positive 

collegial relationships significant when linked to shared department goals, institutional 

vision, multidisciplinary connections, and an interest in affecting the learning 

environment (Browne et al., 2009; Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Jessup-Anger et al., 

2011; Rhoads, 2009).  Additionally, studies indicated that when the faculty group 

share personal goals (Jessup-Anger et al., 2011; Kennedy, 2011), personal values, and 

commitment to the program goals (Einarson & Clarksberg, 2004; Golde & Pribbenow, 

2000), faculty members were more likely to participate in activities outside the 

classroom like living learning programs.   
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Additionally, the faculty experience within an institution can be similar and 

have a profound influence on workload priorities, student interactions, and career 

aspirations (Austin, 1990; Kuh & Whitt, 1988).  Faculty feel connected to those in 

their discipline by similarly identifying with the institutional culture as it relates to 

their role at the institution.  Those faculty at large institutions prioritize research and 

value interactions with colleagues, both in departments and in the greater field.  At 

liberal arts colleges, with a traditional emphasis on educating students holistically, the 

small departments have colleagues that interact frequently, maintain adequate 

professional relationships within their field through limited resourced research 

(Austin, 1990).  Overall, the institutional type and culture has a significant influence 

on faculty roles and culture (Austin, 1990), making it essential to consider the faculty 

culture and experience when creating collaborative programs between academic and 

student affairs. 

Influence of institutional type.  The institutional type and mission of the 

college or university guide the socialization of the faculty and determines the 

expectations for performance (Clark, 1963, as cited by Kuh & Whitt, 1988).  For 

instance, the emphasis on teaching at a liberal arts college or community college 

affects how scholarly projects are viewed and also how faculty choose to spend their 

time at the institution and as a contributor to their field (Austin, 1990).  Faculty at a 

large research institution may weigh the incentives offered for participation in 

activities outside the promotion and tenure requirements against committing personal 

and professional resources (Fitzpatrick, 2011; Jessup-Anger et al., 2011; Kennedy, 
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2011).  As institutions change and introduce new learning initiatives, faculty work and 

expectations evolve, specifically with attention to institutional reputation, 

departmental ambitions, or strategic goals (Amey, 1999).  As Kuh and Whitt (1988) 

write in their book, The Invisible Tapestry: Culture in American College and 

Universities: 

An institution’s ethos, traditions, and heroes are powerful cultural 

determinants.  How faculty and students spend their time, with whom they 

interact, what people “perceive” the culture to be, and the manner in which the 

norms and values of the institution shape behavior in the midst of crises seem 

to be key aspects of institutional culture. (p. 49) 

According to Elizabeth Blake (1996) in her article, The Yin & Yang of Student 

Learning in Colleges, and revealed similarly in other research articles, she recounts 

the pervasive intercultural issues impeding successful collaborations between 

academic and student affairs.  Issues revolve around different personalities (Blake, 

1996; Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Love et al., 1993), faculty reward and incentive 

systems (Blake, 1996; Fitzpatrick, 2011; Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Jessup-Anger et 

al., 2011; Kennedy, 2011; Kennedy & Townsend, 2005; Love et al., 1993; Philpott & 

Strange, 2003), disparity in how learning occurs inside and outside the classroom 

(Blake, 1996; Fitzpatrick, 2011; Magolda, 2005; Philpott & Strange, 2003; Sandeen, 

2004), perceptions of power and institutional authority (Blake, 1996; Fitzpatrick, 

2011; Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Magolda, 2005; Philpott & Strange, 2003; Whitt, 

1997), negative responses from colleagues about balancing time (Kennedy, 2011) and 
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pressing family demands (Golde & Pribbenow, 2000).  Some faculty will not 

participate in collaborations unless involvement results in meaningful exchange, 

including an academic foundation, and a distinct and clear purpose (Cox & Orehovec, 

2007; Fitzpatrick, 2011; Kennedy, 2011; Magolda, 2005; Rhoads, 2009).  Careful 

consideration to culture, experience, and environment can reveal supports and 

advantages as well as problems and tensions—all of which will reveal important 

elements in creating sustainable learning environments.  This information is 

foundationally valuable to this research study as it illustrates the different priorities 

and challenges impacting a faculty member’s interest and motivation in participating 

in a residential learning community. 

Student Affairs Role and Culture 

Throughout history and today, the student affairs profession remains an 

important catalyst in the transformation of higher education because of its ability to 

grow and adapt for the changing student (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Long, 2012; 

Thelin, 2011).  A college or university tends to take more steps in order to change 

organizational culture (Long, 2012).  However, student affairs organizations can 

facilitate faster growth through changes in policy, approach, technology, and 

personnel structures (Long, 2012).  Leadership in student affairs incorporates 

educating the whole student, fostering a sense of community and belonging, and 

stimulating change through collaborative processes.  According to Patrick G. Love and 

Sandra M. Estanek (2004) in their book, Rethinking Student Affairs Practice, to have 

meaningful experiences for students, leaders must start with inclusive, collaborative 
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decision-making and for student affairs, relationship building inspires opportunities 

for shared vision for collaborative work.  Providing the appropriate direction and 

leadership for a changing student population is an important facet of the student affairs 

staff and is often accomplished amidst the structure and culture of the institution (Barr 

& Sandeen, 2016).   

Collaboration and relationship building is a key element in facilitating student 

learning and programming in the residence halls (Blimling, 2015; Schroeder, 1999; 

Schroeder & Mable, 1994) and, according to Bourassa and Kruger (2001), has been a 

point of discussion since the publication of the 1949 Student Personnel Point of View.  

However, the historical distinctiveness between curricular and cocurricular goals, the 

perspective of student affairs profession as an ancillary function to the academic 

mission (Schroeder, 1999), the debate regarding how students learn, and the 

differences in rewards and incentives between faculty and student affairs all are 

challenges to collaboration (Arnold & Kuh, 1999; Bourassa & Kruger, 2001).  

Nevertheless, the field of student development has spent the last thirty years, with the 

support of scholarly journals, publications, and conferences of the American College 

Personnel Association (ACPA) and the National Association of Student Personnel 

Administrators (NASPA), promoting collaborations necessary to achieve improved 

student success (Bourassa & Kruger, 2001).  Gradually, conversations shifted to how 

to increase involvement of residential students in their own learning and promote 

faculty engagement as a comprehensive living-learning approach.  Several programs 

began to emerge such as faculty-in-residence, first-year experience, and learning 
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communities (Bourassa & Kruger, 2001).  However, still critical to these programs 

and successful academic-student affairs collaborations is understanding participants’ 

experiences, perspectives, and cultures (AAHE, ACPA, & NASPA, 1998; Bourassa & 

Kruger, 2001). 

Student Affairs Values 

The historic and philosophical underpinnings of the student affairs field is 

comprised of academic concepts derived from developmental psychology, sociology, 

and organizational theories (Allen & Garb, 1993; Baxter Magolda & Magolda, 2011).  

Winston & Saunders (1991) aptly summarize the foundational philosophical beliefs 

described in much of the literature: a holistic approach (educating the whole student), 

embracing humanism (seeing the value in others and self-awareness), realism and 

reasonableness (employing common sense and expediency), and individualism 

(appreciation of differences in people and approach).  Student affairs professionals 

view students, education, and the college experience through these lenses and offer 

integrative practices to provide students with opportunities for academic and personal 

development (Baxter Magolda & Magolda, 2011).  

The core values of the student affairs profession are outlined in the 

foundational report of the Student Personnel Point of View (1937) emphasizing the 

need to educate the whole student and with the next version of the report in 1949, 

revealed a total of 17 functional objectives in which to provide academic, admission, 

recreational, housing, and counseling support for the individual needs of every student 

(ACE, 1937, 1949).  As time passed, the role of student affairs professionals changed 
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focus from service to education just as the greater institution shifted from a parental 

role to an educational one (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968; Long, 2012).  However, the core 

values deeply rooted in the profession have not changed but have been broadened and 

defined more the conditions in which it best to foster and promote student learning 

(Blimling, 2015; Long, 2012).   

Robert Young (1993), a contributing voice on the scholarship of student affairs 

profession, further outlines core values for student affairs and defines best practices 

for the development of student’s intellectual, psychological, and emotional well-being 

(Kuh & Whitt, 1988; Love et al., 1993).  These core values guide the culture of the 

student affairs profession and provide a realistic perspective of the development of its 

personnel, programs, and services (Long, 2012; Young, 1993).  According to Young 

(1993), student affairs commit to the following values: educating the whole student, 

caring for individuals, service to students and the institution, building a sense of 

community, and equality.  Although some professionals enact these values in different 

ways, commonalities exist in how most student affairs professionals approach their 

work (Love et al., 1993).  Most stand committed to “the development of the whole 

student including basic and developmental needs, active learning and participation, 

and the importance of accepting and celebrating human differences” (Love et al., 

1993, p. 46).   

Significant to the discussion regarding student affairs roles and values in a 

college or university is Blimling’s (2001) Four Communities of Practice in Student 

Affairs.  The four communities of practice include: student affairs profession: student 
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administration, student services, student development and student learning and each is 

illustrative of the historical evolution of the field (Blimling, 2001).  These four 

communities of practice demonstrate the contradictions found in student affairs but 

also illustrate how contextually these assumptions can affect how an individual, 

department, or a campus community functions.  As Blimling (2001) writes, “Each 

(community) conveys the message of that is expected, how the work is done, and what 

it means to be a student affairs practitioner” (Blimling, 2001, p. 387).  How a 

community of practice is viewed and lived out at an institution is dependent on the 

experiences, needs, and history of an organization and its people (Blimling, 2001).   

Drawn from an historical roots, two communities of practice result from 

educational philosophy—student development and student learning while the other 

two originate from a management perspective: student administration and student 

services.  Summarizing the management orientations first, the student administrator 

views responsibilities from a resource management perspective and concentrates 

efforts on organizational and leadership functions (Blimling, 2001).  Roles and 

responsibilities focus on efficiency of protocols, procedures, and rules.  According to 

Blimling (2001), this is the perspective many faculty view as the purpose of student 

affairs work.  Similarly, student services, the second of the management orientations, 

maintains a managerial role but views it from a customer service outlook (Blimling, 

2001).  The focus for these professionals is consistent with providing high-quality, 

satisfactory service for all students (Blimling, 2001).  Seen as practically minded and 

applicable to many campus offices, this community of practice for student affairs 
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addresses demands for “accountability measures for higher education” through student 

satisfaction (Blimling, 2001, p. 389).   

The following two communities of practice, student development and student 

learning, have orientations that are founded in developmental psychology field 

(Blimling, 2001).  Practitioners of the student development approach know, 

understand, and use psychosocial and cognitive development theories for college-aged 

students to facilitate student growth and success (Blimling, 2001).  Blimling (2001) 

writes, “Student affairs practitioners who have adopted this community of practice 

argue that their work is equal to that of the classroom” (p. 389).  The last community 

of practice, the student learning approach, takes a wider view and includes more than 

only developmental theories (Blimling, 2001).  These professionals recognize and 

commit to working on student engagement and view it as fundamental to active 

learning and student success (Blimling, 2001).  These last two communities of practice 

reflect the elements integral to the implementation and success of high-impact 

educational practices such as residential learning communities.  Investigating and 

analyzing a college’s community of practice reveals the character, roles, contexts, and 

approaches important to that organization and could be an important factor when 

researching the colleges and RLCs of this study (Blimling, 2001). 

Influence of Institution Type 

As it affects faculty culture, institutional type is a factor in student affairs 

culture as it can be drastically altered by the institutional size, mission, student 

population, staffing, and other resources (Love et al., 1993).  Similar to faculty, the 
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organizational structure, responsibilities, and workload priorities are influenced by the 

nature of the institution (Love et al., 1993; Paine, 2013).  For example, community 

colleges attract a non-traditional student population and require different services to 

accommodate the variety of student needs associated with part-time students, students 

with families, and students needing more academic support services (Love et al., 

1993).  Students at small, residential campuses expect frequent contact with peers, 

faculty, and staff and the student affairs structure reflects a tighter, more nurturing 

environment (Love et al., 1993; McAleenan & Kuh, 1986; Paine, 2013).  At these 

smaller institutions, staff have multiple roles and are considered “generalists, 

responsible for more than one area of student affairs or a greater portion of the 

department in which they work” (Love et al., 1993, p. 46).  In contrast, larger 

institutions have more specialized student affairs staff who have more focused 

functions like judicial affairs or leadership programs (Love et al., 1993; McAleenan & 

Kuh, 1986).  Similar to the consequences found in faculty culture, these 

specializations can lead to obstacles to collaborations due to less opportunities for 

student or staff in-person meetings and challenges in establishing a common language 

or shared goals and values (Arcelus, 2011; Love et al., 1993). 

Engaging in Collaboration 

As a complementary response to Chickering and Gamson’s (1987), Seven 

Principles of Good Practice in Undergraduate Education, the two professional 

organizations associated with the student affairs profession, the American College 

Personnel Association (ACPA) and the National Association of Student Personnel 
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Administrators (NASPA) offered the document the Principles of Good Practice for 

Student Affairs (ACPA & NASPA, 1998) as guidelines on how student affairs staff 

will contribute to and advance student learning through collaborative educational 

partnerships, program assessment, resource stewardship, inclusive communities.  This 

document also reiterated core values threaded through the fabric of the profession: 

Values evident across the history of student affairs work include an acceptance 

and appreciation of individual differences; lifelong learning; education for 

effective citizenship; student responsibility; ongoing assessment of learning and 

performance (students’ and our own); pluralism and multiculturalism; ethical 

and reflective student affairs practice; supporting and meeting the needs of 

students as individuals and in groups; and freedom of expression with civility. 

(ACPA & NASPA, 1998, p. 2) 

Over the last eighty years, other foundational reports mentioned in this review and 

presented by professional associations, educational agencies, and the federal 

government, share a common theme that remains an essential agenda item for student 

affairs: student learning (AAHE, ACPA, & NASPA, 1998; ACPA, 1994; ACPA & 

NASPA, 1998; ACPA & NASPA, 2004; Boyer, 1990; Chickering & Gamson, 1987).  

The literature demonstrates a commitment by the student affairs profession to establish 

an educator’s role in the institution within the organizational structures of institution 

and an emphasis on working with collegiate partners to enrich the college experience 

(Long, 2012; Love et al., 1993; Manning, Kinzie, & Schuh, 2014).   
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The report by a joint task force of ACPA and NASPA (2010) called 

Envisioning the Future of Student Affairs, outlines the merits of these same documents 

and similarly lists five integral themes reiterated throughout this work and the 

mentioned others that guide the profession: 

(1) defining the nature of student affairs work, (2) developing and expanding 

theories and research to inform practice, (3) responding to, and increasing, 

the diversity of students, (4) demonstrating accountability for student 

learning and success, and (5) designing and ensuring professional 

development for effective student affairs practice. (ACPA & NASPA, 

2010, pp. 1-2) 

These themes provide the framework in which to confront the demarcated constructs 

of student learning, previously thought to only be held by academics, and integrate the 

personal development through the interplay of student affairs (ACPA & NASPA, 

2010).  However, this document, unlike most of the other publications, offers no 

recommendations to those in the field as to how to further design the future of student 

affairs (ACPA & NASPA, 2010).  Moreover, the authors advise focusing on the 

purpose and values most important to the work of student affairs because, as they 

emphasize, without considering the context and conditions evident at an institution, 

offering “next steps” would be “unproductive” (ACPA & NASPA, 2010, p. 13).  The 

field of student affairs can be best understood by examining the philosophies, core 

values, and experiences through the viewpoint of a campus culture (Kuh, Shedd, & 

Whitt, 1987; Love et al., 1993).  However, irrespective of campus culture or personal 
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style, student affairs staff see collaboration and cooperation with faculty as a core 

value of the profession and little can be accomplished in the realm of student learning 

without the support of the faculty and institutional community (Barr & Sandeen, 

2016). 

A general comparison of values between faculty and student affairs describes 

the differences in perspective and considerations needed when collaborating (Love et 

al., 1993).  First, faculty and student affairs staff focus on different student needs: 

faculty devote efforts on the dissemination of knowledge through teaching and 

research while student affairs considers student development through holistic 

programming that is foundational to their work (Love et al., 1993).  Each values 

collegiality in their work but the faculty view of it is through self-governance and 

hierarchy; student affairs sees collegiality as teamwork (Love et al., 1993).  In 

comparing collaboration and autonomy, the faculty role rewards autonomy verses 

collaboration with respect to the nature of their role of teacher and scholar and 

collaboration can be seen as a hindrance to publishing (Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995; 

Love et al., 1993).  Lastly, in their work, faculty value thinking and reflecting while 

student affairs are often seen “doing over thinking and reflecting” (Love et al., 1993, 

p. 50).  This difference in work approach continues to illustrate the perception of 

student affairs as a service rather than education profession (Love et al., 1993).   

The most obvious challenge in collaboration lies with the competing, and some 

would argue opposing, definition of learning (Arnold & Kuh, 1999).  Although faculty 

and student affairs professionals are working for the similar outcomes, their roles and 
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functions are tangential.  For faculty, the curriculum is the tool important for the 

intellectual development within a field or discipline and consider learning as that 

outcome (Arnold & Kuh, 1999).  For student affairs professionals, learning is “not a 

product, such as mastery of a discipline, graduation, or post-degree employment 

(Arnold & Kuh, 1999).  Student affairs relies on the educational curriculum outside of 

the classroom so learning is viewed as a developmental process, including not only 

cognitive growth, but important milestones or “vectors” related to interpersonal skills, 

identity formation, and emotional competencies (Chickering & Reiser, 1993).  These 

are the same types of activities that faculty find superfluous and potentially interfere 

with academic commitments (Allen & Garb, 1993; Fitzpatrick, 2011).  In order to 

fully realize the collaborative capabilities of these two groups and given the focus of 

the literature from the 1990’s, the field of student affairs began to investigate and 

consider how to best collaborate with academic affairs to create learning communities 

under the best environmental conditions and respective to institutional needs. 

Establishing Partnerships 

In an article outlining a national study by the Educational Resources 

Information Center Clearinghouse on Higher Education, NASPA, and ACPA, Kezar 

(2001a) reports on trends for academic and student affairs collaborations and offers a 

set of principles for creating successful collaborations between academic and student 

affairs professionals.  Within these principles, several recurring themes emerge as 

important considerations: institutional differences, cultural environment, and structural 

strategies (Kezar, 2001a).  The development of successful collaborations is dependent 
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on institutional type and enrollment numbers—specifically when considering what has 

historically worked at the institution (Kezar, 2001a).  Critical analysis of senior 

leadership support, structural strategies such as incentives and additional personnel, 

and institutional obstacles such as time constraints, faculty resistance, and disciplinary 

divisions, is necessary for successful collaborations (Kezar, 2001a).  These points are 

critically important to providing a background to this study as most of the literature 

later reviewed includes studies of residential learning communities conducted only at 

large, research institutions. 

Moreover, the research team discovered that cooperation, student affairs 

attitudes, common goals, and personalities were factors significant to successful 

partnerships.  With regard to cultural strategies, Kezar (2001a) also writes:  

Be sure to create an environment of cooperation, develop cross-institutional 

dialogue, institute a common vision and goals, generate enthusiasm, examine 

personalities, evaluate who is being put on committees and cross-divisional 

work, foster involvement and a desire to increase student learning on your 

campus…” (p. 49-50) 

Therefore, differences in institutional type and faculty and student affairs staff 

attitudes, perceptions, and culture are important to the successful collaborative efforts 

of academic and student affairs.  As Love et al. (1993) concludes, the subculture of 

faculty and student affairs are determined and influenced by the nature of the 

institution—its ethos of learning, disciplines and specializations, mission, and 

institutional size and setting.  Therefore, a comprehensive review of institutional 
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culture, including that of faculty and student affairs staff, is a critical and necessary 

step for the success of collaborative efforts that promote student learning.   

For student affairs, not only are academic and student affairs partnerships 

important to the professional obligation to enhance student learning but it also is a tool 

for improving undergraduate education (Long, 2012; Schroeder, 1999).  Seen as an 

“integrated view of the learning process” (Schroeder, 1999) and enhanced through 

programs such as learning communities (LC), combining curricular and out-of-class 

activities is the “hallmark of a successful educational experience…when increased 

cognitive understanding is complemented by increased sense of self, personal 

maturity, and interpersonal effectiveness” (King & Baxter Magolda, 1996, p. 163).  As 

colleges and universities continue to seek different ways to improve on the value of a 

college education, these collaborative partnerships have become more important as 

colleges and universities seek different ways to enhance the student learning 

experience and offer a higher quality educational experience (Hainline, Gaines, Long 

Feather, Padilla, & Terry, 2010).  

In their article, A National Dialogue on Academic and Student Affairs 

Collaboration, Bourassa and Kruger (2001) present a ten-year review of the 

documents and presentations put forward by the student affairs professional 

associations, American College Personnel Association (ACPA) and the National 

Association for Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA).  In it, they point out the 

academic-student affairs programmatic shift from single departmental initiatives to 

popular and effective campus-based programs such as faculty-in-residence (FIR), first-



 

 

 

 87 

 

year experience (FYE), learning communities (LC), freshmen interest groups (FIGs), 

faculty-student life events and faculty training.  These types of programs inherently 

link faculty with student affairs by offering collaborations that are categorically 

structural, programmatic, or curricular in nature (Hirsch & Burack, 2001; Schroeder, 

1999).  Examples of structural programs such as combined trainings or shared work 

spaces can help to amend organizational and “functional silos” (Schroeder, Minor, & 

Tarkow, 1999, p. 61) often exhibited by academic and student affairs alike and foster 

greater understanding and mutual respect for one (Hirsch & Burack, 2001; Schroeder 

et al., 1999).  Programmatic collaborations such as orientation programs and first-year 

seminars often provide both academic and student affairs staff with opportunities to 

participate in activities outside their traditional roles and also bring awareness of 

others’ roles (Hirsch & Burack, 2001; Schroeder et al., 1999).  For instance, faculty 

can interact informally with students at nightly orientation events while student affairs 

staff can help faculty plan and co-teach classes like a portion of a first-year seminar 

(Hirsch & Burack, 2001).   

Lastly, curricular programs create opportunities for academic and student 

affairs to work together and successfully bridge coursework with out-of-the-classroom 

experiences (Hirsch & Burack, 2001).  As an example, LCs offer an extension of the 

classroom learning from one or more courses to other learning environments like the 

dining hall or residence hall where faculty, students and staff can informally interact 

(Hirsch & Burack, 2001).  According to Blimling (1981), the best opportunity to find 

common ground and each bring complementary strengths to best educate students can 
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be found through programming in the residence hall.  In addition to increasing 

communication between student and academic affairs, Blimling (1981) strongly urges 

residential life professionals to create a meaningful educational experience in the 

residence halls—one that encourages peer interactions, active learning, and positive 

community living.  According to Blimling (1981), in doing this, residence life staff 

can function as a true partner in student learning.  He writes, “Residence halls do not 

supplement the educational experience; they are part of it.  Our programs are not 

extracurricular; they are cocurricular.  The difference is not semantic but conceptual” 

(Blimling, 1981, p. 9).  Residence hall educators have an understanding of student 

development and their contribution is as necessary as faculty are to the educational 

mission of an institution (Blimling, 1981).   

Learning communities, especially those with a residential component, known 

as residential learning communities (RLCs) have emerged as an example of a 

collaborative partnership. (Hirsch & Barack, 2001; Schein, 2005; Schroeder et al., 

1999; Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  The most applicable definition for this study found in 

the literature comes from Howard Schein (2005) in his article about “Unit One”—a 

half century old residential learning community (RLC) located on the campus of 

Urbana-Champaign at the University of Illinois.  He defines RLCs as “academic 

programs housed in residence halls, [have] developmental underpinnings, frequently 

incorporate academic themes or courses, and they frequently are structured in response 

to their campus’s specific needs” (p. 75).  
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These communities offer important peer and faculty connections, provide an 

active learning environment with opportunities to reflect and make connections of 

coursework outside the classroom, and offer a unique community setting in which to 

academically and socially develop and learn (Hirsch & Barack, 2001; Inkelas & 

Weisman, 2003; Schein, 2005; Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  Similarly, Smith (1993) 

further differentiates between a residential college model and a residence-based 

educational model by writing, “a classical residential college is characterized by one 

factor: faculty reside among their students” (p. 5, as cited in Shapiro & Levine, 1999, 

p. 36) while a space that is seen as a living learning center has intentional academic 

events like tutoring, discussion groups, field trips, and in-hall classroom facilities 

(Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  Important to this study and literature review, RLCs have 

an academic component that transcends basic residential educational programming 

often facilitated solely by the residential life team (Schein, 2005).   

By design, RLCs foster an intentionally integrated curricular and cocurricular 

experience.  Shapiro and Levine (1999) state that this integration may make this type 

of learning community “the most radical…because they challenge and require change 

within multiple university systems: curriculum, teaching, and housing” (p. 37).  Most 

RLCs depend on the “cosponsorship” of faculty and specifically, the housing office--

with its clearly defined staff roles and responsibilities (Schein, 2005, p. 76).  Some 

research has been done on faculty participation in residential learning communities but 

scant research specifically aimed at understanding the professional residential life staff 

involvement in RLCs.  This section of the literature review analyses both faculty and 
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residential life involvement in RLCs and identifies some common elements grounded 

in the literature.  Understanding more about the research of RLCs and connections to 

educational practices and institutional types will provide an important context for the 

basis of this study and demonstrate the gap in literature of this type of learning 

communities in small, residential colleges. 

Residential Learning Communities 

The research on residential learning communities (RLCs) reveals not only a 

lack of consensus regarding definition and model (Inkelas, Soldner, Longerbeam, & 

Brown Leonard, 2008; Shapiro & Levine, 1999; Soldner & Szelenyi, 2008) but also a 

scarcity in volume of research on faculty and staff participation in such programs.  

Beginning in the 1990’s, a proliferation of research on living learning programs and 

the impact on college student outcomes flooded the literature.  Studies on program 

typology, design, and environments reported on the student benefits associated with 

learning communities (Frazier & Eighmy, 2012; Inkelas & Soldner, 2011; Inkelas et 

al., 2008; Inkelas & Weisman, 2003; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Pike et al., 1997; 

Schroeder et al., 1999; Shapiro & Levine, 1999; Tinto, 2003).  However, an 

exhaustive search of the literature that included but also extended beyond the student 

perspective revealed an absence in research regarding the faculty and more 

specifically professional, live-in residential life staff involvement in residentially-

based learning communities.  In the few studies found, common elements were 

revealed about RLCs and the experiences noted by faculty and/or professional 

residential life staff.  Six themes emerged in the literature analysis: student 
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interactions, personnel and institutional culture, sense of collegiality, clarity of role 

and purpose (in the RLC), department/institutional support, and time commitment. 

Student Interactions 

In the qualitative study by Golde and Pribbenow (2000), faculty participating 

in two RLCs at the University of Wisconsin-Madison cited student interaction as the 

primary benefit for their RLC participation.  For some, students became “more real” 

(Golde & Pribbenow, 2000, p. 33), and as a result of intentional RLC participation, 

faculty learned more about the student experience (Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Haynes 

& Janosik, 2012; Kennedy & Townsend, 2005; Philpott & Strange, 2003).  

Additionally, some faculty report improvements to their teaching methods (Kuh et al., 

1991; Rhoads, 2009), while in contrast, Kennedy and Townsend (2005) report that 

some faculty chose not to get involved in outside the classroom experiences due to 

their own discomfort and personality styles.  In Fitzpatrick’s (2011) narrative about his 

experience in two research-extensive institutions as an involved faculty member, he 

mentioned both the variety of opportunities for engagement and ways RLCs forge 

mentoring relationships with students as influential in his participation in cocurricular 

experiences like RLCs.   

Faculty report intrinsic rewards for interacting with students through 

involvement in RLCs (Ayres, 2004; Haynes & Janosik, 2012).  According to Haynes 

and Janosik’s study on member benefits for both faculty and residential life staff, both 

groups reported the top intrinsic benefits as “held conversations with students about 

topics not related to class”, “greater interaction with students” and making “a 
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difference in students’ lives” (p. 37).  In a study on faculty participation in RLCs, 

Williams (2006) found that faculty will participate if they have a positive perception 

around the benefit for students.  The individual faculty member will be more likely to 

participate in the development and remain involved in the RLC if they believe students 

benefit from their direct involvement (Williams, 2006).   

According to the literature and as it relates to faculty participation, the type of 

interaction between students and faculty is a factor in RLC faculty involvement.  

Regarding his own inclination for participation, Fitzpatrick (2011) criticizes faculty 

invitations to purely social in-hall programs and asks “are we just eating pizza” as a 

way to discuss how some faculty will not participate in outside the classroom 

experiences unless connected to an academic component.  Studies investigating 

faculty motivations for participating found personal rewards were derived from the 

facilitation of student learning and being involved in their intellectual and social 

growth (Ayres, 2004; Fitzpatrick, 2011; Kennedy, 2011; Williams, 2006).  Faculty 

wanted to understand students more and contribute to their learning on a deeper level 

(Kennedy, 2011) and, according to Cox and Orehovec (2007), the frequency and type 

of interactions can be distinctive across different institutions.  However, Cox and 

Orehovec (2007) reveal five types of student-faculty interactions: disengagement, 

incidental contact, functional interaction, personal interaction, and mentoring and 

found all types except for disengagement led to positive student outcomes.   
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Personnel and Institutional Culture 

The type of interaction has value for the student when it is matched to the 

context and successes found at that institution (Cox & Orehovec, 2007).  Cox and 

Orehovec (2007) encourage looking separately at the institutional culture when 

considering faculty interaction as “the cultures of these residential learning 

communities, however, represent just one component of the student experience and 

may only minimally mediate a larger institutional culture (Cox & Orehovec, 2007, p. 

358).  Student-faculty interactions still is dependent on the individual programs and 

structures of the RLCs (Cox & Orehovec, 2007; Inkelas et al., 2008).  According to 

Inkelas et al. (2008), the typology and elements most effective in facilitating positive 

student outcomes for RLCs are small, limited resourced residential life-based 

programs and large, generously funded programs experiencing highly integrated 

collaborations between academic and student affairs.  Understanding the nature and 

culture of each institution, including faculty and staff culture, is important in 

facilitating effective student-faculty interactions and ultimately designing residential 

learning communities (Cox & Orehovec, 2007; Whitt et al., 2008).  Identifying the 

behaviors most likely to improve faculty and staff participation and partnership are 

tied to this cultural context (Cox & Orehovec, 2007).   

According to Shapiro and Levine (1999), campus collaborations work best if 

planning is both inclusive (Fitzpatrick, 2011) and done early in the process.  These 

considerations are not deemed trivial but integral to the success of a learning 

community (Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  Assessing the campus culture is important 
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when collaborating with faculty and staff (Shapiro & Levine, 1999) but is missing in 

many of the studies investigating residential learning communities.  The differences in 

cultures, both in the RLC program and the institution as a whole, impact the success 

and value of student-faculty interactions (Cox & Orehovec, 2007; Shapiro & Levine, 

1999).  Whitt et al. (2008) discusses the importance of considering institutional culture 

in the article “‘Principles of Good Practice’ for Academic and Student Affairs 

Partnership Programs” by pointing out some lessons including cultural context for 

those interested in academic and student affairs partnerships.  The authors write: 

First, and perhaps most important, know your context [sic].  Institutional 

mission and culture matter.  Attempts to create partnership programs must 

attend to the educational purposes and values of the institution; goals and 

purposes of the program should be consistent with, and promote, those of the 

institution. (p. 246) 

In Philpott and Strange’s (2003) study investigating the dynamics involved in a 

faculty and student affairs collaboration in the implementation of a living-learning 

residential college program, the authors discussed both the planning and 

implementation stages with faculty and student affairs staff.  As Philpott and Strange 

(2003) noted, “faculty and student affairs seemed to generate noteworthy, but 

incomplete, understandings of each other’s cultures” (p. 85).  In the planning stages, 

faculty emphasized the need to have a rigorous academic experience, while the student 

affairs staff were focused on the community connections and saw faculty as “simply 

unrealistic and out of touch with the current generation” (p. 84).   
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In the article, “Understanding Faculty’s Motivation to Interact with Students 

Outside of Class”, Kennedy’s (2011) research offers a different perspective regarding 

culture and ties it to support from colleagues.  In Kennedy’s (2011) study, some 

faculty referenced an “underground culture” associated with participation and 

expressed hesitation in sharing their experiences with colleagues outside of the 

residential learning community (p. 18).  Others promoted a network comprised of 

faculty from other departments who provided professional support—or an 

underground network of participants.  Others felt isolated and said “faculty involved in 

these things don’t talk about it, so it was hard to find people to ask” (p. 18).  

Kennedy’s (2011) study demonstrates the personal differences in cultural perceptions 

between faculty even at the same institution but within different departments.  

Additionally, this perspective on culture and differences in departmental support is 

linked to another important element in faculty participation in RLCs: a sense of 

collegiality.   

Sense of Collegiality 

In many of the reviewed studies and in the literature on living learning 

programs, the sense of collegiality was a factor and a perceived benefit in participating 

in residential learning communities (Ayres, 2004; Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; 

Hargrave, 2002; Haynes & Janosik, 2012; Jessup-Anger et al., 2011).  Faculty 

acknowledged the collegial relationships forged with peers and viewed participation in 

RLCs as an opportunity to not only interact across disciplines but learn from others 

professionally (Golde & Pribbenew, 2000; Haynes & Janosik, 2012; Jessup-Anger et 
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al., 2011).  Jessup-Anger et al. (2011) found faculty viewed participation in newly 

formed residential colleges as opportunities to “cultivate relationships with cross-

disciplinary colleagues” (p. 65).  Ayres (2004) reported faculty experienced 

opportunities to exchange new and meaningful ideas as a result of participating in an 

RLC.  Additionally, some faculty remained engaged due to the opportunities to co-

teach and learn from others in different disciplines (Ayres, 2004).   

Similarly, in studies investigating both faculty and student affairs staff, Haynes 

and Janosik (2012) noted intrinsic benefits from both faculty and residential life staff 

in the areas of interactions.  Faculty acknowledged the importance of interacting with 

faculty peers across disciplines and but also found impactful interactions between 

student affairs and other faculty other than one’s own department, especially veteran 

faculty and staff and noted an increased sense of institutional community (Haynes & 

Janosik, 2012).  Residential life staff noted many of the same benefits in this study but 

significant differences were found in areas of incentives, workload, and participation 

in conferences.   

In this study, faculty were allotted money for meals and had a reduction in 

workload while residential life staff already receive meals as job compensation and 

work with living-learning programs as part of their job duties (Haynes & Janosik, 

2012)  Alternatively, residential life staff received opportunities to present at 

conferences more than faculty as a result of participation but were doing so at 

professional associations interested in living-learning programs—not those faculty 

generally frequent (Haynes & Janosik, 2012).  While the findings in this study support 
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shared and different benefits perceived by faculty and staff, these benefits may differ 

for those participating in residential learning communities at different types of 

institutions.  As Inkelas et al. (2008) reported, types of programs with limited funding 

still provided successful student outcomes as did those with generous funding and 

integrated personnel.  However, programs at different sized institutions may pose 

different benefits and challenges for faculty and staff considering support and 

collaborations may be perceived differently.  The sense of collegiality may be 

significantly different at an institution where faculty and staff have different 

relationships with students and each other, for example at a small institution.  As 

Howard Schein (2005) summarizes in his article on the nearly half-century old 

residential learning community called “Unit One” at the University of Illinois,  

On small campuses, this cosponsorship [between academic and student affairs] 

is usually collegial because all arms of the campus administration and the 

faculty are focused on the same goal: students’ development in their academic 

and personal realms.  On large campuses, however, where the faculty and 

student affairs agendas are not always coincidental, good working relationships 

are usually difficult to negotiate, maintain, and manage. (p. 76) 

The ethos of a small college emphasizes personal relationships between students, 

faculty, and staff and requires both faculty and staff to fulfill multiple roles on 

campus: administrator, advisor, confidant, committee members, and partner (Colwell, 

2006; Hawley & Kuh, 1986).  The relationships forged between faculty and staff not 

only serve students but also provide trust and credibility between academic and 
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student affairs (Colwell, 2006).  The environment and organizational structures of a 

small college enhances the strength of the small college through the “greater 

accessibility and availability of faculty and student affair staff with whom students are 

involved beyond the classroom (Hawley & Kuh, p.17).   

Clarity of Role and Purpose 

In the same article on “Unit One”, Howard Schein (2005) reported a 

bifurcation of roles and purpose for faculty and residential life staff as participants in 

the RLC program.  Faculty and staff were not required to commit to a particular goal 

or purpose and contributed the best ideas and strategies that advanced the educational 

process without an “agreed-upon route” (Schein, 2005, p. 83).  In this residential 

learning community, the distinctive contributions worked well.  However, many of 

other studies reported faculty were more interested in the residential learning 

community and felt motivated to participate if they agreed with the purposes of the 

program or understood their role and expectation for participation (Ayres, 2004; 

Fitzpatrick, 2011; Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Kennedy, 2011; Philpott & Strange, 

2003; Williams, 2006).  Faculty wanted to “make their mark on their surroundings” 

(Jessup-Anger et al., 2011, p. 65), value the cocurricular experiences for students 

(Ayres, 2004; Jessup-Anger et al., 2011; Williams, 2006) and wanted to be innovative 

(Ayres, 2004; Fitzpatrick, 2011; Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Jessup-Anger et al., 2011; 

Rhoads, 2009).  Additionally, most of the studies found faculty more likely to 

participate if they had a role in establishing the curricular components of the 
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community and were given a sense of autonomy in its execution (Golde & Pribbenow, 

2000; Fitzpatrick, 2011; Jessup-Anger et al., 2011).  

One of the obstacles causing increased tension between faculty and student 

affairs staff was the lack of defined roles in an RLC collaboration for faculty and 

student affairs staff (Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Kennedy, 2011; Kennedy & 

Townsend, 2005; Philpott & Strange, 2003).  In contrast to Schein (2005), other 

studies found faculty frustrated with the lack of understanding and knowledge from 

the student affairs staff regarding faculty roles, professional priorities, and 

expectations as to the purpose of the residential learning community (Ayres, 2004; 

Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Hargrave, 2002; Jessup-Anger et al., 2011; Philpott & 

Strange, 2003).  Philpott and Strange (2003) concluded in their study on faculty and 

staff collaborations that frustration was evident from both faculty and staff.  They 

write, “One of the strongest impressions that emerged in these data is the hegemony of 

professional and organizational cultures in the shaping of expectations and the 

defining of members’ roles” (p. 90).  According to the study, the linkages to their 

distinct cultures governed how they lived out their roles—individually and as 

participants in the RLC (Philpott & Strange, 2003).  Despite their willingness to 

collaborate in advancing holistic education and voicing a commitment to the contrary, 

faculty and staff responded throughout the planning and implementation stage of the 

RLC within their distinctive roles of educator and administrator (Philpott & Strange, 

2003). 
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In a few of the studies, faculty and staff lacked an overall awareness of the 

other or did not know how best to communicate their roles or needs to the other to 

make the RLC collaboration successful.  According to Hargrave’s (2002) study of 

both faculty and student affairs staff and their participation in residential learning 

communities, the residential life staff did not possess the skills or understanding as to 

how cocurricular activities could be designed to enhance student learning.  The 

younger and/or inexperienced residential life staff did not have a working knowledge 

of how to create cocurricular experiences in collaboration with faculty or 

communicate effectively with them and those relationships did not flourish.  In other 

studies, the role of the student affairs staff in the integration of curricular and 

cocurricular concepts was not mentioned by faculty in their accounts regarding the 

RLC, although their involvement was evident (Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Jessup-

Anger et al., 2011).  Although holistic education through cocurricular experiences was 

an espoused value expressed by faculty participants, this did not translate into an 

enacted value and faculty continued to see student affairs as “doers” rather than 

“thinkers” in serving the RLC community (Philpott & Strange, 2003; Schein, 2005, p. 

91).   

One way to improve faculty and staff collaborations and integrate the campus 

cultures is through a greater understanding of roles and purpose within the RLC.  

Constructively, Philpott and Strange (2003) suggest a “culture audit…to engender a 

consensus of resolution” and give people authority to discuss plans and values prior to 

collaboration (p. 93).  A culture audit can systematically offer insight into the values, 



 

 

 

 101 

 

beliefs, and assumptions that help create a department’s or institution’s culture (Kuh & 

Whitt, 1988).  Understanding the participants’ cultures is an important facet of this 

study, considering the stark differences in faculty and staff culture and roles present in 

small colleges in comparison to larger universities (McAleenan & Kuh, 1986).   

In their article about a comprehensive model for learning communities, Brower 

and Dettinger (1998) suggest a pyramid approach to the implementation of learning 

communities with the three points to the triangle being the curriculum, interpersonal 

relations, and the physical communal space.  They argue the need for the integration 

of all three in order to describe a true learning community (Brower & Dettinger, 

1998).  For this model, the social integration component requires working 

relationships between students, faculty, and staff, dependent on mutually shared goals, 

expected roles, and a common purpose.  According to Brower & Dettinger (1998), this 

integration of roles and purpose not just enhances the learning community, it is a 

necessary and definitive element. 

Support and Time Commitments 

The last two elements emphasized in the literature on faculty participation in 

residential learning communities examines and connects to faculty priorities and the 

role of the professoriate.  According to the literature, a significant predictor of faculty 

involvement is related to both the supportive nature of the department or institution 

(Ayres, 2004; Haynes & Janosik, 2012; Jessup-Anger et al., 2011; Kennedy, 2011; 

Philpott & Strange, 2003; Schein, 2005; Williams, 2006) and the level of time 

commitment by faculty for RLC involvement (Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Jessup-
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Anger et al., 2011; Kennedy, 2011; Philpott & Strange, 2003).  As defined by the 

faculty perceptions in these studies, supportive departments consider RLC 

participation as an important contribution to promotion and tenure systems.  In most of 

the studies mentioning support as a factor in participation, departmental and 

institutional support was tied to faculty rewards and incentives: reduced workload 

(Fitzpatrick, 2011; Haynes & Janosik, 2012); considerations for promotion and tenure 

systems (Kennedy, 2011; Schein, 2005; Williams, 2006); or furthering departmental 

goals such as attracting more students (Ayres, 2004).   

In Williams’s (2006) study on faculty participation at four comprehensive 

institutions, he found that faculty defined support more broadly.  Faculty perceived 

support linked to the promotion and tenure process but also in the perceived 

functionality of the RLC--its staffing and the availability of resources to manage and 

maintain the RLC success (Williams, 2006).  In this study, faculty recognized the 

supportive role that student affairs played in the success of the RLCs (Williams, 

2006).  Other qualitative studies revealed no mention of student affairs involvement in 

the RLC environment (Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Jessup-Anger et al., 2011).  In 

Kennedy’s (2011) work on faculty motivations, unsupportive cultures prevented 

faculty from participating.  However, Ayres (2004) found that despite the institution-

wide call for reform in how participation counted in promotion and tenure, faculty 

chose involvement regardless of external rewards.  Similarly, Jessup-Anger et al. 

(2011) found faculty opted to rework their strategies for involvement rather than 

terminate their residential college involvement.   
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Relatedly, one of the greatest barriers for or at least mentioned as a 

consideration in involvement in an RLC is the time commitment (Golde & Pribbenow, 

2000; Hargrave, 2002; Jessup-Anger et al., 2011; Kennedy, 2011).  Competing 

demands on time for scholarly research served as a deterrent for participation for some 

faculty (Kennedy, 2011) and a recognition among others that balancing both 

professional demands and personal demands is important but not instrumental in 

preventing participation (Ayres, 2004).  As Austin (1990) reports, the institutional 

culture and faculty perception of workload directly affects their interest in contributing 

to activities outside their scholarly pursuits.  Understanding faculty and staff culture 

will help inform the characteristics specific to faculty and staff involvement in 

residential learning communities and is foundational to this research study. 

Need for Further Study 

This chapter summarized the context of faculty and student affairs roles in the 

residential and campus community and emphasized the significance of collaboration 

between these groups to enhance student learning through residential learning 

communities.  From this literature review, it can be concluded that several gaps in the 

literature exist.  First, the literature revealed a scarcity in studies on faculty and 

residential life staff perspectives on residential learning communities, with only 

Hargrave (2002), Haynes and Janosik (2012), and Philpott and Strange (2003) 

studying both faculty and staff in their studies.  However, with the exception of 

Williams (2006), all of the studies found and reviewed on faculty participation in 

residential learning communities were conducted at large, doctoral/research I or II 
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institutions.  The four institutions studied in William’s study were Master’s Colleges 

and Universities I and II, previously classified as comprehensive institutions 

(Carnegie, 1994, as cited in Williams, 2006).   

Although it may seem unrelated but it is important to note, doctoral/research 

extensive or intensive institutions offer baccalaureate programs and offer graduate 

programs through the doctorate, with at least 20 degrees across at least three 

disciplines (intensive) or 50 or more conferred in 15 or more disciplines (extensive) 

(Carnegie, n.d.a).  Master’s Colleges and Universities are institutions that are 

residential and offer a full range of baccalaureate programs as well as graduate degrees 

(Carnegie, n.d.a).  Research remains a priority for faculty at doctoral/research 

institutions as it affirms a culture of “publish or perish” (Blackburn & Lawrence, 

1995, p. 77).  Master’s level institutions (comprehensive) appear to have a similar 

research culture, though attempts are made to balance the struggle with professions of 

institutional teaching goals clouding the politically charged departmental rewards for 

met research goals (Fairweather, 1993, as cited in Williams, 2006).   

As this chapter outlines, studies conducted at larger institutions on the faculty 

perceptions of involvement in residential learning communities exist and offer 

recommendations and strategies in creating successful programs but mostly do so 

without inquiry into residential staff perceptions.  Opportunities for unique 

relationship building and strong collaborations exist as a result of a community 

atmosphere on a small campus (Colwell, 2006; Goffigon, Lacey, Wright, & Kuh, 

1985; Young, 1985).  Moreover, successful residential learning communities often 
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depend on collaborations between academic and student affairs (Love et al., 1993; 

Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  However, no such studies involving faculty and staff 

perceptions of involvement in residential learning communities have been conducted 

at small institutions. 

Small institutions have an alternative ideology—one characterized by 

relationships, and this makes smaller institutions more than just “miniature versions of 

larger institutions” (Young, 1985, p. 72).  The synergy found in multiple roles for 

faculty and residential life staff and the accessibility to others due to the smaller 

physical design may offer a different environment for residential learning 

communities (Young, 1985).  This proposed study contends that the residential 

learning community may be impacted by the different cultures and unique roles, 

structures, and operational systems present at a small college (Colwell, 2006; Hawley 

& Kuh, 1985) and this setting may offer a unique set of characteristics important to the 

collaborations inherent in some types of residential learning communities (Inkelas et 

al., 2008).  As Goffigon et al. (1985) suggested in a book chapter on small college 

roles and collaborations, “In fact, one of the great attractions about the small college 

environment is that the demand for and encouragement of collaboration provides 

continuing personal and professional challenges to all members of the community 

including student affairs staff” (p. 107).  It is very common for faculty and staff to 

characterize the campus as a family or community (Goffigon et al., 1985) and this 

familiarity may lead to more opportunities to impact student learning like with 

residential learning communities.  As Kuh and McAleenan (1985) wrote in the 
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Foreword of Private Dreams, Shared Visions: Student Affairs Work in Small Colleges, 

“The strength of the small college experience comes from the sense of community 

fostered when all members of the college work together and learn from one another” 

(p. vii).   

In addition to including residential life staff perspectives as well as faculty in 

this study of residential learning communities in small college settings, another gap 

found in the literature is in the geographical location of the studied institutions.  Not 

one of the studies in the literature explore institutions in the northeast of the United 

States (US).  All of the reviewed studies on faculty perceptions on residential learning 

communities included private and public institutions in the Midwest and the 

Southeastern portion of the U.S.  Upon further review, both the 2007 National Survey 

of Living-Learning Programs (NSLLP) (Inkelas, Szelenyi, Soldner, & Brower, 2007) 

and the Study of Integrated Living-Learning Programs (SILLP), known now as The 

Assessment of Collegiate Residential Environments and Outcomes (ACREO) 

(ACREO, n.d.), did not investigate or include institutions in the New England region 

of the U. S. for study or peer comparisons in their studies on living learning programs 

and student outcomes.   

Exploring faculty and staff perceptions within a different institutional and 

regional context fills a void in the current research and offers new knowledge about 

both faculty and residential life staff participants at a small institution in the Northeast.  

This study offers a practical contribution to further the collaborative efforts in the 

organization and facilitation of residential learning communities in smaller residential 
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communities.  Moreover, it provides substantive and legitimate recommendations to 

stakeholders based on information captured from both academic and student affairs 

participants. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

This chapter presents the methodology proposed for this study.  After briefly 

restating the problem, the chapter is divided into six sections: research question, 

philosophical worldview, research design, target populations, data collection, and data 

analysis.  The chapter outlines and describes the research plan for this single-site, case 

study and offers a rationale for the design.  The chosen philosophical worldview is 

discussed as well as the theoretical framework guiding this study.  The next sections of 

the chapter offers specifics regarding the research plan: target population, data 

collection, data analysis, credibility and ethical considerations, and role of the 

researcher.  The chapter ends with a summary statement introducing the next chapter.  

The purpose of this single-site, qualitative case study was to examine the 

experiences of both faculty and residential life (RL) professionals as participants in 

residential learning communities (RLC) through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) 

Ecological Systems Theory, and identify distinctive factors, conditions, and cultural 

contexts important in the functionality of the RLC program at a small college in the 

Northeast region of the United States (US).  

Research Questions 

The following questions guide this study and are central in the exploration into 

the experiences of faculty and RL professionals participating in a RLC at a small, 

highly residential, four-year college in the Northeast.  Through the lens of 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory:  
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1) How do faculty and how do RL professionals describe their experience of 

participating in a RLC? 

2) What is the nature of the interactions and relationships between faculty and 

residential life professionals participating in a RLC? 

3) Have the participants in the study developed personally and/or professionally 

as part of their involvement in the RLC and if so, how? 

Philosophical Worldview 

 A philosophical worldview, or paradigm (Mertens, 2010, as cited in Creswell, 

2014; Patton, 2002) includes general philosophical statements about the world applied 

to the tenets of a research study (Creswell, 2014).  Four worldviews are presented in 

the literature and each offer a different type of beliefs and align accordingly to a 

research approach.  The four worldviews are as follows: postpositivism, 

transformative, pragmatism, and constructivism (Creswell, 2014; Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2009).  Each are discussed at length in the literature and these worldviews 

represent research strategies that match along qualitative and quantitative sides—

taking the investigator toward a naturalistic strategy (qualitative), an experimental 

(quantitative) one (Patton, 2002; 2015), or a combined approach where data can be 

complementary (mixed methods) (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009).  Acknowledging the 

inclusion or exclusionary mindset of this investigator for each worldview is helpful in 

understanding the methodological appropriateness and the overall purpose and 

direction of this study. 
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The postpositivist worldview represents the traditional approach to research—

the scientific method (Creswell, 2014).  This philosophy identifies the cause and effect 

and thereby concludes outcomes.  An investigator using this approach begins inquiry 

with a theory and then tests that theory (Creswell, 2014; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009).  

This study does not seek to prove a hypothesis nor expect numeric data captured from 

the survey to be anything but descriptive and based on demographics of the study 

participant.  The focus of this study lies within the information-rich interviews and site 

observations by the investigator and has a qualitative focus on methods (Creswell, 

2014; Patton, 2002, 2015).   

The transformative worldview offers a broader perspective to the post-

positivistic approach as it supplements the scientific method inquiry by focusing on 

the needs of a marginalized group and it is in the form of action research (Creswell, 

2014).  This worldview is also not applicable to this study as the research does not link 

directly to a political, social, or cultural action addressing inequalities and does not use 

similar theoretical perspective in which to interpret research questions or analyze data.   

Next, the worldview of pragmatism delves into a perspective that “leave(s) the 

world of theory and enter(s) the world of practice” (Patton, 2002, p. 135).  This 

worldview moves research toward action and application instead of a commitment to a 

theory or methods such as in the previous frameworks.  Within this view, the 

investigator is offered a “freedom of choice” and methods, theory, and the world are 

not seen in absolutes (Creswell, 2014, p. 11).  Traditionally, a mixed methods design 

embraces a pragmatic approach to research.  True with this study, there are elements 
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that align with intentions to welcome new assumptions, employ different data 

collection, and view the study through a variety of contexts (Creswell, 2014; Teddlie 

& Tashakkori, 2009).  However, considering this study focuses on a qualitative 

method to answer the research questions, the philosophical approach best suited to this 

particular study would be the worldview of constructivism.  

The philosophical worldview found typical and applicable to qualitative 

methods is constructivism, where the premise is that human behavior and experiences 

demand an alternate way of study than the physical world provides (Guba & Lincoln, 

1990, as cited in Patton, 2002).  Social constructivists believe that individuals interpret 

and seek to make meaning from their world (Patton, 2002, 2015); and as Shadish 

(1995) reveals, social constructivism is about constructing knowledge about reality, 

not constructing reality itself (p. 67, as cited in Patton, 2002).  This study was guided 

by the tenets of social constructivism as this investigator focused on understanding the 

experiences of the faculty and residential life (RL) professionals involved in a 

residential learning community (RLC) (Patton, 2002, 2015).  This study investigated 

the roles, cultures, and language integral to the participants and influential to and with 

their environments.  According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), “Phenomena can only be 

understood within the context in which they are studied...” (p. 98, as cited in Patton, 

2002).  It was important to understand how these individuals make meaning of their 

experiences and reveal how the RLC functions in the context of a small college. 
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Research Design 

Originally, this study planned to utilize an explanatory sequential mixed 

methods case study design to examine the experiences of faculty and residential life 

(RL) professionals participating in residential learning communities (RLC) and 

identify the factors and conditions that are distinctive for functionality of an RLC at a 

small college.  An explanatory sequential mixed method design is a type of design in 

which the quantitative data is collected and analyzed first and then builds on the 

results to explain and then use with qualitative data (Creswell, 2014).  However, as the 

first phase of data was collected and analyzed, it became evident the responses and 

data collected from the survey respondents presented mostly qualitative descriptions 

and did not require statistical analysis.  As a result, a single-site, case study research 

design seemed most appropriate for use in this study.  Although a number of other 

qualitative strategies were considered and include: narrative research, grounded theory 

research, ethnographical research, and phenomenological research (Creswell, 2014; 

Patton, 2015), this study employed a case study research approach and discounted the 

rest.   

Narrative research suggests a procedure that uses stories as a narrative and 

examines the deep context of the participant’s lives (Creswell, 2014; Patton, 2015).  

The stories shared often are chronicled into a narrative for reporting (Creswell, 2014).  

Grounded theory research seeks to conclusively present a theory (Creswell, 2014; 

Patton, 2015).  As a result of the interviews and analysis, a theory is generated 

(Creswell, 2014; Patton, 2015).  During this process, the investigator must avoid 
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employing other theories and allow for a theory to emerge from the data (Creswell, 

2014; Patton, 2015).  Ethnographical research studies describe in detail an entire 

cultural group and demand the investigator be immersed in the lives of the participants 

and site for an extended period of time (Creswell, 2014; Patton, 2015).  

Phenomenological studies report on the lived experiences of a phenomenon and report 

on the commonalities found within the experiences (Creswell, 2014; Patton, 2015). 

Case Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of two distinctively 

different groups of residential learning community (RLC) participants: faculty and 

residential life (RL) professionals in a small college in the Northeast region of the US.  

A case study offers the opportunity to explore in depth a program, process, or activity 

and reports on the collected information (Stake, 2010).  Creswell (1998) defines a 

“case” as a “bounded system”—meaning it is studied over a specified time and place 

and the data collection is rich in information and details (p. 61, as cited in Patton, 

2015).  A case study approach is the best method to answer this study’s proposed 

research questions considering the need to collect detailed information from number of 

RLC participants and then use Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory of 

Human Development to understand their experiences. 

For qualitative research, the investigator is an “instrument” in the study--using 

the investigator’s background in interpreting the case study results (Stake, 2010, p. 

20). Considering this investigator’s background in the field of residential life and 

student affairs, the role of the researcher is significant and advantageous (Patton, 
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2002).  As a single-site study, this research is not designed to chronicle stories, 

generate a theory, understand the daily lived experiences of people, or be a part of a 

cultural group of people over an extended period of time.  This investigator was 

interested in making meaning from the experiences of faculty and RL professionals 

who are involved in a RLC and use Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Theory to 

explore and analyze the developmental context of the participants.   

This case study was conducted using four phases of data collection: 1) a 

demographic/descriptive survey sent to key faculty and RL professionals involved in 

RLCs at their current institution; 2) semi-structured interviews conducted with all 

identified and interested faculty and staff participants in the RLC; 3) observations of 

people, campus facilities, and meetings at the institutional site; and 4) documents of 

written office, electronic, and website communications pertinent to the site and/or 

program.  Study participants were participating faculty and RL professionals in RLCs 

identified by the Chief Housing Officer (CHO) or appropriate designee.  The CHO or 

appropriate designee functioned as the liaison between the institution, the study 

participants, and this investigator.   

Rationale for the Design 

The majority of past research on RLCs has been conducted with a single case 

study or with a quantitative approach to research design.  As important as those 

contributions have been to understanding the nature of RLCs and the experiences of 

the participants, this study seeks to find new knowledge about RLCs, in a qualitative 

way, by asking about the experiences of both faculty and residential life (RL) 
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professional staff.  Relying on detailed views of all professional participants and 

understanding their experiences will serve to build a more comprehensive picture of 

these programs in a small, highly residential institution (Creswell, 2014; Patton, 2002, 

2015).  Not all information can be gained from measurements with numbers and 

analyzed through statistical analysis (Patton, 2002).   

In this study, analyzing the research questions subjectively is the point of the 

design (Patton, 2002, 2015).  Patton writes, “Qualitative methods permits inquiry into 

selected issues in great depth with careful attention to detail, context, and nuance; that 

data collection need not be constrained by predetermined analytical categories 

contributes to the potential breadth of qualitative inquiry” (Patton, 2002, p. 227).  In 

this case, a constructivist worldview and the nature of this study’s research questions 

necessitates an emphasis on the qualitative methods of the study.  Therefore, with the 

focus of this study on the experiences of the RLC faculty and RL professionals, this 

investigator gathered important descriptive information from the survey and used it to 

contact housing professionals at the selected institutions in order to purposefully select 

a robust sample of institutions in which to study with inclusive samples of interested 

participants (Patton, 2015).  

Target Population and Sampling 

Participant Sampling and Selection 

Site selection. With the literature and two national studies demonstrating a 

significant lack of research conducted at small institutions in the Northeast of the US 

and a limited number of studies looking at only faculty members at large, research 
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institutions, this study is unique in researching both faculty but also residential life 

(RL) professionals involved in residential learning communities (RLCs) at a small, 

highly residential college in the Northeast.  To select the institutions for this study, this 

investigator used the 2015 Carnegie Classification (Carnegie, n.d.d) custom listings 

look up feature on the website to identify categories within certain classifications 

relevant to a four-year, small, residential campus.  The following steps describe this 

elimination process in detail. 

Step one. Using this filtering function, this study limited institutions by Basic 

Classification, Undergraduate Instructional Program, no or some graduate existence, 

Enrollment Profile, Undergraduate Profile, and Size and Setting (Carnegie, n.d.d).  For 

this study, institutions included in this study were listed under the Carnegie 

Classifications of Basic Classification (Carnegie, n.d.a): “Baccalaureate Colleges: Arts 

& Sciences Focus”; Undergraduate Instructional Program: “Arts & sciences focus, no 

graduate coexistence or some graduate coexistence”; Enrollment Profile: “High”, 

“Very high”, or “Exclusively undergraduate”; Undergraduate Profile: “Four year, full-

time, more selective, lower transfer-in”; and Size and Setting: “Four-year, small, 

highly residential” (Carnegie, n.d.c; n.d.d).  Once filtered by these five categories, this 

investigator selected only the colleges in the Northeast—specifically the six New 

England states where no studies have been conducted about RLCs.   

Of the eleven colleges selected for the study, two schools were in Connecticut, 

five colleges were in Massachusetts, three schools were in Maine, and one was in 

Vermont.  Considering the small size of the institutions, all identifiers associated with 



 

 

 

 117 

 

the eleven colleges have been removed and are referred to by numbers (1-11) and 

pseudonyms.  Table 1 outlines steps used in the exclusion and inclusion process for 

participant selection of the institutions for study.  As Table 1 illustrates, College #7, 

known in this study as “Northridge” was the confirmed site for full study participation 

and subsequent case study. 

Table 1 

Exclusion and Inclusion Criteria for Participant Colleges 

College 
Website RLC 

Evidence 

Manual RLC 

Confirmation 

Filled out 

Survey 

  Agreed to   

On-Site Visit 

1 Y N   

2 Y NR   

3 Y Y Y N 

4 Y N   

5 Y Y N N 

6 N N   

7 Y Y Y Y 

8 Y N   

9 Y NR   

10 Y NR   

11 Y NR   
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Step two. After identifying the eleven institutions that met the Carnegie 

classification criteria, this investigator reviewed each college’s webpage to find 

evidence of any type of living learning programs—with or without an advertised 

academic component.  A thorough webpage review consisted of searching within the 

homepages of departments titled or similarly titled as “Residential Life”, “Campus 

Life”, “Housing”, or “Student Life” or using the search function for the full college 

website for use of any or all of the following words or phrases as descriptors: “co-

curricular”; “cocurricular”; “learning communities”; “living-learning”; “living 

learning”; “living-learning communities”; “living learning communities”; “living-

learning programs”; “living learning programs” or “residential learning communities.”   

In all cases except for one institution, College #6, websites revealed evidence 

of listing or referring to some type of a living learning program.  Although this lack of 

website evidence could have been used as an elimination criteria, this investigator 

decided to include College #6 in the event that the webpage was not a good indication 

of RLC existence.  The next stage of the elimination process for institution sampling 

was a series of email correspondence.   

Step three. An initial e-mail invitation with a few short answer questions 

regarding type of residential learning community (RLC) and participatory interest was 

sent out to the Chief Housing Officers (CHOs) and/or the program coordinator for the 

RLC at all eleven colleges (see Appendix A).  Typically, these residential life (RL) 

professionals would be in the best position to identify and recruit all involved RLC 

participants—both faculty and RL professionals on their campuses.  As Patton (2002) 
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writes regarding typical case sampling, some cases are selected “with the cooperation 

of key informants, such as program staff or knowledgeable participant, who can help 

identify who and what are typical” (p. 236).  Utilizing these “key knowledgeables” in 

sampling offers valuable insights into the studied phenomenon and is one of the more 

common sampling method for qualitative research (Patton, 2015, p. 284). 

Considering the summer schedule and timing of the first email, several initial 

emails produced automatic out-of-office replies indicating summer vacations and time 

out of the office.  This occurred in the cases of Colleges #4, #6, #8, and #10.  The 

message from College #3 indicated that a delayed response to the email was due to a 

high volume of emails.  College’s #2, #5, #7, #9, and #11 did not respond in any way 

to the initial email.  The CHO from College’s #1 and #9 wrote back indicating the 

RLCs on their respective campuses did not have an academic component and did not 

have faculty involved in their RLC program.  These two institutions, College’s #1 and 

#9 were excluded from the study approximately one month from the initial contact and 

start of data collection.  At the end of step three, Colleges #2-8; #10, and #11 remained 

part of the study. 

Step four. As Dillman, Smyth, & Christian (2014) write regarding web 

questionnaires and implementation, each contact for a survey needs to be strategically 

timed, with considerations given to variables such as time of day or demands of the 

job and workday.  After one week, a follow-up email was sent all the above listed 

colleges with the noted exception of four colleges, #4, #6, #8, and #10—those who 

sent out-of-office replies (see Appendix B).  This investigator waited three days after 
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the indicated return-to-office date to send the second email follow up and invitation to 

those four institutions.  Within twenty-four hours of sending the follow-up email, 

College #4 wrote back and described RLCs without faculty involvement and learning 

communities indicative of common interest student housing.  As a result, College #4 

was excluded from the study.  No other colleges replied to the follow up email. 

Step five. For the remaining colleges, #2, #3, #5-8, #10, and #11, a third email 

was sent to a different housing professional—one either above or below the CHO in 

relation to job title.  For Colleges #2, #3, and #6-8, the supervisor of the CHO was 

contacted (i.e. Dean of Students, Associate Dean of Students, Assistant Vice President 

of Student Affairs); for Colleges #5 and #11, the next lower ranking professional was 

contacted (i.e. Associate Director of Campus Life).  This decision between lower and 

higher ranking was based on the number of housing staff positions within the student 

affairs department.  If the housing department was larger, the email was sent to the 

lower ranking position.  If the department had fewer staff, the email was sent to the 

higher ranking professional.   

These email invitations intentionally were personalized in nature and included 

specific information about this investigator’s background in the field and how 

impactful this research could be for small, private colleges.  As noted by Dillman et al. 

(2014), research surveys that propose improvements to a professional group or 

organization tend to have higher response rates.  Utilizing a preexisting relationship or 

commonality can offer legitimacy to the research, establish a trust between researcher 

and respondent, and ultimately secure a higher response rate (Dillman et al., 2014).  
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Within three to seven days, Colleges #3 and #7 agreed to arrange a phone 

conference to discuss next steps for inclusion in this study.  Colleges #2, #8, and #10 

did not respond after three more follow-up email attempts, and after a four-week 

waiting period, were excluded from the study.  College #6 confirmed in an email reply 

that they did not have learning communities with any connection to academics, nor did 

the communities have faculty involved at any significant or reliable way.  Thus, this 

email confirmed the absence of RLCs at College #6 and endorsed the lack of mention 

on the college’s website. 

After this, the investigator sent one follow-up email.  After three weeks, 

College #5 responded and was the last to agree to discuss the study further by phone.  

At that time, this investigator arranged convenient times for phone call discussions for 

Colleges #3, #5, and #7.  From start to end, these phone conversations took more than 

three weeks to coordinate and complete due to unexpected delays such as conference 

attendance, illnesses, family deaths, and workload priorities. 

Study participants. All three colleges, resulting from contact with the CHO 

for each institution, agreed to persist to the next phase of the study by arranging 

contact with faculty and residential life (RL) professional staff to ascertain interest and 

subsequent participation in the first phase of the study: the descriptive survey.  The 

Chief Housing Officer (CHO) at College #5 confirmed the inclusion of at least three 

residential life staff for participation in the survey phase of the study.  However, when 

the CHO contacted the faculty coordinator of the program, the faculty coordinator 

declined any and all participation in the study.  Considering the nature of this study as 
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an exploration into both faculty and RL professionals’ perspectives, this investigator 

decided to exclude this college from the study.  The final two colleges, College’s #3 

and #7 moved into the next phase of the study and were sent the survey.   

With the knowledge from the CHO as a key informant, the approach for 

recruiting study participants was a “snowball or chain sampling”, with sample size 

increasing as “the snowball gets bigger and bigger” as more information-rich cases 

were identified and included (Patton, 2002, p. 237).  The advantage of the chain 

referral method of snowball sampling allowed for the investigator to gather the limited 

number of subjects for the study through a nomination process assisted by the initial 

subject (Patton, 2002).  In this case, the initial subject was the CHO.   

The disadvantages of snowball sampling lie in the lack of control over the 

sample population.  The investigator must rely on the previous subjects—their 

knowledge of the total population and their comfort level with other subjects (Patton, 

2002).  In this study, the relationship between the College #5’s CHO and faculty 

involved in RLCs could have been a factor contributing to their disinterest in being a 

part of this study.  In addition, College #7 initially did not provide contact information 

to this investigator and preferred to send the survey directly to the faculty and staff 

involved in the RLCs.  For the survey sampling, this investigator had to rely on the 

housing professional, the strength of their collegial relationships, and commitment to 

this investigator to secure an adequate sample size.   
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Inclusionary Status 

Faculty participating in this study were tenured or in tenure-track positions and 

were defined as the people on campus who primarily teach and conduct research.  

Residential life (RL) professionals were employed for more than 20 hours per week 

and were defined as full-time, bachelor’s or master’s level experienced staff 

responsible for the residential operation and/or education in the residence halls of the 

institution.  Study participants did not include para-professional staff such as 

community advisors or resident assistants, as these individuals are typically current 

undergraduate students.   

The Chief Housing Officer (CHO) or their designee were current employees at 

their respective institutions and have experience beyond five years in the field of 

college residential education and/or college student development.  All faculty and RL 

professionals were currently involved in the operation and/or implementation of a 

residential learning community (RLC) on their respective campuses and possessed a 

working if not practical knowledge of the RLC program.   

The institutions reviewed for this study were filtered using the following 

Carnegie Classifications: Baccalaureate Colleges; Arts & Sciences Focus; no graduate 

coexistence or some graduate coexistence; high, very high, or exclusively 

undergraduate (enrollment); four year, full-time, more selective, lower transfer-in 

(undergraduate profile); and four-year, small, highly residential (Carnegie, n.d.b; 

n.d.c; n.d.d,) and are located in one of the New England states. 
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Exclusionary Status 

Campus community members excluded from this study were: 1) anyone under 

the age of 18; 2) all undergraduate students; and 3) faculty or RL professionals who 

are not involved in an RLC at their current institution.  As Patton (2002) writes, “the 

sampling strategy must be selected to fit the purpose of the study, the resources 

available, the questions being asked, and the constraints being faced” (p. 242).  In the 

interest of this study, surveying and interviewing the faculty and RL professionals 

involved in the RLCs will offer information-rich information and constitute the best 

population to help answer the research questions for this study.   

The sample population of institutions for this study is exclusive to the 

Northeast region of the US.  Most of the literature demonstrates, including 

independent studies and the two National Studies on Living-Learning Programs 

(ACREO, n.d.; Inkelas et al., 2007), that all the studies on living learning programs, 

including types like residential learning communities (RLCs), were conducted mostly 

at large, research institutions in the Midwest of the US and not inclusive of small 

colleges in the Northeast. 

Data Collection 

Survey 

Survey monkey, a software application available through this investigator’s 

place of employment, Saint Anselm College, in Manchester, NH, was used to create 

the survey questions, collect, and analyze the survey data.  A descriptive survey with 

open-ended and partially closed-ended items queried different dimensions of faculty 
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and residential life (RL) professionals’ experiences, including demographics, 

residential learning community (RLC) characteristics and conditions, and factors 

around roles, involvement, and communication (see Appendix C).  Descriptive 

surveys “gather information from people that will describe features of or provide a 

picture of a condition or phenomenon” (Boudah, 2011, p. 153).  In this case, the 

survey was designed to identify interested interview subjects and help tailor more in 

depth interview questions for the semi-structured interviews. 

The survey was distributed online using Survey Monkey and attached to a 

recruitment email sent directly to the faculty and RL professionals for College #3 or 

sent indirectly to the two groups by the CHO for distribution for College #7.  The 

recruitment email had an attached copy of the Informed Consent Form (see Appendix 

D).  The initial introduction to the survey directed study participants to read the 

informed consent information attached to the email.  Study participants continuing in 

the study were understood to have given consent and indicated this by selecting a 

“yes” response and checking through to the survey. 

The survey was designed with several guidelines in mind put forward by 

Dillman et al., (2014) regarding open and closed-ended questions.  Open-ended 

questions were used sparingly and only on the questions requiring opinions (Dillman 

et al., 2014).  For most of the other open-ended questions, numerical values were 

required.  For the closed-ended questions, survey lists categories in which respondents 

were offered all reasonable possible answers, asked to choose from small lists, and 

employed mostly forced answer questions rather than check-all-that-apply (Dillman et 
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al., 2014).  The responses from these the survey were used to formulate interview 

questions, secure participants for the next phase of the study (Patton, 2002), and 

follow up with participants regarding questionable or vague responses from the survey 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2014). 

Reliability and validity. To establish reliability, this survey was field tested 

by four administrators and two faculty members at this investigator’s place of 

employment, Saint Anselm College in Manchester, NH.  These participants offered a 

critical review of the questions and important suggestions for clarity of formatting.  

They helped to validate the instrument reflecting on how they understood and 

experienced the survey questions—the sequence, the directions and definitions, and 

phrasing (Dillman et al., 2014).  Administering this pilot test of the survey increased 

the reliability of the instrument and the study.  This method of validation provided an 

opportunity to assess the written survey questions and redirect and redraft particular 

questions if intended responses were not achieved.  Suggestions offered from this pilot 

consisted of minor formatting errors and clarification of terms, specifically “residential 

learning communities.”  Understanding the meaning behind the questions and notably, 

having a clear understanding as to the definition of residential learning community is 

important to the validity of the study but also confirmed a larger, pervasive issue with 

defining living learning programs in the literature.   

Case study research involves the use of multiple data sources serving to 

achieve data credibility (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2014).  For this study, data sources 

included interviews, direct observations, and documentation.  As Baxter and Jack 
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(2008) emphasized, “Each data source is one piece of the ‘puzzle’, with each piece 

contributing to the researcher’s understanding of the whole phenomenon” (p. 554). 

Integration of this data strengthens the import of the findings and provides a more 

enriched understanding as to the meanings and experiences of the participants (Baxter 

& Jack, 2008).  

Case Study 

For this case study, faculty and residential life (RL) professionals indicating 

interest in participating in an interview were scheduled for a one-hour interview as 

part of the on-site observational campus visit at College #3 and College #7.  These 

campus site visits were scheduled for late November to early December and were 

planned approximately two weeks apart.  College #3 had four participants complete 

the survey, with only two participants indicating an interest in being interviewed.  

College #7 had five participants complete the survey and had three individuals 

interested in being interviewed.  It was this investigator’s intent to schedule more 

interviews during and after the on-site visit and after meeting with the CHO 

personally.  

During a follow up phone consultation prior to the scheduled on-site visit, it 

became evident that the CHO of College #3 was not in a position to host and provide 

the necessary access to the campus nor the potential interview participants.  Due to 

workload commitments and other stresses, the CHO was not able to function as the 

liaison for the campus and offer access to the campus for this study.  As a result, 

College #3 was eliminated from the study and College #7, known as “Northridge” for 
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the purposes of this study, became the remaining site for this research.  This 

qualitative, single-site case study involved three parts of data collection: interviewing, 

observation, and document analysis (Creswell, 2014; Patton, 2002; Yin, 2014).   

Interviewing.  The focus of this study is about exploring the meaning and 

experiences of faculty and RL professionals in the context of a residential learning 

community (RLC).  According to Patton (2002): 

The purpose of interviewing…is to allow us to enter into the other person’s 

perspective.  Qualitative interviewing begins with the assumption that the 

perspective of others is meaningful, knowable, and able to be made explicit.  

We interview to find out what is in and on someone else’s mind, to gather their 

stories. (p. 341)  

For this study, interviewing provided what observation and document analysis did not 

provide—an understanding of the past, what is unobservable, and the meaning behind 

their stories and constructed world (Patton, 2002).  Face-to-face individual interviews 

were conducted to gather evidence and were 45-60 minutes in length.   

Five people filled out both the survey and also participated in an interview: 

four faculty members and the Chief Housing Officer (CHO).  Two college deans and a 

RL professional did not fill out the survey but agreed to be interviewed—two during 

the on-site visit, the other, four weeks after.  Although a small sample size, these eight 

participants, except for undergraduate students living in the building or working as 

Community Advisors, represent all parties involved with this RLC, and most 
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importantly, can provide the necessary information to answer the research questions 

for this study. 

The interviews happened in three phases.  The first phase occurred during the 

site visit in December 2017.  Prior to arriving on campus, the CHO arranged for four 

interviews: Chief Housing Officer (CHO), a college dean, a faculty member, and 

another RL professional.  During the site visit, three other faculty members agreed to 

be interviewed.  One interview was held in the late evening of the site visit, while the 

other two were conducted by telephone within five days of the on-site visit.   

During this first set of interviews, several participants mentioned the name of a 

particular college dean in association with the creation of the current RLC.  In the 

context of the interviews and when asked, it was determined by this investigator that 

this individual’s insights about her involvement in the current RLC would be 

important.  Realizing the significance this individual’s input might have on this study, 

both the CHO and the other college dean reached out to her prior to this investigator’s 

email introducing her to the study and inviting her to participate.  She agreed to 

participate but the interview was delayed due to the Christmas holiday and the dean’s 

personal and work schedule.  This second phase of interviewing was completed the 

second week of January 2018. 

The third phase of interviewing consisted of two separate parts: 1) an 

additional interview by phone with the CHO; and 2) two final questions for all on-site 

participants (see Appendix E).  The follow up interview with the CHO was important 

for continuity, considering the first interview evolved into an informal conversational 
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interview and provided more of campus and department background rather than 

answering the interview guide questions.  The follow up interview, only lasting 

twenty-five minutes, focused specifically on the interview guide questions.  The 

additional follow up questions for all of the on-site study participants were added for 

continuity in questioning (Patton, 2002).  One question was about personal 

development as a result of participating in the RLC and the other about the impact of a 

campus fundraising campaign.  It became obvious during the interviews that the 

fundraising campaign was brought up by only the RL professional staff.  This 

investigator wanted to understand what impact, if any, the campaign had on the faculty 

in relation to the RLC.   

Two of the residential life professional interviews were conducted in their 

offices, two faculty members were interviewed in their campus apartments, and two 

faculty members were interviewed after the on-site visit by telephone.  All interviews 

were audiotaped with at least two different audio recorders to address any potential 

malfunctions and, at the same time, this investigator took notes with attention to key 

phrases and relevant quotations.  As Patton (2002) states, taking additional notes 

“emphasizes again the importance of capturing what people say in their own words” 

(p. 381).  Although not verbatim, notes were taken and checked later against 

transcribed interviews with emphasis placed on words and phrases as indicated in the 

audio recording. 

Questioning. Semi-structured interview questions were guided specifically by 

the theoretical framework, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory and 
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information gathered from the descriptive survey responses.  Interview questions were 

developed prior to the interviews with additional questions asked for clarification or 

consistency.  According to Patton (2002), there are three different approaches to 

collecting qualitative data: informal conversational interviewing, the general interview 

guild approach, and the standardized open-ended interview.  Each approach has 

strengths and weaknesses but importantly, must be a fit with the purpose of the study.  

In this case, although an informal conversational interview would yield 

emergent patterns and deep elaborations from participants, the time involved to elicit 

an “ethnographic-type” interview would require too much time from the participants 

and is more susceptible to leading questions, biases, and more difficult to analyze 

(Patton, 2002, 2015).  On the other hand, a standardized open-ended interview would 

be a timely choice for those participants with limited schedules and for novice 

interviewers interested in minimizing interviewer error and complex analysis (Patton, 

2002, 2015).  However, this interview style is too focused and does not permit probing 

for more rich explanations.  The nature of this study necessitates an uninhibited 

exploration of the different groups and their experiences.   

The most appropriate approach for this research study is the interview guide 

(Patton, 2002) (see Appendix F).  “An interview guide lists the questions or issues that 

are to be explored in the course of an interview” (Patton, 2002, p. 343).  In this study, 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory and its four systems: 

microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem guided the development of 
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the questions and kept each interview focused on the development of the person as 

each explained their individual perspectives and experiences (Patton, 2002). 

Direct observation. Observation was used as another data collection method 

for this study.  Patton (2002) writes:  

Firsthand experience with a setting and the people in the setting allows an 

inquirer to be open, discover oriented, and inductive because, by being on-site, 

the observer has less need to rely on prior conceptualizations of the setting, 

where those prior conceptualizations are from written documents or verbal 

reports. (p. 262) 

The strength of this data lies in the information found that is obscured from or ignored 

by the people in the setting (Patton, 2002).   

The on-site visits proved important in establishing trust and confidence 

between this investigator and the study participants (Patton, 2002).  Self-examination 

and other reflective practices were used during the on-site visit and these detailed 

notes were incorporated into data for analysis (Patton, 2002).  In addition to 

conducting interviews, this investigator went on a campus tour and transcribed the 

audiotape from it; took pictures of a variety of campus residential spaces and relevant 

buildings; and ate several meals in the student union.  This investigator also observed 

a weekly meeting between the faculty and the RL professionals and was invited to 

socialize and share a meal with all the attendees.  Members in attendance at this 

meeting included the Chief Housing Officer (CHO), the four faculty members 

involved in the RLC, the wife of one of the faculty members, husband of another 
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faculty member, and a college dean.  At this meeting, the full complement of the 

faculty and RL professionals were present at the meeting, with the exception of one 

excused RL professional staff member.  The meeting was not permitted to be recorded 

but observational notes were taken (see Appendix G).  Notes included descriptions of 

the participant’s involvement, impressions of nonverbal communication, and reactions 

of this investigator.   

Deliberate care was taken by this investigator be an observer and not a 

participant during this observation strategy (Patton, 2015).  As someone with 

experience with RLCs and residential life operations, this investigator had a different 

view of the setting and at times was asked to comment or offer solutions to presented 

issues.  It was important to this investigator to not influence the behaviors of the 

participants so as an observer, this investigator declined comment and worked to 

capture the natural behaviors that in time emerged.  Seeing both faculty and RL 

professionals interact together within one setting offered important information about 

each group separately and how they interacted together.   

Documentation. Documents reviewed in this study were those that offered 

information about the college, the campus life department, the residential life program, 

the residential learning community (RLC), and the faculty-in-residence program.  

Documents included the student handbook; the faculty-in-residence application; 

faculty meetings notes (September 2017); job descriptions for faculty-in-residence; job 

descriptions for community advisors; faculty and residential life training schedule; and 

website pages on faculty-in-residence, campus life, dean of students, and academic 
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affairs.  The documents reviewed were found on the college’s website, gathered from 

internet searches, or copied from individual faculty or residential life staffs’ personal 

files.  Data gathered from these documents provided necessary information on college 

mission statements, admission goals and values, faculty concerns, institutional values 

and aspirations, and current living-learning programmatic goals.  These documents 

were all that were available to share.  No documentation existed on the history or 

design of the current or previous faculty-in-residence program except for the current 

faculty application.  Most of the information about the RLC program was captured 

during interviews and observations.  

A handwritten, personal journal during the on-site visit was kept as a method 

of recordkeeping, data collection, and critical reflection.  Impressions about the 

participants or surroundings, emergent common themes, and additional questions were 

used in conjunction with the interview data to clarify or supplement the data.  

Additionally, this journal was a self-reflection tool providing this investigator with a 

useful outlet in which to incorporate thoughts, feelings, fears, and wants as part of the 

research experience but not as an embedded part of the participant’s experience or as 

data (Patton, 2002). 

Data Analysis 

The hallmarks of a case study lie in the information-rich data, the multiple data 

points yielded from all the data sources (Patton, 2002; Yin, 2014).  Data from the 

descriptive survey, interviews, observations, and a review of relevant documents was 

analyzed simultaneously.  As Creswell (2014) explains, “Data analysis in qualitative 
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research will proceed hand-in-hand with….the data collection and the write-up of 

findings.”  Just as Creswell (2014) describes, this investigator was transcribing and 

analyzing data while simultaneously coding the previous transcripts.   

The responses from the survey were collated by interview question and printed 

out—by individual respondent and by specific interview question.  These results 

yielded information that shaped the interview questions, specifically on topics such as 

roles, goals, and motivation for participating.  Visual displays and graphics available 

within the Survey Monkey program helped summarize the survey responses.  The 

analysis of this data was integrated within the questions and commonalities in themes 

and patterns were incorporated into the results (Boulah, 2011; Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2007).  

Interviews were audiotaped with two different recording devices and were 

transcribed initially using an online transcription software program called Trint.  All 

transcriptions were completed within two weeks of the on-site visit and the three 

phone interviews were completed within three days of each interview.  The online 

transcription software captured approximately 70% of the audio recording accurately.  

The transcripts were then re-reviewed and updated against the audio recording for 

advanced accuracy.  Changes were made and then checked by all eight participants to 

verify the accuracy of the cleaned transcripts.  These transcripts were color-coded to 

differentiate between the eight participants and these were the transcripts printed and 

used in all aspects of the coding analyses.  
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Coding 

As Saldaña (2016) writes, “Coding is the transitional process between data 

collection and data analysis” (p. 5).  The general process for qualitative data analysis 

involves collecting, reading, and coding data until answers to the research question 

form (Boudah, 2011; Patton, 2002).  The first step of the data analysis involved an 

initial read through all of the transcripts to get familiar with the data.  As Saldaña 

(2016) suggests, the margins of the printed transcripts were used to jot down “tentative 

ideas for codes, topics, and noticeable patterns or themes” (p. 22).  The right margins 

were used to write down notable phrases and repetitive words.  The left margins were 

used to document any surprising comments, questions to explore, and responses to the 

following questions: what surprises me, interests me, or is different or alarming? 

(Sunstein & Chiseri-Strater, as cited in Saldaña, 2016, pp. 22-23).  

After this initial coding, this investigator used the margins of another batch of 

transcripts to code using in vivo coding—a method often used in qualitative case study 

work as the participant’s words are used right in the coding (Saldaña, 2016).  In vivo 

coding, “meaning ‘in that which is alive’…refers to a word or short phrase from the 

actual language found in the qualitative data record” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 105).  After 

this coding, a more open coding method was taken to incorporate all data forms: 

transcripts, journals, documents, and meeting notes.  This investigator performed 

another line-by-line coding method pulling out the larger processes and dimensions 

significant in the data.  This method yielded 57 different codes under four large 

headings: faculty-in-residence program; campus life; faculty/staff; and faculty.  This 
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information was taken into consideration during the next phase of coding, specifically 

to create headings and note similar and different patterns. 

Just as theoretical frameworks provided a focus to the study, this same len also 

filtered and structured the data analysis (Merriam, 1998, as cited in Saldaña, 2016).  

The next step for coding was organizing the data according to Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1979) Ecological Theory and the four systems: microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, and macrosystem.  The transcripts were printed and this investigator cut 

out with scissors each line from each participant and categorized it into one of the four 

systems and eventually into columns of larger headings.  Placed in columns on four 

separate posters, the headings for the microsystem were support; faculty/staff 

relationships; colleagues; communication; faculty role; and faculty/student 

interactions.  The headings for the mesosystem were faculty role; campus life role, 

relationships; training; housing verses program; expectations; staffing; benefits; 

impact on students; faculty/student interactions; successes; program design; 

support/resources; and student culture.  For the exosystem, the headings were 

fundraising campaign; new residence hall; faculty-in-residence program; institutional 

organization; campus demographics/enrollment goals; institutional branding, and 

decision-making.  Lastly, the headings for the macrosystem consisted of cost of higher 

education; mental health resources; and return on investment.   

Emergent Themes 

Patterns and themes emerged from the data manually coded and were 

organized on four large posters representing the four systems.  For each poster, under 
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each column heading, phrases were organized first with colored post-it notes on the 

posters and then manually transcribed into a Microsoft Word document.  Data from 

faculty and residential life (RL) professionals were separated in different documents 

but with the same four systems and themed headings as an outline.  The document for 

each group consisted of separate pages for the four systems: microsystem, 

mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem; the larger headings from the columns on 

the posters associated with each system; and then the phrases color-coded by 

participant response.  Different colors were used for each participant’s corresponding 

phrases—making it easier to see what phrase was connected to which interviewee.  

This method was also helpful in visually seeing which individual or group (faculty or 

residential life staff) did not comment or had different information under the column 

headings.   

The themes found and analyzed in the following chapter are categorized 

according to Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) four systems.  In the macrosystem, the three 

themes that emerged were the nation’s economy, the liberal arts identity, and the 

changing demographics of students entering college.  In the exosystem category, the 

themes that emerged for the study participants were space, training, and staffing.  The 

themes prevalent in the mesosystem category were linked to the three themes of the 

microsystems: faculty and residential life (RL) professionals, colleagues, and students.   

Data resulting in the mesosystem was more complex with ten themes emerging.  Five 

themes were associated with the faculty and RL professional microsystem: role, 

personality, conduct, training, space; three themes associated with colleagues: 



 

 

 

 139 

 

curiosity, confusion, and critical; and two themes in the student microsystem: culture 

and space.  Analysis of these themes is discussed in depth in the following chapter. 

Validity, Reliability, and Ethical Considerations 

Validity in qualitative studies means the researcher checks for accuracy of the 

result through a variety of different procedures while reliability in qualitative work 

refers to the researcher’s approach in assuring consistency across different researchers 

and other work (Creswell, 2014).  As Patton (2015) writes: 

The logic of triangulation is based on the premise that no single method ever 

adequately solves the problem of rival explanations.  Because each method 

reveals different aspects of empirical reality and social perception, multiple 

methods of data collection and analysis provide more grist for the analytical 

mill. (p. 661)  

Therefore, to assure credibility of this qualitative case study, various data collection 

and analysis strategies were used.  For data collection, three different data sources 

were used: interviewing, observation, and documentation (Creswell, 2014; Patton, 

2015; Stake, 2010).  For the data analysis, various strategies were used to enhance 

credibility of the study: triangulation of data sources, analyst triangulation, and 

member checking (Creswell, 2014; Patton, 2015; Stake, 2010).  In addition, deliberate 

attention was given to the purpose and design of the study during analysis (Patton, 

2015).  This investigator worked to keep “true” to the participant’s words by offering 

rich, thick description of the data, thus keeping to the qualitative nature of the study 

(Patton, 2015; Stake, 2010).   
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Triangulation of Data Sources 

Different types of data were gathered in this case study to generate a full 

picture of the residential learning community (RLC) and answer the research questions 

related to relationships between faculty and residential life professionals and the 

conditions of the RLC (Creswell, 2014).  Not only were different data sources used, 

each was compared with the other and checked for consistency across the sources 

(Patton, 2015).  Responses in interviews were compared to other participants but 

reviewed for consistency during observations.  Checks were done against written 

documentation and what participants shared during interviews.  As Patton (2015) 

warns, it is not necessary for these comparisons to be the same, although it may be the 

case and was for some findings in this study.  Credibility is dependent on consistency 

in the patterns of data from the different sources and for this study, when differences 

were found, explanations were provided (Patton, 2015).   

Analyst Triangulation 

As a single researcher without a research team, it was not possible to 

triangulate the observations.  However, a form of this type of triangulation, analyst 

triangulation, was done through member checking and critical friend review (Patton, 

2015).  Member checking involves confirmation of data or results with the study 

participants (Creswell, 2014; Stake, 2010).  Each transcript was sent back to the eight 

participants for accuracy and to confirm if the transcriptions accurately depicted their 

comments, emphases, and thoughts.  Only one participant offered edits about 

punctuation and asked to have clarification regarding the use of pseudonyms.  These 
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minor edits were incorporated into her transcript and assurances were made about the 

continued use of pseudonyms and reporting data in aggregate. 

For qualitative research, the capabilities of the investigator is called into 

question as the credibility of this type of study lies with the performance and quality of 

the investigator (Boudah, 2011; Patton, 2002).  The investigator interacts with all 

participants and procedurally collects and analyzes the data based on training, skills, 

experience, bias, and theoretical frameworks (Boudah, 2011; Patton, 2002).  

Additionally, the nature of the research, with narratives and shared experiences, can 

require ethical considerations necessary that are not present for quantitative studies 

(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). 

One way to address this is to involve other professionals in the analysis and 

ask for feedback on methods, consistency, unseen bias, critical analysis, and general 

work critiques (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Patton, 2015).  For this study, a critical friend 

focused on assessing the full quality of the study; clarity of research questions and 

appropriate research design; suitable sampling strategies; organized data collection 

systems, and critical review of the data analysis (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Patton, 2015).  

Numerous discussions occurred about interpretations, emerging codes, and analysis 

strategies—all contributing to new and useful perspectives. 

The Role of the Investigator 

The role of the investigator is complex and involves an intensity of experience 

with participants in a qualitative study (Creswell, 2014).  Because of this, the 

investigator remained introspective and candid regarding strategies, training, bias, and 
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personal background.  A reflective journal was used to help address issues regarding 

the research process, interpretations, and procedures of the study.  All of these 

thoughts, feelings, and fears can shape questions, the data collection, and 

interpretation of the study (Boudah, 2011; Creswell, 2014; Patton, 2002).  This 

investigator remained aware of biases concerning this topic and context considering, at 

present, she has had a longstanding career working in residential life and collaborating 

with faculty on small college campuses.  In addition, this investigator has years of 

practical experience designing, implementing, and facilitating different types of RLCs 

on several small college campuses.  To this end, it was important to review frequently 

with a critical friend, openly share information, remain reflective about biases, and 

critically use the investigator’s background to give clarity to the interpretation 

(Creswell, 2014).  Additionally, this investigator completed and passed the Social & 

Behavioral online course requirements set forth by the Collaborative Institutional 

Training Initiative (CITI) program and is considered trained to conduct ethical social 

and behavioral research, according to the guidelines of the National Institutes of 

Health (NIH).  This investigator has also received approval by the Plymouth State 

University (PSU) Institutional Review Board to conduct this study (see Appendix H).   

Confidentiality  

In the interest of protecting the study participants’ rights to privacy and 

confidentiality, all documents and information gathered during the study and 

pertaining to the study are confidential in accordance with applicable federal, state, 

and local laws and regulations.  All participants’ identities have been kept confidential 
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by assigning pseudonyms for persons, buildings, areas, campus initiatives, and 

institutions.  Data is reported in aggregate.  Information collected electronically is 

stored electronically and is password protected.  Handwritten and printed information 

is maintained in a locked file cabinet in a locked area with access limited to the 

investigator for a period of three years and then will be destroyed. 

Summary 

The goal of this research study is to examine the experiences of faculty and 

residential life (RL) professionals functioning in a RLC at a small college in the 

Northeast of the US.  This chapter presented the research design, rationale, and 

methodology best suited to answer the research questions and address a significant gap 

in the literature.  Using a single-site, qualitative case study design, this investigation 

utilized purposefully selected participants to offer their experiences being involved in 

a residential learning community at a small college in the Northeast of the US.  The 

findings and analysis of the data collected provides the context and experiences of 

these groups within this specific environment (Creswell, 2014).  Chapter four presents 

the details as to how the data was analyzed through the theoretical framework of 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory and offers details as to the 

analysis of the interviews, observations, and documents for this study.  Data analysis 

of the faculty and RL professionals’ experiences helped to uncover complexities 

involved in the functioning of the RLC and how these groups developed and were 

impacted by their environments.   
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Chapter Four: Results and Findings 

The focus of this study is about how faculty and residential life (RL) 

professionals describe their experiences in a residential learning community (RLC) in 

a small college setting located in the Northeast region of the US.  This research used a 

theoretical framework, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, to 

explore the faculty and residential life professionals involved in an RLC.  

Understanding interactions and relationships through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1979) theory helped to identify distinctive factors, conditions, and cultural contexts 

significant to the functionality of a RLC.  The findings shown in this chapter relate 

back to the following research questions: 

Through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory:  

1) How do faculty and how do RL professionals describe their experience of 

participating in a RLC? 

2) What is the nature of the interactions and relationships between faculty and RL 

professionals participating in a RLC? 

3) Have the participants in the study developed personally and/or professionally 

as part of their involvement in the RLC and if so, how?   

One of the more significant features of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory and the 

fact that makes it a suitable choice to help frame this study is that the proposed theory 

emphasizes a different definition of development.  The focus of the definition and use 

of the word “development” has to do with the content of what is “perceived, desired, 

feared, thought about, or acquired as knowledge, and how the nature of this 



 

 

 

 145 

 

psychological material changes as a function of a person’s exposure to and interaction 

with the environment” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 9).  Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory 

seemed a logical choice for studying two very distinctive groups, operating within 

different learning environments, roles, and norms at a college.  As Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1979) theory explains, the “context for development” of an individual—in this case, 

the faculty member and the RL professional, is dependent on the presence of each 

other, colleagues, and students impacting subsequent interactions.  The development 

and functionality of the individual is also dependent on the “capacity of the setting” 

and the presence and nature of relationships and connectedness between different 

settings (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, pp. 5-6).  Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory offers a 

straightforward model in which to understand the interactions, cultures, and 

environments that correspond with the important elements of a residential learning 

community (RLC). 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory proposes a layered ecological environment, or 

“system” in which to view human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 3).  The 

first level, or “microsystem” is the setting and is most immediate to the individual; the 

“mesosystem” describes a layer that is created when the individual moves or interacts 

within two or more settings; the next level, the “exosystem” is comprised of at least 

one setting that does not include but influences the developing individual; and lastly, 

the “macrosystem” represents the consistencies found within the culture or subcultures 

in reference to the three systems, as well as beliefs, traditions, and known ideologies 

of the culture (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, pp. 23-26).   
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In the chapter that follows, the principles associated with this theory were used 

to analyze the data collected from the faculty and RL professional surveys, interviews, 

observations, and documents.  The findings reinforce similarities and differences 

between these two groups within Bronfenbrenner’s systems.  The three levels 

macrosystem, exosystem, and microsystem are discussed in this chapter out of the 

sequential order often depicted in the literature, leaving room for a greater discussion 

and analysis demanded of the data emerging in the mesosystem.  The data falling in 

the mesosystem layer reveals the core findings for this study and illustrates a need for 

continued research into faculty and RL professionals in other RLCs. 

Macrosystem 

 In the macrosystem layer, several themes surfaced as a result of the interviews 

and revealed more similarities than differences.  The interviews for both faculty and 

residential life (RL) professionals revealed three key themes: the nation’s economy, 

liberal arts identity, and the changing demographics of college students.  Each group 

mentioned these themes as significant, and in context, are undeniably related and often 

discussed in higher education in combination with one another.  Therefore, these three 

themes are addressed collectively in this section and are illustrated in Figure 2.   
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Figure 2. The Macrosystem. This figure illustrates the themes present in the 

macrosystem layer of the residential learning community. Adapted from “SWITCH: 

rationale, design, and implementation of a community, school, and family-based 

interventions to modify behaviors related to childhood obesity,” by J. C. Eisenmann, 

D. A. Gentile, G. J. Welk, R. Callahan, S. Strickland, M. Walsh, and D. A. Walsh, 

2008, BMC Public Health, 8, p. 225. Copyright 2008 by Eisenmann et al; BioMed 

Central Ltd. Reprinted with permission. 

 

Cost, Access, and the Liberal Arts 

The landscape of higher education continues to change due to the long-

projected demographic changes of the traditional college-age student, coupled with the 

economic recovery of the “Great Recession of 2008” (McGee, 2015).  American 
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families are asking about more than just the cost of a college education.  They are 

debating the value of it and how to achieve the greatest return on investment.  As one 

of the college deans remarked about why her office is interested in seeing residential 

learning communities thrive, she said, “Frankly, because with such a high price tag, 

parents and families expect a lot of interaction with faculty members.”  She noted how 

many times parents seem to question and expect a return on their investment during 

their student’s college years.   

Colleges are being challenged to find their niche in the larger higher education 

marketplace and small colleges, especially those professing the value of the liberal 

arts, are being pressed to make themselves distinctively strong and competitive.  

Competitive in this market means a college or university must deliver on three 

developmental elements: academic or intellectual, personal, and professional or career 

(McGee, 2015).  Considering the strong academic and social gains for students 

participating in residential learning communities (RLCs), it is not surprising that these 

larger, more global concepts were mentioned by both groups in their interviews.   

When answering a question about the value of RLCs, a faculty member 

connected the value for students with the need to improve the college brand by saying:  

I think it’s to our advantage to be seen as an institution that has a really intense 

intellectual community.  Communicate this and say, ‘Look, this is who we are. 

If you want this, here’s a place where you should be.’  I think sort of framing 

ourselves in what seems like an increasingly competitive environment for 

liberal arts colleges is important. 
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A college dean connected the mission of a liberal arts education to the goals of the 

RLC by underscoring the different ways faculty can make an impression on students.  

She said, “It’s a liberal arts institution…they [students] may be open to different ways 

of both thinking and disciplines that can help them think in ways than they came in 

wishing or thinking.”   

Similarly, a faculty member recognized her own professional developmental 

changes as a result of her experience and connected the importance of the liberal arts 

identity and small college setting to the relationships she can have with students.  She 

said, “I think I mainly may be reexamining my role in students’ lives and how, at a 

small, liberal arts college and residential school, the impact of that professor-student 

relationship can be even more powerful that I thought before.”  A different faculty 

member responded this way when asked about how the RLC fit within the culture of 

the institution: 

To me, it fits in very well with the overall idea of a liberal arts college that you 

have a close relationship between faculty members and students.  And that I 

don’t see that it has to end as a student goes out of the classroom.  

During the interviews, both groups mentioned the concerted effort from the 

college’s admission office to recruit a different population of students than in previous 

years.  Both groups mentioned addressing larger issues of access and inclusion and 

how they have witnessed a shift on campus regarding the recruitment.  As one of the 

RL professionals summarized, “New president…new group of students…new way to 

do admissions.”  Efforts to diversify the campus were outlined during the interviews 
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by both groups and include recruiting from greater distances from the college; 

working with national programs to recruit achieving low-income and first-generation 

students; and hiring a new college dean with dedicated responsibilities toward 

recruiting a diverse student body.  As a graduate of the college, this dean mentioned 

how important it was in her new role to demographically shift the campus to mirror 

the national changes and to “incorporate both access and inclusion” in her efforts. 

Likewise, a RL professional spoke about the hiring and recruiting efforts for 

both faculty and students: 

‘Northridge’ is working very hard to diversify its student population from a 

primarily white, upper middle class student body.  And it’s working on that 

pretty diligently.  This year it accepted…this class that we have right now, it’s 

the most diverse class ever.  And I think that the Dean believes that it requires 

more experienced intellectual people with diverse thinking, diverse fields to be 

on campus [and] to be present more. 

A different RL professional connected the recruitment efforts to the residential 

learning community (RLC) but through the student experience.  He began by talking 

about the mission statement: 

‘Northridge’ has kind of a mission statement.  A lot of investment in diversity 

and inclusion and talking about how do [sic] we make our community as 

inclusive and diverse as possible because with diverse thought comes more 

efficient processes and systems. 
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He then linked the mission statement to how the school retains enrolled students.  He 

underscored the faculty efforts to support students coming from a distance or 

beginning their college experience without traditional family or financial supports: 

So there is a large push just institutionally for diversity and inclusion but I 

think a lot of professors care about that because they know that it’s hard to 

come to a place like ‘Northridge’ if you’re a student from a minority 

background who has never stepped foot on the outside of a city. 

A faculty member talked about the interest in changing the student demographics of 

the institution but also mentioned the concerns from the student body and campus 

community about the changes.  He believed the RLC on campus acts as a “buffer” for 

all of the proposed changes.  He shared, “I think there’s this worry that without a 

really strong community that things will not go well…and there will be a lot of 

discontentment, unrest, and disruption.”  He saw the program serving to mitigate the 

changes through intentional community building, promoting civil discourse, and 

creating a stronger intellectual culture. 

Notes from the last faculty meeting summarized a college self-study completed 

in the summer of 2017 that revealed “a lower than average graduate rate” for 

“Northridge” than peer institutions and questions surfaced in this meeting regarding 

how to address student retention and improve the six-year graduation rate.  This self-

study was done prior to an upcoming evaluation by the New England Association of 

Schools and Colleges (NEASC), which sets the higher education standards across the 

region in the areas of governance, financial management, and academic and student 
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programs.  Although the issue of student retention did not surface during any of the 

interviews, it emerged in the document analysis and is directly related to the financial 

health of this particular institution and, as a result of the current market, most other 

small colleges. 

The NEASC evaluation also was mentioned only by two RL professionals 

during the interviews.  Both individuals relayed the concerns felt by the NEASC 

committee regarding the lack of residential life staffing in the residence halls and the 

use of faculty in the residence halls.  One of the RL professionals said they do not see 

it as “moving backwards” but sees the need to have both to address some of the 

“fragmentation of the faculty and staff” and “sees the student experience in the most 

holistic of ways.”  Another RL professional said, “I think it’s the essence of a 

residential college.”  She went on to explain, “And if you look back in history to the 

system that really started during the Renaissance, you see that the whole idea of the 

university was residential and that the faculty members were living right there—

having conversations and having dinner together.”  The statements from NEASC 

posed poignant questions and seemed to make some participants consider their 

mission and institutional priorities against the national system of standards.  The 

faculty interviewed did not bring up these points but may not have been present at the 

NEASC public presentations as the RL professionals were and therefore were not 

informed to comment. 
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Exosystem 

From an ecological perspective, the exosystem is defined as “consisting of one 

or more settings that do not involve the developing person as an active participant but 

in which events occur that affect, or are affected by, what happens in that setting” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 237).  In this study, institutional decisions influence the 

experiences and the development of both faculty and residential life (RL) professional 

staff and each, though affected, do not have power to change the decision making.  

Some of these elements are similar for both groups; other elements are experienced 

differently.  The larger key themes found emergent and explored are space, training, 

and staffing and are displayed in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. The Exosystem. This figure illustrates the themes present in the exosystem 

layer of the residential learning community. Adapted from “SWITCH: rationale, 

design, and implementation of a community, school, and family-based interventions to 

modify behaviors related to childhood obesity,” by J. C. Eisenmann, D. A. Gentile, G. 

J. Welk, R. Callahan, S. Strickland, M. Walsh, and D. A. Walsh, 2008, BMC Public 

Health, 8, p. 225. Copyright 2008 by Eisenmann et al; BioMed Central Ltd. Reprinted 

with permission. 

 

Space 

On a college campus, learning environments—classrooms, lecture halls, 

laboratories, and residence halls are important settings that foster the academic and 

social experience.  How a college maintains and improves these types of facilities is 

important.  High-functioning and advanced facilities can strengthen or detract from the 
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experiences and development of the students, faculty, and staff as they learn, teach, 

work, and study.  The concept of space and facilities management emerged as a shared 

discussion in the experiences of both faculty and the RL professionals and each group 

described it in similar and different ways. 

Apartment space. In the personal interviews, both faculty and RL 

professionals talked about the availability of apartment space on campus.  At this 

institution, the residential learning community (RLC) is the faculty-in-residence 

program, and for both groups, the issue of space and adequate campus 

accommodations are significant and impactful.  Both faculty and RL professionals 

discussed the lack of available space on campus and the need to use faculty and 

campus life staff apartments to meet the growing need of the student residential 

population.  Faculty talked about the lack of availability and diversity of faculty 

housing space for the program, specifically the lack of two-bedroom apartments.  As a 

RL professional postulated, “Until the buildings get renovated themselves, we can’t 

really expect anything to happen with them.  I think if we did have more and better 

spaces, we would have a more robust faculty-in-residence program.”  

Both faculty and RL professionals talked about the variety of groups assigned 

to the apartments on campus.  A RL professional talked about putting students in the 

apartments after faculty vacated them.  One RL professional recounted a situation 

when a faculty member moved out and left the institution that living space was 

immediately used for students.  Another RL professional told a similar story about 

converting on-campus professional apartments to student rooms: “I lived on for a little 
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bit and when I moved off, I was like…I need the beds (so) that’s a quad.”  Enrollment 

numbers govern how, when, and with whom, the apartments can be occupied. 

Similar to how apartment occupancy addresses student enrollment fluctuations, 

both groups relayed how the administration also assigned apartments for faculty or 

staff use.  When talking about faculty use, conversations usually began with 

information about a previous faculty-in-residence program and its ties to the current 

program.  Both groups talked about how the past program was a “vibrant faculty-in-

residence program” that dwindled out.  Faculty mentioned how decisions were made 

to put campus life professionals in the buildings such as the director of student 

activities, director of diversity initiatives, dean of students, and other residential life 

(RL) professional staff as the program was ending.  A faculty member recalled, “The 

faculty that were leaving the program weren’t being replaced by more faculty; they 

were being replaced by Campus Life staff.”  According to both groups, the previous 

administration believed student affairs staff would be more inclined to accept positions 

if housing was part of the salary and compensation package.  However, one of the 

faculty speculated that it may have been a combination of factors.  She said,  

I think one of the things I wonder is whether it overlooks the fact that the 

reason why Campus Life moved people into the spaces is because they didn’t 

have faculty to put in them.  That part’s not clear, right?! So everyone has a 

different take on that.  It’s like Campus Life stole them or…but Campus Life 

might be like, ‘You didn’t want to live there’…so who knows. 
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One of the college deans correlated the lack of suitable housing space to the budget 

and the allocation of resources.  “We have a finite number of apartments.  There are 

constraints about how…you can’t build out any more of them.”  She goes on to talk 

about finding the right fit for the faculty member and the accommodation in relation to 

the sustainability of the program:  

Some of the people that you might want or might be interested because you are 

trying to think across disciplines, might not accommodate families.  So you’re 

having to look for folks who are single.  Folks whose children are all grown 

up.  We have only two spaces that can fit families with more than one kid.  So 

that takes away a lot of folks that might be interested and who would be really, 

really good.  It’s more those practical things and the budget piece of it. 

Both groups mentioned the challenge in finding the right personality of the faculty 

member interested in participating in the program.  Limitations were compounded by 

family structures and other accommodation needs. 

Overcrowding. The RL professionals referred to the space management issue 

in slightly different ways than the faculty, as a different conversation was had about 

the overcrowding of students in residence halls.  The RL professionals, those with the 

responsibility of housing operations, talked about needing to put students in 

community spaces to address overcapacity issues.  The RL professional stated, “We sit 

at about 114% over capacity…and I know that I’m taking common space.  I know that 

I am creating…stuffing folks to the rafters and that causes all sorts of problems but 

everybody is saying you need to make this work.”  She talked about putting students 
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in lounges and creating spaces for student living where there was not living space 

before.  She remarked, “If it had a door, had a window, I [will] take it.”  As a “top-

down decision”, she recognized it as her job to house the students enrolled as 

residential students at the college.  Conversations about overcrowding were always 

followed up with unknowns about the new class size, enrollment numbers, and 

fluctuating temporary spaces dependent on enrollment management decisions.   

However, as a student affairs professional committed to enhancing the student 

experience, the RL professional talked about how emotionally conflicted she feels 

about housing students in this environment and how challenging it is for students and 

their personal development.  On one hand, she talked about housing students at higher 

capacities than the rooms and apartments should accommodate; and additionally, 

convert common space and lounges from social into student living space—all to meet 

the need of a larger residential complement.  In a residence hall, students require both 

living and social space, and more students are “living on top of each other”, as a 

different RL professional staff member concurred.  Students need common space to 

detach or study.  She ended this part of the interview with, “I talk a lot about the 

student affairs side of me.  My heart breaks every time that I do it.” 

New residence hall. Concerns about space and resources take on a different 

dimension for each group as they consider the institutional plans for a new residence 

hall—a multifunctional, two-hundred bed facility, with office spaces and four new 

two-bedroom apartments.  With the opening of the building being six months away, 
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conversations in the interviews took to new topics as each group considered the impact 

of this construction and available apartments on their experience within the RLC.   

Little information seemed to have been shared with either group regarding the 

plans for the program in the new residence hall or the residence hall design itself.  

When asked about the involvement of faculty and their knowledge of the program, a 

college dean responded, “So all the faculty know about the program is [that] we’re 

expanding it this year to include residents in the new civic engagement dormitory we 

are building…”  When asked, most faculty members discussed the accommodations 

and the proposed changes to the faculty role in the area.  One faculty member was 

very optimistic about the future of the RLC program and his involvement in it as a 

faculty-in-residence:  

And now we’ll have this pretty big presence there now and I think how that 

goes is partly going to determine what the community involvement and 

direction of the program is.  And so I know that it’s moving more in that 

direction too.  They’ll also want us to be kind of mentoring students toward 

community and civic engagement projects and things like that in our role as 

faculty residents. 

Some RL professionals are seeing it as an opportunity for the RLC to expand its 

faculty collaborations:  

We’ll double [the staffing for] the program in a year.  So there’s 

something…there’s a lot of excitement around what that means and what that 

looks like.  And so we are still trying to dig into what we’re hoping the faculty 
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will be a part of, what do they want to be a part of, and then go in that 

direction. 

A faculty member also saw the new facility and its programming endeavors as an 

interesting opportunity for students.  He shared, 

If that goes well, that could also be a really neat new dimension of the program 

and could be really successful in a community …a wider community…that 

could benefit from our resources.  And the students could benefit from the 

experience and exposure. 

Although some members in each group seem optimistic, a few of the RL 

professionals shared some trepidations.  One confessed, “I drive by [the site] every 

day to go home and I’m like…just because I don’t feel like they really know what they 

want it to be.”  For at least one RL professional, the endeavor seems overwhelming as 

she feels responsible for the success of the program and confessed, “It’s also a little 

frightening…” because she is concerned about the student experience and the more 

isolated location of this building.  Additionally, she and her staff professed to not 

understand the intentions behind the programmatic design and overall plan for the 

space.  When asked about involvement and the proposed civic engagement piece, one 

staff member shared that she was not included on anything about the new building 

except for discussion about furniture, while another stated she has prior “living 

learning” experience but expressed that, “civic engagement…that’s not my expertise.”   

Not only do the groups have different perceptions regarding the new 

construction, they also have different viewpoints regarding the functionality of the 
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building.  Both groups recognize the significance of the new facility as it provides for 

more faculty apartments, with more bedrooms, and facilities to help grow the 

programmatic part of the program.  The increase in faculty apartments requires 

additional faculty hiring and the new civic engagement component promises to bring 

new experiences for faculty and student engagement.  However, the details of the plan 

are unknown to both groups at the time of this study and both seem hesitant about how 

to proceed.  

The new building will increase the housing capacity by two-hundred beds, 

thereby decreasing the pressing overcapacity issues felt by students and known to the 

residential life (RL) staff.  The capacity increase was expressed in the interviews 

readily by the RL professionals but not the faculty.  According to the RL 

professionals, the new residence hall and the additional space, both living and social 

space, may alleviate the uptick of vandalism reported by both groups in the interviews.  

When asked about challenges in her job, one RL professional stated:  

If I were to change something, I think it would be [the] overcrowding and how 

[few] people have an understanding of what overcrowding does to your 

residence halls.  We talk about vandalism…and there’s no place for these 

students to go…they can’t get away from things so the stress builds up. 

However, the RL professionals remain cautiously optimistic as they began to 

talk about converting student rooms back to common rooms and student lounge space 

as a result of the new building.  They recognize doing so remains contingent on the 

enrollment numbers of the next first year class.  One RL professional said, “We 
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haven’t heard what that number is yet.  So yes, we are holding a few of the temporary 

spaces because some of them (can be used) as singles…in case.” 

As with most small colleges, small endowments mean tuition dependency and 

larger enrolled classes do bring in much needed operational revenue.  It appears this 

RL professional staff member is accustomed to remaining agile in the face of 

uncertain housing needs and understands their responsibilities in accommodating the 

incoming first year class.  As one RL professional quipped, “And that’s my job; so, 

alright!” 

Training 

The next prominent theme that emerged in the interviews of faculty and the RL 

professional staff involved the residential learning community (RLC) summer training 

offered to faculty.  Institutionally required, this training remains a prerequisite for all 

participating RLC faculty.  The design of this training was delegated to the RL 

professionals by college administration and continues to be their responsibility to 

implement.  Both groups were influenced by the institution regarding this training—

one to attend (faculty) and the other to implement (RL staff).  Understandably so, their 

experiences as participants and facilitators were different and their responses about the 

training demonstrate this point.   

The majority of both groups described the training in this way: a two-week late 

summer training that included all day workshops to acquaint participants with college 

policies and support services; meetings with the community advisors; an extensive 

campus tour of residential facilities; a two-day intensive workshop on restorative 
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justice; a session on Title IX and other relevant laws; and basic sensitivity training.  

Although described similarly in format, the training experience expressed by each 

group was markedly different.  Both groups understood the compulsory conditions of 

the training but held different roles: faculty as participants and residential life staff as 

coordinators.  The responses within this theme demonstrate a conflict between the 

groups and discussing the analysis for the differences of this theme is more suitable in 

the section describing the mesosystem of this model. 

Staffing 

For both faculty and the RL professionals, the staffing of this RLC surfaced as 

a theme during the interviews but in slightly different ways for each group.  The 

interviews captured the experiences of both groups as they discussed the new faculty 

hires for the program and the understaffing and turnover of the Campus Life office.  

For each group, these topics influence their experiences in the program but decisions 

regarding them are made institutionally by others.   

New staff. For the RL professional staff, conversations about the new 

residence hall were predicated on the people living and using the new residence hall—

this included the residents and the faculty hired to participate in the residential 

learning community (RLC).  One RL professional talked about her need to place 

students in the new building.  However, both groups mentioned the need to hire new 

faculty to fill the new building apartments and the liberated apartments once filled by 

students in the other residential buildings on campus.  In total, both groups remarked 

that the “program was doubling” with the total number increasing to eight faculty. 
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One RL professional talked about the hiring as the measure of success: 

We have hired folks [this year] and I know that seems like a small success but 

it’s one that I was worried about moving into this.  And we hired folks that had 

a genuine want to be a part of our program. 

The same RL professional voiced concerns about the program growing with respect to 

staffing of faculty.  She named her biggest worry as hiring and said, “What happens if 

we don’t get enough people…enough qualified people?”  Both RL professionals and 

faculty understand the need to find more interested faculty for the new positions.  All 

interviewed faculty mentioned encouraging good candidates but realized they possess 

little control over the hiring. 

Adding four new faculty members to the current complement of four was a 

concern for some faculty and the RL professionals but some faculty saw it as an 

opportunity.  One faculty member saw adding new colleagues into the program 

offered “fresh energy”, while another seemed intrigued to work with different 

colleagues from different disciplines.  She said, “It’ll be so much more fun to have a 

program with a critical mass.”  A different faculty member agreed and added the 

hiring practice could be “more democratically distributed—meaning that if we could 

get a greater span of faculty in different career stages and subjects and things like that 

into the program then it could really look like we’re all in it together.”  In his view, the 

more faculty participating, the more faculty might be interested in joining. 
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A college dean talked about the different challenges inherent in hiring for a 

program like RLC and the institutional realities impacting it.  She mentioned the cycle 

of hiring: 

You go through the cycles where you have younger faculty and they want to 

do it and then they get older and then they don’t want to do it anymore.  Right? 

I mean…so what do you do to fill the space when you have faculty or not 

enough of them wanting to be living in residence?  

She also talked about the institutional pressures on younger faculty as they are 

deciding to apply: 

Many of the ones who are applying are tenured because the ones who are 

tenure-track are kind of nervous.  Whether it’s because they’re not as far along 

as they want or they feel that it might ‘jinx’ them.  I have had faculty say, 

‘Well, I wonder if I get it and then it’s going to jinx my chances (of tenure).’ 

Similarly, the younger faculty mentioned the same institutional pressures as they work 

toward tenure.  One faculty member remarked, “Yeah, I’ve heard the phrase, ‘No 

one’s going to care about that for your tenure hearing.’”  The interviewed faculty 

wondered if finding interested faculty would depend on their interpretation of time and 

workload for the program and if participating in the RLC would “count” toward tenure 

as service.  

Faculty and RL professionals felt the success and the sustainability of the 

program was dependent on adequate numbers but also the importance of the “right fit” 

for hires.  Both groups mentioned the “extremes” of fit as they talked about examples 
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of outstanding staff and also previously challenging staff.  Exemplifying a good role 

model in the current staffing, one faculty member and spouse stood out as “admired” 

and “well respected” in their work within the RLC—by students, other colleagues, and 

residential life staff.  One faculty member described her colleague and his spouse in 

this way: “They’re amazing at this!  They do so much stuff.  We all kind of look to 

them as a role model…I would say they’re really a program unto themselves!”  

In contrast, this same faculty member told the story of a previous faculty 

member who was deemed “not a good fit for the position.”  She described how this 

person really “hated the students being noisy” and was constantly calling campus 

security, even during daytime hours.  For this reason, she often feels like she needs to 

help rebrand the program due to this colleague’s very public criticisms.   

Not having enough or the right candidates will impact the overall success of 

the program and these institutional decisions influence the work of both faculty and 

RL professionals in the RLC.  Members of both groups discussed the application 

process for interested faculty and the recent electronic messages sent out from the 

academic dean’s office announcing available positions.  In reviewing the documents 

about the program on the website and the application itself, it was apparent to this 

investigator that the interviewing of the new faculty would be done in committee, 

comprised of select members of faculty and RL staff.  However, final hiring decisions 

would be made solely by the provost and the academic dean. 

Understaffed and staff turnover. Several interviewees reported that the 

Campus Life office was understaffed at the time of the study.  The NEASC 
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accreditation committee made note of it in their public presentation; the RL staff 

commented on it in their responses; and at least two positions were noted unfilled in 

the organizational structure of the department as pointed out in multiple interviews 

and illustrated on the website.  Additionally, the staffing structure was missing live-in 

RL staff traditionally found on most campuses.  According to all RL professionals 

interviewed, more live-in staff could facilitate more faculty-engaged programs and 

address student behaviors in more consistent ways.  One RL professional referred to 

the Campus Life office as “woefully understaffed…like abysmal.”  

However, as one of the RL professionals aptly pointed out, “I couldn’t hire 

live-in staff because I don’t have a place to put them.”  With the push from the 

institution to fund and allocate refurbished and the newly constructed apartments to 

the faculty in the RLC program, extra apartments do not exist for live-in residential 

life staff.  Although currently some Campus Life staff live in a few of the residence 

hall apartments, it is the institution’s intent to move them out over time and populate 

the apartments with faculty.  One RL professional shared that some discussions have 

occurred regarding making the Dean of Students position a live-on position.  

However, at the time of this study, that remained in question. 

One of the fears expressed by the college dean for placing career-pathed RL 

professionals as live-in staff is due to the work and role of residence life.  “It’s so easy 

for students to think of staff as friends.  I find it much easier for the boundaries to be 

crossed.  We find that to be different with faculty.”  On the other hand, she did express 

that she was not entirely opposed to asking for more positions but wanted to remain 



 

 

 

 168 

 

strategic in doing so.  She assessed the structure of the Campus Life office as “tiny” 

but believes that the Campus Life staff “still can get a lot of the work done and 

frankly, use faculty to get more of the work done.”  Financially speaking, she shared 

that it would be a few years before that staff would gain support for more positions.  

According to the plans for the RLC in the coming year, the faculty positions would 

outnumber the RL professional positions by four to one. 

In addition to the understaffed office, the RL professionals reported multiple 

staff turnover over the past several years.  In the interviews, both groups spoke 

directly or indirectly about staff turnover in the Campus Life office but the RL 

professionals spoke more in depth about it.  One RL professional described her recent 

experience with supervisor turnover like this: 

I had a supervisor for my first two years here; she left in February and we 

didn’t hire anybody until that summer.  And then he stayed for four years as 

the director of campus life.  Then we hired another person.  She made it less 

than a year.  Then we hired a professor last year…as the director of campus 

life part-time.  And we have no director of campus life right now. 

She then explained the impact of the staff turnover as detrimental to the progress of 

the RLC program.  “There’s not a lot of people to help pull it together and to help 

create a vibrant program because our focus is on, you know, the students.”  On the 

other hand, she believed the services that they provide the students have not changed 

significantly, but she reported “a very tired staff.”  She commented that she often 

compares this institution’s residence life staffing complement with others and realizes 
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the limitations.  This RL professional served as the central and more experienced staff 

member with more than eight years of experience.   

Faculty reported general concerns about understaffing across campus, 

specifically in the Campus Life office and the counseling office.  When asked a 

question about the design of the previous faculty-in-residence program, one faculty 

member used staff turnover like a unit of time.  He joked, “I don’t know who designed 

the previous one.  It was a couple of dean of students ago.” 

Microsystem 

According to Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, the 

microsystem is best explained by studying the context of an individual’s immediate 

environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  In this study, faculty and residential life (RL) 

professionals’ most immediate surroundings include interactions and activities with 

students, other faculty and college staff (colleagues), and the Campus Life staff.  

Although both groups mentioned “colleagues” in a broader sense, for the purposes of 

this study, “colleagues” for faculty refer to other faculty members—colleagues 

participating in the RLC and those who are not.  For RL professionals, the term 

“colleagues” refer to other RL staff members, as well as Community Advisors 

(CAs)—the student staff reporting to residence life. 

For both groups, this study analyzed the data about colleagues influencing the 

individual.  For faculty, the colleagues remain internal and external to the RLC; for 

RL professional, the colleagues are mostly internal to the RLC.  This section, the 

microsystem layer, analyzed the data captured about interactions between all of these 
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entities.  For both faculty and RL professionals, the interactions and activities 

associated with this residential learning community (RLC) are separated into three 

categories and are depicted in Figure 4: colleagues, students, and either faculty or RL 

staff respectively.  Both groups reported similar experiences but also describe 

differences.  

Figure 4. The Microsystem. This figure illustrates the themes present in the 

microsystem layer of the residential learning community. Adapted from “SWITCH: 

rationale, design, and implementation of a community, school, and family-based 

interventions to modify behaviors related to childhood obesity,” by J. C. Eisenmann, 

D. A. Gentile, G. J. Welk, R. Callahan, S. Strickland, M. Walsh, and D. A. Walsh, 

2008, BMC Public Health, 8, p. 225. Copyright 2008 by Eisenmann et al; BioMed 

Central Ltd. Reprinted with permission. 
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Faculty and Residential Life Professionals 

Both groups participate together as collaborators in the RLC and view their 

interactions as frequent and positive.  Weekly meetings are scheduled and take place 

to keep communication open.  The RL professionals keep faculty informed of campus 

happenings and offer feedback to them regarding their student concerns, departmental 

updates, and campus events.  One faculty member described the nature of their weekly 

dinner event as cordial and relevant.  “They fill us in on weird rumors that are floating 

around in other events.  Tell us what bad is happening and what good things are 

happening and what’s changing.  So that’s cool.  That’s informative.” 

Another faculty member credited the newly implemented structure of the RLC 

and organization of the weekly meetings as important opportunities for connecting and 

sharing.  In addition to the weekly meetings, he valued the RL professional input as 

integral to the success of the program, especially in providing moral and financial 

support.  He praised them for answering questions promptly, offering feedback, and 

responding to emergent issues quickly.  A different faculty member also agreed and 

expressed his appreciation for expertise demonstrated by the RL professionals in 

particularly tense situations like “when students are dealing with mental health, or 

other kinds of issues.  I know in my professional life and with my background, I am 

certainly not equipped to handle.”  Together with the other faculty members, he 

reported feeling confident with the “really good resources” provided by the RL 

professionals.   
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Likewise, the RL professionals stressed the importance of “bringing everyone 

together” and confirmed success in cocurricular programming and confident in 

making student connections.  For the RL professionals, the meetings are foundational 

to the partnership relationship.  They view them as an opportunity to sit down together 

and develop ideas, learn from each other, and share relevant information.  One RL 

professional explained, “Sometimes the faculty have a piece of information about 

what’s happening with the students and the res life person has a little more.”  

According to another RL professional, “together they really begin to build a neat 

community.”   

During the observation phase of this case study, this investigator observed one 

of the weekly meetings and observed the same affect and behaviors offered by the 

faculty and RL professionals in the interviews.  The atmosphere was casual but 

professional.  It was evident that the RL professionals directed and provided the 

organization for the meeting—the delivered meal, meeting agenda, and guided 

conversation.  The RL professionals mentored the faculty at this meeting and 

conversations seemed to take on a “teacher/learner” dynamic for subjects ranging from 

student behaviors on the weekend to procedures about hiring CAs for the new 

residence hall.  Faculty seemed genuinely interested in learning and RL professionals 

were eager to impart the information.   

As a RL professional admitted after the meeting, the meetings have been useful 

in breaking down stereotypes and offering a clearer picture of student culture and 

college policies for faculty.  One RL professional discussed how she values the 
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opportunities for sharing she sees between faculty and RL professionals.  She has 

demonstrated “an appreciation for the job that the faculty does.”  She goes on to say, 

“And I think they are slowly beginning to understand that what we do isn’t just a walk 

in the park.  It’s not just M&Ms, bubbles, and balloons.”   

Faculty demonstrated an understanding of the RL professionals for their 

distinctive expertise and also their demanding workload.  When asked about shared 

professional relationships, a faculty member explained, “Well, they have a different 

expertise.  I mean for one, they provide us with guidance and resources about what 

happens when things go south, or when things don’t work out perfectly.”  Another 

commented, “If I had a student in my dorm who was dealing with chronic mental 

health issues and was considering harming themselves, I wouldn’t know what to do 

with that student.”  They expressed relief knowing they could call the RL professional 

and staff.  In the interviews, all faculty members mentioned hectic schedules of the RL 

professionals had empathy and understanding when they heard about particularly 

“tough nights” or if they were behind getting them a particular report or feedback. 

The faculty members talked at length about their interactions with the 

Community Advisors (CAs)—the student paraprofessional leaders living on the floors 

with residents.  Although the CA perspective was not within the scope of this study, 

their relationship with them is important to note and impactful for the faculty.  

Employed by the Campus Life office, these resident students provide peer mentorship, 

offer social and educational programs, and serve as a campus resource for the 

residents in their charge.  The faculty in this RLC spoke of their relationships with 



 

 

 

 174 

 

their CAs and the response was varied.  One faculty member said, “I have a really 

good CA.  I mean, overall the relationships here are good.  My CA is proactive with 

programming and he’s really good with students.”   

A different faculty member reported the need to be more active in building a 

relationship with his CA.  He said, “It usually requires us to reach out to them 

consistently to make sure it happens.”  He gave an explanation as to why the CA 

response is not reliable and he believed it to stem from the limited number of faculty 

actually participating in the RLC program.  “Some CAs do not know what to do with 

the faculty resident and how they’re supposed to interact with them and how to work 

with them.”  According to at least one faculty member, more training is needed to 

prepare the CAs to understand how to integrate faculty into building community and 

be more intentionally collaborative. 

Colleagues 

In this study, it was revealed that faculty and RL professionals interact with a 

different set of colleagues.  For faculty, colleagues included other faculty while the RL 

professionals included other campus life staff and the community advisors (CAs).  The 

faculty spoke about two different groups: those in the residential learning community 

(RLC colleagues) and those in their departments and across campus (campus 

colleagues).  Discussions focusing on the relationships with fellow RLC colleagues 

mentioned inclusive words like “sharing”, “bonding”, “inspirational”, and “affirming.”  

One faculty member commented that she hoped they could get together more 

informally.  After the weekly meetings, she found herself “still actually craving 
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knowledge of my colleagues” so she was hoping they consider finding ways to be 

together and talk about the program. 

Other faculty report having lunch together, talking together in department 

meetings, and sitting together at other campus events.  A faculty member described the 

ease with which faculty meet up with each other and why it continues to happen: 

We just run into each other around campus.  Often times the conversation 

comes around to what’s happening in the residence halls.  But mainly aside 

from the formal interaction, it’s just informal but we all know each other pretty 

well.  I believe this is partly because of the formal interaction that has been 

fomented by the residence life people and that gets us to the point where we 

know each other well enough and it’s easier for us to have informal 

interactions. 

Another faculty member seemed appreciative of the collegiality:  

I know many of the details in the lives of all of the other faculty-in-residence 

on campus right now because we’ve spent a lot of time together and we’ve 

gotten to know each other.  There’s a strong community among the faculty-in-

residence.  I think we care about each other and support each other. 

Further discussions of colleagues centered on how campus colleagues respond to the 

faculty in the RLC.  For many faculty, the idea of living in a residence hall and 

interacting with students outside of the classroom is shocking and unnerving.  The 

faculty reported how colleagues responded to their roles in the RLC and many seemed 
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curious, confused, or critical of their participation.  These impressions are discussed 

further in the subsequent section on the mesosystem. 

RL professionals described different interactions with colleagues.  Their 

interactions were less collegial and more positional and ranked.  They looked to each 

other not for support but for more duties and knowledge within roles.  During the 

interview, when asked a question in which they did not have an answer, they would 

redirect this investigator to the right person.  However, with a very limited number of 

experienced professional staff, the person with the most knowledge only was one 

person—the chief housing officer (CHO).  One college dean remarked, “She (is) the 

res life person.  She’s the only one.” 

However, the organizing and implementing of the RLC is generally still talked 

about as a concerted effort by all the RL professionals—each with their duties but 

importantly, their positional roles.  They see themselves as collegially creating this 

new program together.  As one RL professional said, “I’ve been involved with the 

program but I’ve also built this program with my colleagues, from the ground up.” 

In different ways, the RL professionals look to the CAs as “colleagues”, in the 

sense that they share experiences in the RLC with them.  Trained by the RL 

professionals, they help them manage the students.  Stories of their involvement in the 

residence halls emerged during the interviews and on the campus tour.  In one 

instance, a CA was described like this:  

He’s really cool and done a great job in here.  Part of our CA program is trying 

to integrate academic and social lives (of our students).  So, through the CAs, 
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we’re encouraging more programming around bringing faculty into the 

residence halls and incorporating them into the daily life of students. 

The CAs also are working in the residence halls alongside of the faculty in the RLC.  

The faculty and CAs “work together to put on robust programming in the residence 

halls” with all three groups working to create a strong residential community.  

Other Campus Life staff are mentioned in the interviews as examples of 

campus resources for student activities, diversity initiatives, and spiritual life and the 

directors of these departments function as campus colleagues for RL professionals.  

However, they did not emerge as integrated in the RLC or have influence on the RLC 

faculty.  Faculty do not mention these campus life directors at all in their 

conversations except when talking about them as occupants of campus apartments. 

Students 

In the residential learning community (RLC), faculty report significant 

interactions with students.  Most faculty describe social interactions with students—

hosting study breaks, sharing meals, and informal discussions.  Other events 

mentioned are more cocurricular in nature—book clubs or movie discussions, dinner 

events, or “living room lectures” and these happen with the same frequency.  One 

faculty member described his interaction with students in terms of his role, “‘Hey, 

we’re having cookies! Come over at 6:00 p.m. and stop by’.  I’m trying to bring 

people together and create opportunities for connections between students who 

wouldn’t otherwise connect.”  Other faculty mention these types of “open door 

events” where they meet the residents and but also offer a space for deeper 
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discussions.  One faculty member described his interaction with students during 

personal crises: 

I do know that in some specific situations for individual students who have 

been suffering some particular crises…where I have been able to help them out 

and intervene specifically…in ways that would not have been possible if (I) 

didn’t live here.  

For some, these situations have not presented themselves but recognize they could be 

called on in an emergency.  One faculty member shared that she knows other faculty 

members have had different, more serious interactions with students and she has been 

“trying to prepare myself for a student having a breakdown or needing adult support or 

something like that.  And that just hasn’t happened yet.” 

In contrast, faculty described how they have been changed by their interactions 

with students.  One faculty member talked about how much she enjoyed getting to 

know the students in different ways outside the classroom and how her previous 

notions of what a party atmosphere consisted of were distorted.  She said: 

And do you know what they do?  They play music and sing.  And you 

wouldn’t believe the music they play.  They play Neil Diamond!  This past 

weekend…it was Christmas songs.  They play and they sing at the top of their 

lungs and it’s kind of funny.  ‘Sweet Caroline’ is one of their favorites.  I had 

no idea that was their thing! 

Two other faculty described how they were also changed by knowing the students 

differently.  For one faculty member, the RLC experience gave him a broader view of 
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students’ lives—with mention of a variety of different constraints, pressures, and 

interests.  In knowing this, he said, “it made me understand students better and by 

understanding them and their lives better, it made me better able to communicate with 

them effectively as a teacher.” 

Another faculty member described the variety of interactions faculty have with 

students mentioned how the RLC structure is beneficial:  

For some of our objectives, we are the right size.  It seems like the faculty here 

already do so much hidden emotional labor that formalizing that in some 

respects could be better for them—for us as faculty, for the institution, and the 

students. 

This faculty member also emphasized how faculty at a smaller institution have the 

opportunity to be involved in students’ lives and doing so has made him “a bit more 

aware of and patient about what it’s like for young people just arriving at college.”  

Both groups, faculty and RL professionals, spoke about the value of the 

interactions between faculty and students in the RLC with intentional efforts to 

“humanize the faculty” and provide opportunities to interact with students in a setting 

where “they have less of a guard up like they do in a classroom.”  One faculty member 

said:  

They can see that I am a human being as well, with values and interests and a 

life.  And that I have days where [sic] I’m like grumpy and I have days when 

I’m sick.  So our paths can cross when we’re not just our ‘dressed up selves’ 

for the ‘Teaching and Learning’ scenario in the classroom. 
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Faculty expressed how the residence hall environment provided an ethos conducive to 

revealing commonalities and the humanization of both faculty and students for each 

other.  In describing the goals of the RLC and faculty living in the residence halls, one 

of the college deans described the value of faculty influence for students as one of the 

goals for faculty in which “to have a more holistic view of the student life and 

experience.”  She linked the value of mutual understanding to the changing 

demographic of the incoming students who might be first generation, underrepresented 

students, or international students.  She said: 

They don’t understand the gifts, the powers, the strength, the influence of 

faculty members.  And they put the faculty on a pedestal, which really creates 

a boundary or border for them to be able to use the faculty in ways that we 

know can be so profound.  So the other goal for me is having faculty live in 

residence to allow students to be about to see lots of facets of the faculty 

member’s lives. 

She sees the increased engagement positively influencing the classroom and 

broadening the opportunities students can have on campus and in the world. 

In contrast, the residential life (RL) professionals articulated more distant and 

indirect relationships with students in the RLC.  Most of the conversation in the 

interviews about residential students and interactions consisted of background 

information about housing process, student housing requests, and student conduct.  

Mainly, RL professionals referred to students through the interactions of others.  The 

concept of microsystems influencing other microsystems leads to the next section of 
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this chapter, the mesosystem, and for this study, is the layer in Bronfenbrenner’s 

(1979) system that offered the more interesting and compelling data of the analysis.  

The data analysis in this next section helps uncover and clarify the nature of the 

relationships and conditions present between faculty and RL professionals as they 

function in a RLC. 

Mesosystem 

In Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, the mesosystem 

consists of the different microsystems in the developing person’s life.  “A mesosystem 

comprises the interrelations among two or more settings in which the developing 

person actively participate” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 25).  In this study, the 

interrelations between the microsystems presented issues and uncovered a variety of 

themes that thereby create disruptions in the mesosystem.  In Figure 5, the 

microsystem labeled “RL Professional or Faculty” introduces four different disrupting 

influences for the mesosystem: role, conduct, training, and space.  The microsystem, 

“Colleagues” corresponds to the mesosystem themes of curiosity, confusion, and 

criticism.  Lastly, the “Student” microsystem revealed two different themes: culture 

and space.  All of the revealed themes in the mesosystem connect back to the 

microsystems and connect in ways that affect the developing person and ultimately, 

the functioning of the residential learning community (RLC).  These themes and 

layered systems are illustrated in Figure 5 
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Figure 5. The Mesosystem. This figure illustrates the themes present in the 

mesosystem layer of the residential learning community. Adapted from “SWITCH: 

rationale, design, and implementation of a community, school, and family-based 

interventions to modify behaviors related to childhood obesity,” by J. C. Eisenmann, 

D. A. Gentile, G. J. Welk, R. Callahan, S. Strickland, M. Walsh, and D. A. Walsh, 

2008, BMC Public Health, 8, p. 225. Copyright 2008 by Eisenmann et al; BioMed 

Central Ltd. Reprinted with permission. 

 

Faculty and Residential Life Professionals 

Role and personality. Both faculty and RL professionals are affected by and 

influence these five conditions (role, personality, conduct, training, and space) in 

different ways—all contributing to this on-going disruptive state of the mesosystem. 
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In the interviews, the role of the faculty member and the RL professional, when 

defined, seemed in concert, but when investigated further, some of the common 

language and expectations were perceived differently by both groups.  For some 

faculty, understanding their role in fulfilling the curricular components of the RLC 

was more obvious than how to function as members of the residential community.  

Also, most faculty members spoke about how personality differences affected how 

they approached their work.  Although identified by the RL professionals in the 

interviews, some of the roles and expectations outlined did not align with what faculty 

understood and conveyed.   

Each group used some of the same language in describing each other’s’ roles 

in the RLC.  For faculty, the word most used by both groups to describe them were 

“front line”, “cocurricular”, and “community builder.”  The words most used to 

describe the role of the RL professionals were “support”, resource, and “big picture.”  

Most responses about the role of faculty were similar as this faculty member’s 

response:  

Two objectives are particularly important in our program—sort of merging 

what happens in the classroom and emphasizing its relevance in the classroom 

to their broader lives but also making sure that we have resources marshalled 

toward providing more, an array of experiences socially here that don’t 

necessarily center on alcohol. 
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Other faculty agreed with this statement went further and called themselves 

“community builders and campus resources” in the broader sense and compared their 

roles with the community advisors (CAs) in their buildings.   

One of the college deans described faculty duties to include “working with the 

CAs to put on robust programming in the residence halls as well as inviting them 

(students) to opportunities around campus that perhaps students may be interested in.”  

The dean went on to say that faculty in an RLC should also help students connect to 

campus, model healthy life choices, and share information with students about their 

lives.  Comparably, one of the RL professionals also mentioned the importance for 

faculty to support students but she recognized that faculty have an uneasiness in how 

to navigate these new roles—especially in a new environment.  She commented that 

focusing on the essentials of relationship building and connecting students to each 

other and the campus community could be helpful.   

According to the mission and philosophy written in the faculty-in-residence 

application and on the college website, the role of faculty in the RLC program is to be 

“an active and visible presence” for the residents of their buildings.  Listed also are 

several programming requirements as well as attendance in required trainings and 

some student events.  Although listed as expectations and mentioned, some of the 

faculty expressed feeling uncomfortable with some of these types of roles.  

Getting involved in their buildings was met with undesired results.  One 

faculty member described her experience as one of the greeters during freshmen 

move-in.  Her job, as she understood it to be was to be “out on the road…greeting 
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parents and trying to get the parents away from their children so the students can do 

their own thing.”  She shared that it was an anxious time for families and she felt like 

she was not equipped with the skills to do that job well.  As the day went on, she 

found herself more comfortable handing out coffee and food rather than talking and 

introducing herself to people.  She commented, “This is not all of our personalities.  

So I think in some ways, expecting us to be able to pull that off made some of us 

(faculty) uncomfortable.”  She added, “That’s not my career or whatever.”  This 

faculty member seemingly did not understand her role in that move-in experience and 

felt very ill at ease.  She believed the residential life staff were better prepared, both in 

skills and personality, to interact publically with parents and their first year students. 

In that situation, some of her discomfort stemmed from the parents not 

recognizing them as part of the college, or worst yet, the faculty-in-residence of the 

building.  Another faculty member pointed out that all the students and staff assisting 

with orientation wore matching shirts signifying their role and participation.  Without 

the “uniform”, the participating faculty felt like they did not stand out and were 

concerned they would be mistaken for a first year parent.  They needed to feel more 

included and perhaps more informed about the expectations.  As one faculty member 

remarked, “We have corrected it a little bit…they got us badges that say faculty-in-

residence.  So we’ll look more official next time.” 

For one of the faculty, modeling his programming style like the CAs has not 

been effective—both in student response and matching his personality in the role.  
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So I think the model [for programming] has been open up your doors, invite 

everybody over, and provide activities and food and snacks and the community 

building will happen.  And I think that’s what the CAs do and I’ve gone to a 

bunch of their events and it rarely seems to be working. 

He felt strongly that learning how to be a good community builder rests on both what 

works for the resident students in conjunction with the personality of the faculty 

member.  That point was shared by all of the other faculty members.  As one faculty 

member referred to it as “forging our own path” and matching activities with 

personalities and styles.  One faculty member said,  

I’m not super comfortable.  Sometimes I think they (RL professionals) expect 

you to because we’re doing this…that we’re all these super outgoing people 

that will just march up to strangers and have these wonderful encounters.  This 

is not all of our personalities. 

Some faculty have found “what works” for them and it is in events like dinner parties, 

recreational games nights, and discussions that extend from the classroom into social 

spaces.  With the exception of one faculty member, most admit they are not fulfilling 

the contractual programming requirements of four programs a month with consistency.  

The individual workload and family commitments were mentioned most often as 

complications preventing the completion of requirements.  A few of the faculty are 

junior faculty and cite generous workloads and departmental commitments as 

interfering.  Other faculty have family commitments that have unexpectedly prevented 

more involvement with students. 
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Another expectation for the faculty members in this RLC is to support and 

attend the building events sponsored by the community advisors (CAs).  With the 

exception of one faculty member who regularly attends CA programs, the other 

faculty members shared similar stories about feeling uncomfortable when attending 

these types of events with the students in the residence hall.  As one faculty member 

explained, “I feel weird…like almost like a parent or adult…that when you show up, it 

changes everything and they can’t relax and be themselves.  When they come here, in 

my apartment, they know what the vibe is here.”  A different faculty member 

described his role as a community builder as “evolving” and “different than what the 

folks who chose me for this position envisioned my role to be.”  In comparing himself 

to another faculty member he said,  

I don’t have that personality.  I’m a little bit of a cold, sarcastic, funny, jerky 

person…I’m deeply interested in building community on campus but I’m not 

going to be like a warm motherly type.  That’s just not who I am.  So I think 

that the people who hired me have seen things like that work in the past. 

Most faculty expressed having difficulty understanding how to maintain “an adult 

presence” as an expectation of the role but also keep relating to students in a 

personally satisfying way. 

Relatedly, the RL professionals understood their role to be supportive and 

realized the significance of faculty buy-in to make the program evolve.  However, at 

least one RL professional questioned the significance and value of her role much 

beyond “the person that fills the building and makes the assignments.”  On the other 
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hand, she also shared that her role is a supportive one as she “helps [the faculty] find 

their voice in the area of expertise that I potentially have.”  She also was aware of their 

uneasiness in their role and witnessed their difficulties.  Her role is to be “able to walk 

with them through how they want the program to evolve…the other stuff kind of just 

falls into place.”  However, at times, the RL professional feels uncomfortable in her 

role.  She also wondered about the faculty perception of her job and if they know “it 

takes more than just putting a monkey in a chair.”  She went on to say, “That people 

actually put time and thought into this and go to school for this.”  She questioned her 

abilities but wanted to know her opinions matters to them.   

Similarly, as just as personality and style is a factor in the faculty role, tensions 

emerged regarding the RL professional role.  Both groups unanimously described 

being a resource as one of the more significant roles of the RL professionals.  RL 

professionals were viewed as a mentor but also demonstrated knowledge about 

campus resources and served as the financial resource for event funding.  In the spirit 

of partnership, one college dean mentioned the importance for RL professionals and 

faculty to work together to acquire more funding and resources.  She viewed faculty as 

advocates—not only for students but also for finding additional resources.  She 

mentioned how at these small institutions “faculty are the ones with the most capital” 

and the RL professionals need to “sometimes go toe-to-toe with faculty” and articulate 

how to get the resources needed.  However, both groups understood the RL 

professionals as distributor of resources and not necessarily as confident advocates for 

funding.  Neither group had a good understanding of that expectation. 
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Role and student conduct. Both faculty and RL professionals recognized the 

types of unacceptable student behaviors requiring interventions in the residence halls: 

excessive noise, occupancy violations, violations of alcohol and drug policies, and 

vandalism.  Both groups also were aware of crisis situations warranting the 

intervention of campus and local officials in the care of students such as medical 

emergencies, acute mental health issues, active shooter situations, sexual assault and 

harassment, and campus and building damage.  The philosophical difference in how 

faculty and RL professionals address student behavior and larger emergencies 

illustrated a dichotomy in approach that could impact relationships between the group, 

and ultimately the functionality of the RLC.  Mainly, the lack of adult presence in the 

residence halls—absent the Campus Life staff, created a fundamental difference in 

understanding of faculty living in community and any expectations for them to 

formally report student behaviors.   

Not unlike the challenges faced historically by faculty living in residency at the 

turn of the century, faculty in this study are still faced with the challenge of being a 

witness to unacceptable student behaviors but also having a desire to maintain a 

positive rapport with students.  According to the written and verbal expectations of the 

position, faculty have a duty to report any infraction to the appropriate campus 

authorities.  However, most faculty shared that they had and would only consider 

notifying officials in the cases of extreme crises such as massive destruction or serious 

student emergencies. 
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As one faculty member shared, “I don’t think I would personally go out.  I would call 

security and have them come deal with it.”  Another faculty member commented on 

his role:  

My role is definitely not to be a disciplinary person.  I don’t want to step into 

that at all.  And I also just don’t care.  I don’t care if people are smoking 

something or drinking underage or whatever…not my problem. 

One staff member was concerned that students would think that the faculty in 

the residence halls were present to monitor and report student behavior and he 

expressed to them and to others that he also does not see this as his role: 

One thing that I’ve really harped on is that I’m not really here to police your 

behavior.  I’m not here to watch you.  I’m here to be a resource for you…and 

to hopefully build a community in here that makes you comfortable and 

provides you with enjoyable and intellectually stimulating things to involve 

yourself in. 

With respect to student behaviors, most faculty see themselves as mentors and being 

present as “models of good behaviors.”  One faculty member described it as 

“encouraging and coaxing by modeling rather than policing.”  Another faculty 

member agreed and did not expect to enforce college policies as part of the roles and 

expectations.  When discussing misperceptions about the program, another faculty 

member talked about her role in this way: “For example, people think we are ‘dorm 

parents’ and that it’s our job to walk up and down the halls and make sure everybody 

is following the rules.  And so nobody wants to do that with students, right?!” 
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However, a different faculty member views his role as a model for behavior 

but also as a campus authority who can and should intervene.  He described a more 

active role in student conduct and an approach that is consistent with the philosophy of 

Campus Life, the CA role, and the expectations for faculty living on campus:  

We don’t go around patrolling the dorm or patrolling the campus looking for 

things that are going wrong and trying to get people in trouble.  What we do is 

that we are there.  And if we see something that isn’t right, then we generally 

do say something about it and do get involved in some way to try to get across 

to the students that isn’t the right way to be doing things and try to make a 

positive difference.   

It was clear from the interviews of the RL professionals that this attitude about 

conduct was more aligned with the RL professional’s thinking as the faculty role.  

They viewed it as part of the faculty’s job responsibilities and as an active community 

builder.  As one RL professional envisioned, she believed their role to be one of 

relationship building and not one of “you need to write folks up.”  She hoped the role 

would evolve into faculty confronting students with a lightened tone.  She 

demonstrated by saying, “Dude, just make the beer go away…you know, you’re not 

supposed to have an open container.”   

However, some faculty may not have the personality, motivation, or the 

necessary communication skills to successfully have this type of conversation with 

students.  One faculty member agreed that confronting students who are disrespecting 

property is part of his role in the community, but said,  



 

 

 

 192 

 

I don’t know how to share it in a way that doesn’t sound like ‘you guys should 

follow the rules’.  So I haven’t shared it.  But every time I pick up a beer 

can…I look around…and I want somebody to see me and feel bad.  But no one 

is awake. 

The opposing views and potential tensions around the role of conduct in the RLC was 

an issue that kept re-emerging and some participants talked about needing to find a 

resolution between the groups. 

Training. The concept of faculty and RL staff training presented differing 

opinions and thoughts from both faculty and RL professionals in this mesosystem 

layer, with opposing viewpoints even within individuals in the same group.  All but 

one faculty member commented on the excessive length and redundancy of the 

training.  Some RL professionals agreed with this faculty sentiment.  Though not 

presenting anything on the faculty training, one singular faculty member had lengthy 

suggestions for the Community Advisor (CA) training regarding the expectations for 

communication with the faculty in the residential learning community (RLC). 

Most faculty members commented and felt strongly about the two-week 

duration and poor timing of the required training.  One faculty member expressed 

frustration that the training occurred during the summer and felt that it was ill-timed 

and was at a “very crucial research moment, the summer, which is when me and my 

colleagues [sic] do most of our work and really depend on that free time away from 

classrooms and committee requirements.”  She also disliked much of the content as 

she and at least two others found it unnecessary considering much of the same topics 
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are reviewed in annual faculty orientation.  “The college makes sure faculty knows 

most of this stuff and some of the [training] programs…I probably could have talked 

at length about them—even more than the panel people.”  Another faculty member 

said, “So I think it was handled a little bit as if we moved in from the street…most of 

us know this.”  

 However, one faculty member reported the campus tour as “amazing” and 

“useful”, as he now was more fully aware of building history, location, and facilities 

utilization.  He found this valuable because he noted discrepancies in faculty 

knowledge about campus resources.  He noted, “It would be a real detriment if 

somebody were in the program but didn’t know basically where the dorms are or 

didn’t know we had an office for this or that.”  A different faculty member credits his 

participation in the residential learning community (RLC) with knowing more than his 

department colleagues about specific building and campus office locations and 

important campus resources. 

All interviewed faculty commented positively on the two-day restorative 

justice workshop, even though one faculty member confessed to “being super 

skeptical about it at the beginning but ultimately found it pretty useful and kind of 

interesting.”  He believed it helped him understand more about “community building 

and community healing strategies.”  A different faculty member also appreciated the 

restorative justice workshop.  She confessed,  
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I had not really heard of restorative justice.  I didn’t know that much about it 

and I have to say, I still continue to think about it.  I found that really impactful 

and I liked learning about more hands-on stuff. 

At least three faculty members expressed a desire to learn more practical information 

about students, the duties of the Campus Life office, and thought role modeling 

realistic scenarios during training could prepare them better for student interactions, 

especially crises: 

I didn’t need to learn more about ‘Northridge’ but I definitely appreciated 

learning about what Campus Life is trying to do and how they…like this other 

side of campus…the nonacademic side.  I wanted to know more of that kind of 

stuff. 

Another faculty member thought “more nuts and bolts information” about the campus 

and more explanations with guidelines would be helpful as they learned how to 

contribute to the community and enhance student interactions.  Faculty members 

seemed interested in understanding how they fit into the larger campus culture in the 

evenings after classes ended.  They wanted the training to provide more information 

about policies, the responsibilities of the student CAs, and how Security and other on 

campus officials dovetailed into the campus afterhours agenda. 

The RL professionals described a slightly different training experience.  Both 

faculty and RL professionals agree, to some extent, that the training was necessary.  

Even faculty members with the most negative responses agreed that some sessions 

were valuable and spoke highly of the opportunity to bond with the other faculty in the 
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program.  RL professionals believed the training essential in providing information 

about higher education legislation, campus policies, and typical student needs. 

However, the RL professionals modeled the faculty training similar to the 

Community Advisor (CA) training and expected the faculty to “sit in” on some of 

their sessions.  Discussions, information from written documents, observations, and 

the website did not provide insight into the reasoning behind this shared training 

except to say it would provide an opportunity for the two groups—CAs and RLC 

faculty “to meet and get to know each other.”  Some faculty did not appreciate being 

trained with the CAs.  RL professionals believed it prudent considering the need for 

both groups to hear the same information—especially on topics like Title IX, the 

Cleary Act, and mental health interventions and viewed it as an opportunity to bond as 

a united staff. 

Some RL professionals agreed with the faculty and thought the two-week 

training was “overkill” and “didn’t seem to have any direction.”  RL professionals 

agreed that some of the sessions were excellent and well-received; others were not 

implemented or planned well.  All of the RL professionals reported that the faculty 

training was “organic” and next year, they planned to be more thoughtful about 

audience and intention.  As one RL professional said, “These folks [faculty] are 

helping us shape what we want our programs to look like.” 

The training schedule, agenda topics, and presentation formats caused tensions 

between these groups and posed situations that do not have immediate solutions.  

Although an institutional requirement and viewed as a necessity, faculty believed 
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participation was an undue burden.  For RL professionals, training in this manner is 

not only essential and for RL professionals, part of an annual and typical experience.  

The complexities surrounding training presented struggles with the difference in roles 

but also professional identities. 

Space. Another theme found to have a diverse and disruptive dynamic for both 

groups was the concept of space.  Analyzed earlier with respect to institutional 

influences, space also had effects across microsystems by influencing faculty, RL 

professionals, and students.  The interplay between a “living” and “learning” space 

became part of the discussion and with its different uses, created tension between the 

groups.  

For faculty, the use of their apartment as an academic and social space for 

students was a challenge.  Generally speaking, faculty are not used to living and 

working where students reside.  Their professional role offers them the familiar 

professional comforts of a classroom and a permanent home, the anonymity and 

respite away from students and colleagues.  As an involved member of this RLC, 

faculty are expected contractually to be visible, present, and make an apartment in a 

residence hall home.   

Some faculty found this requirement of living in a residence hall an easy 

adjustment and less of a transition.  For others, their adjustment was taking time and 

they reported altering their expectations regarding living conditions, numbers of 

students at programs, and noise levels in the building.  For one faculty member, what 

he valued the most is the opportunity to engage with students “in a setting where they 
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have less of a guard up like they do in a classroom.”  Another faculty recognized the 

“fishbowl feel” as to how he lives among students and how he and his family are “on 

display” by living in a residence hall.  

RL professionals have a different viewpoint with regard to the living and 

learning environment of a residence hall.  For those in residence life, social space, 

apartments or common space are all seen as natural environments in which to gather 

students and staff alike.  This ideology is part of their professional lives and is a very 

natural expectation.  Walking down a residence hall hallway is certainly not atypical 

and a fundamental part of their job.  Although part of their role in the RLC requires 

student engagement—in activities and on the floors, some faculty found this a 

challenge and felt awkward trying to engage with students where they live.  One 

faculty member described a recent encounter: 

Oh yeah, I don’t really feel super good.  I feel like there’s this expectation that 

I should attend dorm events and I know some of my younger colleagues 

do…but I can tell the atmosphere changes when I show up.  It gets a little 

quiet.  And so the few that I’ve popped in on… [feels like I walked in on] a 

bunch of mice and a cat just showed up.  So I feel like they probably have 

more fun together if I don’t go. 

Another faculty member told a story about what happened the first few weeks of the 

semester.  He described two very different groups of students: “There’s one group that 

are very polite and are just like, ‘Oh hello.’  And then there’s another group who are 
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just like… ‘I’m gonna take the snacks that you got and leave’ and are sort of impolite 

and disrespectful.”  He immediately followed up that assessment with,  

I don’t know that they know they’re being that way.  I think they are just 

chatting with their friends and they are kind of walking here and treating it like 

a common space and it sort of feels like a violation rather than like a 

community building thing.   

In this scenario, both the faculty host and the invited students had some confusion 

about how to act and behave with regard to the space.  It was unfamiliar environment 

in which to interact with students and conversely, equally strange for the students. 

Faculty reported finding it difficult to engage with students in the residence hall 

environment. 

Confusion also existed regarding the use of space due to lack of 

communication.  The RL professionals worked on creating both academic space and 

social space in some residence halls.  As one RL professional mentioned, “It’s an 

experiment to see how the students and faculty will utilize the space.”  They added 

soft seating to outfit a more social space and added white boards and study furniture 

for the academic space.  As one RL professional explained:  

So having the faculty-in-residence [program] is kind of that first dip of the toe 

in the water to be able to make the residence halls more education friendly.  So 

the hope is to be able to give some lounge space back and make some of the 

lounge space multi-use. 
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Common spaces were transformed and, according to the RL professionals, students 

were using the space appropriately.  However, faculty did not mention nor know these 

spaces existed.  Moreover, it was confirmed in many of the faculty interviews and 

through observation notes, that faculty did not spend any time on the residential floors 

and most avoided doing so. 

Colleagues 

In this mesosystem layer, the model suggests a similar “disruption” within the 

data for the microsystem labeled “Colleagues.”  As faculty reported, their colleagues 

had many misperceptions regarding the RLC program and their participation in it.  

Faculty reported their colleagues exhibited three different responses to faculty 

participating in the RLC: curiosity, confusion, or criticism, and this is illustrated in 

Figure 5.  Colleagues were trying to understand the responsibilities and motivations of 

their fellow colleagues in the RLC program and sought to have more clarity regarding 

the status and impact of this program at the institution.   

Curiosity. A few of the faculty talked about how their colleagues were curious 

about their experience in the RLC.  “A lot of my colleagues are very supportive of me 

doing the program because it’s considered important service and it’s considered a 

good thing to do.”  This faculty member explained that his involvement is seen in a 

good light by senior colleagues because, as a pre-tenured faculty member, he is 

integrating himself into the community.   

Other faculty reported that conversations with senior faculty went something 

like this: “That’s something I kind of always wanted to do but never actually did.  And 
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then I had children and then we did this…and it became less feasible.”  Some faculty 

encouraged the younger faculty to participate as they contemplatively considered their 

own choices.  Another faculty member talked about what colleagues said as they 

considered how participation might work for them: 

I think people have…quite varied responses to the idea of whether or not they 

would want to do it.  Some people say, ‘Well, that would be fun to do.  How 

can I find out about it?’ And other people say, ‘There’s no way I would want to 

give up my privacy and have to live in the dorms with the crazy students.’ 

Confusion and criticism. Relatedly, other faculty colleagues expressed strong 

opinions regarding the student culture in the residence halls.  At least one faculty 

member was concerned about the influence of negativity about the program from 

others out to the campus community.  She talked about what colleagues said to her 

when she applied and thought it might have an impact on decision making for others.  

“When I first put in my application, there were people…that looked to me like ‘Are 

you crazy?  Didn’t you hear about so-and-so?’  She was concerned that the 

misconceptions would affect the subsequent applicant pools.  “There’s some 

interesting people that probably would be really great for this program but were turned 

off because they thought it was going to be hell living here.” 

Faculty interviewed also talked about the misperceptions and rumors 

perpetuated by their campus colleagues about the program.  One faculty member said, 

“People think we are ‘dorm parents’ and that’s our job…to walk up and down the halls 
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and make sure everybody is following the rules.”  One faculty member said about her 

participation, “Most of my colleagues seem to be aghast…that I’m doing it.”   

Other faculty members debated with colleagues the issues faced by those 

trying to balance the time and work commitments as significant pressures for junior 

faculty.  A faculty member explained why some junior faculty may not be interested in 

applying, “It would be borderline irrational to ignore certain expectations, research-

wise and teaching-wise, or to take time from those into something that could be more 

time-consuming.”  This faculty member warned that some junior faculty, whom would 

be excellent RLC candidates, may have some legitimate issues with time.  Some of the 

tenure track faculty interviewed admitted that departmental colleagues questioned 

them with, “What on earth are you doing!?”  A department chair for one of the faculty 

members called the program a “time sink and a distraction.”   

However, the one of the tenured professors interviewed reported a markedly 

different experience.  He stated:  

I think everyone that I have heard from is supportive of the idea of its 

existence.  And some people would say OK, it’s great for other people to do 

but not me.  I don’t know of anybody who thinks it’s a bad idea to have it. 

In summary, faculty colleagues expressed a variety of responses regarding the RLC 

and faculty participation.  Most of the faculty believed the negative perceptions 

originated due to misunderstandings and preconceived notions about the program. 
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Students 

In the last microsystem, “Students”, the data revealed two themes important 

and “disruptive” to the developing person in this mesosystem layer: culture and space.  

This microsystem and the related mesosystem “disruptions” or themes are depicted in 

Figure 5.  These themes are interrelated, not just in this layer but have been discussed 

within other layers.  These two themes have relevance from a student perspective but 

also have value through the concept of space and how that theme has an impact on the 

developing person and residential learning community (RLC).   

Culture. As reported, negative perceptions related to the student culture 

impacted the RLC and the work of faculty and residential life (RL) professionals 

involved in the program.  Having that said, some student behaviors created conflict 

and confusion for the participating faculty and also influenced the conditions of the 

RLC.  Student culture and reactions to it therefore were important to the faculty and 

RL professional’s experience in the RLC. 

One faculty member relayed her experience educating colleagues regarding the 

student culture and how she finds herself defending the students in those 

conversations.  She even shared some of her own misgivings when she told a story 

about her first few days in residence: 

I think everyone expected that our car would be on fire and everything would 

just be torched.  And I have to say, we moved in and put a barbecue on the 

patio…and my daughter’s sled out there.  We have some lawn chairs and when 

the students moved on campus, I was like, ‘do we leave it out there?  Is it 
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going to be some prop in some weird game?’  But they did nothing.  Like 

they’ve never touched our stuff.  We’ve never had any issue. 

As mentioned in the colleagues’ responses in the section above and in the data 

reporting on student culture, the campus community has a particular viewpoint about 

student culture, especially in the residence halls.  Most faculty expressed a concern 

about issues around vandalism, excessive alcohol use, and increased mental health 

concerns. 

Student behaviors were concerning and disruptive to the faculty and RL 

professionals in the context of the RLC.  These behaviors, some positive and negative, 

were examples of how students were or were not good stewards of their buildings and 

communities.  A persistent student behavior causing issues in the residence halls was 

vandalism and was reported by both groups during interviews and also mentioned 

during meetings.  Most of the RL professionals interviewed linked a high volume of 

vandalism with having more students in the residence halls and the need to convert 

common lounges into student living quarters.  In other words, limited social space, 

higher numbers of students in the residence halls, and no physical space to relieve 

pressures were seen as some of the reasons for higher hall vandalism.  Both groups 

talked about ways to thwart these destructive behaviors like building strong 

communities and holding offenders accountable, but despite efforts, both groups 

reported that students still were disruptive.   

Both groups were confused about some of the students’ contradictory 

behaviors.  One RL professional described an “all too frequent occurrence”:  
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It’s confusing.  They talk about their relationship with their custodian in 

glowing ways and then they seem to forget about it on the weekend.  They’ll 

do custodial breakfasts and have great times together and then all of a sudden, 

it’s a disaster. 

Moreover, some faculty are confused but optimistic about the effects of their presence 

on the student residence hall culture.  One faculty member , “the mere presence of me, 

especially when I leave my house at times where students don’t expect there to be a lot 

of adults around, has an effect.  I’m not sure what that effect is but it’s there.”  On a 

different note, another faculty member talked about the value of having an adult in the 

building.  He explained, “Students that lived in the building came to talk about 

personal issues that they needed help with.  And so, for those individual situations, 

having the faculty-in-residence available was valuable to them.” 

This faculty member also added how his experience in the RLC added to the 

lives of other students.  Participating in the RLC helped him develop in the following 

ways: 

[Participation helped me] be a better professor by giving me a window into 

what the larger picture of students’ lives and what all their constraints that they 

have in their lives and what their lives are like in the bigger picture.  And I 

think it made me understand students better and by understanding them and 

their lives better, it made me better able to communicate with them effectively 

as a teacher. 
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All faculty members reported feeling like the RLC experience promoted opportunities 

for powerful faculty and student interactions and the building of stronger relationships. 

Most faculty reported developing personally in the context of these student 

relationships by enhancing their roles as a faculty member.  As one faculty member 

stated, 

I care about elevating the conversation or sharing something meaningful from 

my life experience.  I think this sort of change would be natural of someone 

after getting a job as a professor, but I think the faculty-in-residence program is 

accelerating this change by providing many more opportunities for informal 

interactions with college-aged people. 

Both groups, faculty and residential life (RL) professionals talked at length 

about the alcohol culture and the excessive alcohol use on the weekends.  The RL 

professionals divulged their belief that they view an inherent link between vandalism 

and excessive alcohol use.  As one RL professional said about the alcohol use on 

campus, “Our students like to have a good time.”  A faculty member recognized the 

alcohol culture in his interview but relayed a story from the perspective of the students 

and his presence in the residence halls: 

People are saying that we’re really glad that you’re aware of some of these 

things [parties] that are going on and just your presence makes us feel like 

people are making an effort to make this campus more accessible for people 

and to make…more opportunities socially for people who don’t necessarily 

want an alcohol-centered social experience all the time. 
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Space. The theme of space prominently emerged again in this study related to 

students and the residence hall culture.  Another faculty member concurred and 

reported spending time educating colleagues when they ask questions about the 

students and his experience in the RLC.  “I’m talking to people a lot about what 

aspects of [what they think] are true and what are real in my experience and what 

aspects are assumptions on their part.”   

This faculty member also talked about “different personalities of residence 

halls.”  He mentioned some student behavior in the residence halls is not predictable 

but might be tied to a particular group of students or a residence hall reputation.  In his 

experience, he found excessive student behaviors, like vandalism and excessive 

alcohol use, were linked to how “space facilitates different types of activities.”  More 

living space usually means apartment living—indicative of larger living spaces, 

opportunities for hosting gatherings and more autonomous campus living. 

Both groups, faculty and RL professionals alike, reported that students are 

confused about faculty living in the residence halls.  Some are shy about it and seem 

hesitant to interact with them—individually or in group activities.  Others are confused 

about their presence and seem to be questioning why faculty are living in the same 

building as students.  RL professionals were quick to explain that the program was still 

new to the campus and over time these issues will be addressed.  As the program 

grows in numbers and new student populations are exposed to the program earlier, 

both groups believed that students will see it as commonplace.  One RL professional 

summarized the student impressions of the program: 
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Students are beginning to go to more of the programs that are happening and 

they’re beginning to understand that there are going to be faculty in the 

residence halls.  I think our faculty are creating relationships with students that 

some students aren’t used to having.  And so I think as we continue to bring in 

new classes and grow the program, it’s going to be…in three or four years, 

there won’t be a time when this program didn’t exist [for the students].   

Adult presence. Both faculty and RL professionals report some resistance from 

the students as this “adult presence” is introduced into the residence halls.  One RL 

professional described it: 

I think the juniors and seniors are just a little skeptical.  They are like, ‘Who, 

what are you doing? I like the fact that nobody was around.  And now all of a 

sudden I get to deal with this family and I want to go out and just do my thing.’  

According to both groups, other students who came from boarding schools report 

being more comfortable with the arrangement.  They have prior experience and either 

appreciate it or tolerate it.   

The topic of “adult presence” permeated the interviews by both groups.  RL 

professionals tended to look at the faculty in the residence halls as a response to the 

understaffing in their area and a way to introduce modeling and better life choices to 

the students.  One college dean explained this way:  

Having folks [in the residence halls] can help…with the life education so-to-

speak of students.  I think that’s critically important.  And I don’t know about 

other schools, I would suspect it’s the same…students have a great respect and 
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admiration for their faculty and they want to show their ‘best selves’ to them.  

So having faculty members live in residence really promotes better living 

because the students want to show their best selves. 

She went on to say that she did not believe students “would want faculty to see them at 

their worst…or believe that it’s repeated behavior.”  However, faculty reported issues 

with student behavior and it strongly impacts their student impressions and factors into 

their interest in continuing with the program: 

I don’t care about the noise.  I’ve lived in really noisy places.  I have a real 

strong reaction to people who disrespect public spaces and I come out of my 

front door and there’s a bunch of beer cans, garbage, or somebody kicked over 

the trash can in the hallway right outside my door, that kind of stuff 

has…pisses me off.  And it makes me not want to do this.  Like why am 

I…when I could have a nice space and have neighbors that respect their 

spaces? 

For RL professionals, “adult presence in the residence halls” was a calculated 

response to address unwanted student behaviors in the residence halls.  “We’re trying 

to think about ways to impact, in positive ways, the drinking culture.  Being able to 

have someone with more experience, someone who has made some of those very 

mistakes themselves… can be a resource for students,” said one administrator. 

An Ethnographic Analysis 

Within the residential learning community (RLC), an environment and system 

within itself, the faculty and residential life (RL) professionals find themselves in 
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different contexts and each interact with each other and within Bronfenbrenner’s 

systems in similar and different ways.  Based on these findings, this model works well 

to frame and analyze this study.  The data analysis using Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) 

Ecological Systems Theory revealed the theme of “space” as a recurrent theme—

found both in the exosystem and the mesosystem layers as important to the 

functionality of the RLC.  As part of the interviews, the concept of space was brought 

up repeatedly and for both groups seemed to be within a variety of contexts.  For this 

reason, this investigator took an ethnographic approach in analyzing the transcripts 

and fieldwork data a second time and did so using Spradley’s (1980) descriptive 

question matrix and nine different dimensions, one of which includes space.   

Each of the nine dimensions (space, object, act, activity, event, time, actor, 

goal, and feeling) were analyzed looking for relationships to the concept of “space.”  

As Spradley (1980) writes, “By selecting each of the nine dimensions of social 

situations…you can describe most features of any social situation” (p. 80).  Through 

this type of “descriptive questioning”, the cultural patterns and themes emerge due to 

the interrelatedness of the dimensions (Spradley, 1980, p. 80).  Each dimension had a 

two sides of a similar question related to the concept of “space.”  Adapted from 

Spradley’s descriptive question matrix, Table 2 displays the questions associated with 

each dimension as it relates to the dimension of space.  These questions by Spradley 

(1980) were used to analyze and search for cultural domains within transcripts, 

observation notes, and journal entries. 
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Table 2 

Descriptive Questions for Domain Analysis for Space  

Dimensions         Space/Dimension Dimension/Space 

Space Can you describe in detail all the places? 

Object What are all the ways space is 

organized by objects? 

Where are objects located? 

Act What are all the ways space is 

organized by acts? 

Where do acts occur? 

Activity What are all the ways space is 

organized by activities? 

What are all the places 

activities occur? 

Event What are all the ways space is 

organized by events? 

What are all the places events 

occur? 

Time What spatial changes occur over 

time? 

Where do time periods occur? 

Actor What are all the ways space is used 

by actors? 

Where do actors place 

themselves? 

Goal What are all the ways space is 

related to goals? 

Where are goals sought and 

achieved? 

Feelings What places are associated with 

feelings? 

Where do various feeling 

states occur? 

Note. Adapted from “Participant Observations,” by J. P. Spradley, 1980. Copyright 

1980 by Thomson Learning, Inc. 

 

The concept of “space” for both faculty and residential life (RL) professionals 

was profound, emerged frequently in the interviews, and was mentioned in similar 

ways during observations and campus tour.  Faculty and RL professionals talked about 

it but their experiences were described differently, as each group appeared to hold to 

different beliefs and ideas around the idea of space.  The analysis of the nine 
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dimensions revealed three recurrent domains related to space: power, protection, and 

personality.    

Power 

Faculty and RL professionals spoke about how space, specifically student 

rooms, faculty or staff apartments, and residence hall common lounges, are allocated 

and utilized.  The need to use campus residence hall rooms and common space as 

living space is indicative of larger enrollment numbers or planned renovation projects 

on a college campus.  Either of these situations require decisions from institutional 

leaders in positions of power.  In this study, faculty and residential life (RL) 

professionals spoke about overcrowding as a result of larger numbers of students at the 

institution. 

Enrollment management decisions are impactful on the entire institution and 

have implications on space issues across campus—not just residence halls.  

Overcrowding becomes an issue for class sizes, availability of classrooms, and 

potential need for more faculty, and similar hiring consequences across campus.  Both 

faculty and RL professionals mentioned the overcrowding but in different ways—RL 

professionals regarding residence halls; faculty for lack of campus resources.  During 

the campus tour, a RL professional mentioned the numbers of temporary spaces used 

in residence halls and how the new building will only offer enough rooms for them to 

“break even.”  As he mentioned, “We don’t know the new class size coming in.  We 

haven’t heard what that number is yet.”  The same RL professional staff member 

remarked on renovations in the residence hall and they needed to renovate rooms to 
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create more but smaller spaces to increase residential space.  When asked, the RL 

professionals indicated these decisions were not in their purview.  For the RL 

professionals, those decisions are made independent from RL involvement and seem 

contradictory from the realities of housing stock. 

However, the RL professionals do have some power and influence over the 

residence halls as part of their job responsibilities.  In addition to facilitating a room 

selection process for upper-class students, placing first year students in rooms at the 

start of their college residential career, and planning for the study abroad mid-year 

room exchanges, the RL staff demonstrate influence and “power” through facilities 

management, innovation of space, and creation of distinctive living communities.  A 

RL professional described one aspect of her role with the residential learning 

community (RLC) to be one of facilities management and support for the faculty 

living in the residence halls:  

If they have a problem in their apartment…I take care of their requests into the 

facilities department or if they’re having trouble with their car because their 

car is getting plowed in…we work with facilities and security…but all of that 

stuff usually funnels through me. 

RL professionals talked about the different types of living options on campus 

typical of many residence hall programs: wellness/substance free; class distinctive 

buildings (first-year halls; senior apartments) and twelve-month housing (international 

housing).  RL professionals remarked how they renovated certain areas of residence 

halls to create more social spaces for recreation and gatherings.  Additionally, they 
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created distinctive academic spaces with dry erase boards, long tables and chairs, and 

better lighting.  These renovations required both the creativity of the residential life 

staff but also required the approved funding for the renovation costs.   

Likewise, the inception of the new RLC program required approvals of similar 

funding and garnering of institutional support for the allocation of faculty verses staff 

apartments, subsequent renovations of faculty apartments, and creation of a 

programming budget for the program.  As one RL professional said, “I think it’s great 

that ‘Rita’ got the college to spend money redoing the apartments and investing in 

that.  That was awesome.”  The power over the space for the RLC program ultimately 

lies in the hands of the institutional financial leaders. 

In similar ways, faculty mentioned issues with deficient campus resources—

specifically regarding the accessibility of appointments with mental health counselors.  

Three out of the four faculty members noted the increase in mental health needs across 

campus and challenges students face to secure consistent care with on-campus 

resources.  One faculty member traced it back to decisions about resources.  He noted, 

“I’m aware of the fact that there’s a lot of pressure on institutional resources right 

now, particularly with mental health.  I know from students that we’re dramatically 

understaffed…”  The faculty members shared that students are waiting over three 

weeks for an appointment.  At the time of the study, participants did not believe the 

understaffing of counselors would change.  One RL professional shared, “The FTEs 

[full-time employees] are not flowing unless you are in admissions or development 

right now…so it’s…it’s tough.”  



 

 

 

 214 

 

With more students living on campus, there is a natural increase to the number 

of students seeking mental health counseling.  Decisions about space and resources are 

steeped in campus politics and are usually made by those in positions of power at the 

institution.  Additionally, these impactful decisions have implications on space and all 

have significant effects on the student experience. 

Protection 

Faculty and RL professionals talked about their protective nature around space.  

Space was viewed as needing to be “protected.”  Some faculty in the study voiced 

concerns about living in a different apartment—one that did not offer as much privacy 

or isolation from student disruptions.  Another faculty member with a family spoke 

about parties and how she and the residents manage space: 

They have parties here, for sure.  We’re right next to the lounge here and 

there’s a five-man apartment right here…and they are very social.  And they 

frequently throw parties….and it’s loud but that’s it.  They’ve never gone past 

midnight.  This apartment is zoned out really well.  Yeah, if we were to go in 

here (pointing to the bedrooms), we wouldn’t hear a thing. 

In this example, she and her family managed the disruption of a party being held 

outside of her apartment door in a common lounge.  The family managed their space 

and need for a quieter atmosphere for sleeping by isolating in a different part of the 

apartment.  The residents had an increased number of guests and activities that 

overwhelmed their apartment space and they seized possession of the common lounge 

space for their use.  In this scenario, both groups found ways to use their space in 
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order to meet their individual needs and protect their rights, wants, and needs for 

space—either relinquished or managed.   

Another faculty member discussed the need for some faculty to physically be 

separated from students and how this is a barrier to their participation in a faculty-in-

residence program.  They needed to be in their “own space” on the weekends.  He 

said, 

Even if they are grading their students’ papers and actually doing work, they’re 

physically separated and mentally have a break from talking to students and 

working directly with student on the weekend or in the evening.  They have a 

sense of privacy and a separation…from them [than if they] lived in an 

apartment or residence hall. 

A faculty member participating in the program talked about balancing his professional 

needs as a new faculty member, his need for privacy, and his distinctive ideas about 

how to successfully build community with the residents of his building and uniquely 

use his apartment, or space in the residence hall:  

I think I could be a much more active faculty [member] in my building and on 

campus.  Like going to all the dorm events and having lots of open door events 

and getting to know everybody who lives in my building more.  I’ve chosen 

not to do that because 1) I’ve never been this busy in my life, even at the 

height of grad school; and 2) I have some different ideas about what 

community building is and I’ve been sort of experimenting with [that].  
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This faculty member goes on to explain that he is using his apartment (his 

living space) to host dinner parties as invitation only events to students interested in 

discussing a particular topic or interest.  Ironically, this use of space also has its 

limitations as he noted how he had to tailor the numbers for these dinner parties 

because students were interested and inviting more friends.  He said, “I sent those two 

students an e-mail the next week and they invited like 20 other students and I had to 

whittle it down to like 12…because of the space.”  He had to be protective of his space 

so as to not have too many people in his apartment.  He remained cognizant of the 

space required for the success of the program and stayed within safety parameters 

required for occupancy codes.  

Faculty also talked about the feelings associated with how students use their 

faculty residence space.  Some faculty voiced feelings of confusion and one even 

called it “a violation” as to how students abused his hospitality.  All of the faculty, in 

different ways, noted the expectation within the residential learning community (RLC) 

program to have a level of versatility of their living space.  Students could be invited 

in for office hours, social programs, educational moments, and dinner parties.  At the 

same time, the faculty member voiced interest in keeping private and protected certain 

aspects of their personal and professional lives.  When it comes to space, this paradox 

is not lost on the faculty in this study. 

As mentioned, faculty and RL professionals talked about how students use 

their personal space in residence halls and their use of space across campus.  

According to both groups, students throw parties in their spaces but they also use 
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campus space to participate in lectures and experiential learning, to study, meet new 

people, to relax and recreate, and participate in planned residence hall activities.  Also 

pertinent to this study is the way students use their residential space and how it 

impacts the RLC. 

Both groups mentioned the pervasive vandalism issue affecting most residence 

halls and the Campus Life’s office response to curtail this community disruption.  

Faculty mostly talked about it as disruptive to their living space in a personal way.  

One faculty member was angry about walking over beer cans and wanting “neighbors 

that respect their spaces.”  He responded: 

And so I think that’s probably the hardest thing for me is not the noise or the 

knowledge of partying…but when I see people disrespecting the public space 

around them.  I’m an environmental [activist]; I want to save the earth.  And 

part of that is having this deep respect for like this…all of us.  People who take 

advantage of that for their own…either purposefully or out of negligence are 

sort of breaking a big moral rule in my world. 

This faculty member is interested in conserving and protecting this environment—not 

just globally but locally, in and near his residence hall.  He maintains and protects it 

personally by picking up litter and beer cans.  Other faculty confessed they do the 

similar things to protect their residence hall community environment.  At least one 

faculty member confronts students in an effort to point out community expectations 

for the proper use of space and to reduce potential recidivism.   
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Personality 

As one faculty member pointed out, different spaces on a campus have a 

particular “personality,” and as a result, he remarked, “spaces facilitate different types 

of activities.”  For academic purposes, classrooms have a different personality 

compared to lecture halls and seminar rooms.  Each room consists of different types of 

furniture, different number of seats or desks, and a variety of choices for instructional 

tools (i.e. dry erase boards, technological equipment).  Similarly, residence halls offer 

different living styles, furniture choices, and amenities and, as a result, students and 

faculty make choices as to the type of residential living experience they desire. 

Already mentioned, a faculty member’s apartment requires versatility in use 

can have a profound influence on how and if a faculty member is involved in their 

community.  Certain residence halls have a reputation for noise levels and thereby 

would either entice or dissuade faculty to live in them.  Similarly, students take into 

consideration residence hall “personality” in choosing their living style as well as the 

mentioned amenities and room capacity.   

Both groups talked about how a residential living space suggests acceptable 

behaviors and expectations.  As a faculty member explained, “spaces facilitate 

different types of activities.”  Some residence halls offer larger apartments or larger 

areas of common space.  These spaces welcome larger numbers of people and are 

likely used to have weekend gatherings.  One faculty member quipped, “No…it’s not 

written anywhere but students have designated it as that.  It’s a residence hall that has 

several quads…and it tends to have a lot of activity on the weekends.  It’s a different 
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group dynamic.”  However, residence halls that typically house smaller communities, 

with small areas for social interactions, do not usually attract students interested in 

hosting larger gatherings and tended to be quieter, more academically-focused 

communities.  According to the faculty and RL professionals, student know this fact 

on this campus and match their interests with the predetermined “personalities” of the 

residence halls.  One faculty member found students were more interested in attending 

RLC programs in these smaller, quieter communities: 

This group of students was definitely different because people chose to be in 

the non-drinking dorm because they were not interested in partying and they 

were more studious, and the students in that residence hall, we found, were 

more participatory in terms of events that we held and we had more regular 

students who showed up [to events]. 

Another faculty member talked about how he promotes a particular “personality” or 

community as a faculty-in-residence.  He shared what he says to students about his 

role in the space: “I’m not here to watch you.  I’m here to be a resource for you.  And 

to hopefully build a community in here that makes you comfortable and provides you 

with enjoyable and intellectually stimulating things to involve yourself in.”  

In different ways, the number of students in a residence hall can change the 

personality of the building.  Reclaiming lounge space for student rooms puts more 

students in a building and gives them less common space in which to study or 

socialize.  According to the RL professionals, overcrowding of students led to 

increased vandalism and more sustained roommate issues.  These conflicts can change 
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the temperament of a building as the space can take on the reputation set forth by the 

students.  The personality of these areas caused concerns about students and faculty 

alike opting to live in those areas.   

As a response, the RL professionals were attempting to change the personality 

of those buildings by making more common space and adding areas dedicated to 

academic and study space.  In the same way, putting faculty as a presence in the 

residence halls was a calculated way to change the personality of the space.  In one 

way, it was seen by RL professionals as a way to have an “adult presence” in the halls 

and by modeling or confronting change the student behaviors, thereby the 

“personality” of the space.  In a different way, faculty in the residence halls promoted 

an atmosphere of learning that extends beyond the classroom.  The cocurricular 

experience of students fostered by the faculty who are living in serves to change the 

living dynamic but also the personality of the learning environment. 
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Chapter Five: Discussion and Recommendations 

“Diversity defines the new marketplace for higher education, and new 

enrollment strategies must reflect that” (McGee, 2015, p. 36-37).  As the 

demographics of college-aged students shift, colleges must remain competitive in this 

changing marketplace in order to attract and retain students (McGee, 2015; Pascarella 

& Terenzini, 2005).  College leaders need to offer and support programs that address 

retention issues but also create environments designed to enhance intellectual and 

social growth.  Undergraduate institutions of higher education need to remain 

committed to implementing and supporting a variety of these meaningful and valuable 

educational programs that meet a diverse population (Boyer, 1990; Hainline, Gaines, 

Long Feather, Padilla, & Terry, 2010; McGee, 2015; Sriram, Shushok, Perkins, & 

Scales, 2011).  Colleges need to do this not just for their own survival, but also for the 

best interests of students.  Students and families are seeking value and a high return on 

investment for the college experience.  Therefore, being mindful that the costs match 

the quality of a college education ought to be on the minds of college leaders and at 

the forefront of strategic planning initiatives. 

Many educational reports have made recommendations for improving 

undergraduate education and offered ways to address the changing student needs, keep 

costs low, and remain committed to the original mission of American undergraduate 

education (American College Personnel Association [ACPA], 1994; ACPA & 

National Association of Student Personnel Administrators [NASPA], 1998; ACPA & 

NASPA, 2004; Astin, 1993; Boyer, 1990; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; National 
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Association of State Universities and Land Grant Colleges [NASULGC], 1997, 2000).  

The literature, including these reports, emphasizes commitment from the student 

affairs profession to be recognized as educators, contribute to student learning, and 

intentionally work with faculty as collegiate partners (ACPA, 1994; ACPA & 

NASPA, 1998, 2004; Barr & Sandeen, 2016; Kuh, Shedd, & Whitt, 1987; Love, Kuh, 

MacKay, & Hardy, 1993).  By viewing student learning holistically and seeing it in 

different contexts such as in a residence hall, those in student affairs then become 

important contributors in creating this seamless learning (ACPA & NASPA, 1994, 

2004; Schroeder, 1999). 

For the past thirty years, colleges and universities have implemented a variety 

of academic and cocurricular programs designed to increase the student learning 

experience through collaborations between academic and student affairs (American 

Association for Higher Education [AAHE], ACPA, & NASPA, 1998; Blimling, 2015; 

Hainline et al., 2010; Sriram et al., 2011; Zhao & Kuh, 2004).  One of the more 

conventional approaches used by institutions to add value to the student experience 

and one that is enhanced by academic and student affairs collaborations is learning 

communities (Kuh, 2008; Zhao & Kuh, 2004).  George D. Kuh, the founder of the 

National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), in collaboration with the Association 

of American College and Universities (AAC&U), presented a list of essential 

outcomes related to learning through critical and analytical thinking and experiential 

learning (Association of American College & Universities [AAC&U], n.d.a; Kuh, 

2003).  Learning communities are listed as one of the ten high-impact educational 
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practices (HIPs) and as such, offer unique teaching and learning methods and 

programs that integrate student-faculty interactions, cultural experiences and 

meaningful discussions, active learning, intensive writing experiences, and capstone 

projects (Kuh, 2008; National Survey of Student Engagement [NSSE], 2007).   

Learning communities, especially those with a residential component, foster 

important peer and faculty connections, provide opportunities to make reflective 

connections with coursework during out of class time, and offer a setting that 

promotes academic and social development through community living (Hirsch & 

Barack, 2001; Inkelas & Weisman, 2003; Schein, 2005; Schroeder, Minor, & Tarkow, 

1999; Shapiro & Levine, 1999).  A large body of evidence points conclusively to the 

fact that living and socializing in a residence hall increases the chance that a student 

will persist to graduation (Astin, 1993; Blimling, 2015; Cotten & Wilson, 2006; Kuh, 

Kinzie, Bridges, Buckley, & Hayek, 2006; Love, 1999; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  

Notably, research also demonstrates that students living in residence halls who are also 

associated with a faculty member or other academic-themed learning experience have 

a higher chance of being engaged and remaining at the institution (Astin, 1993; 

Blimling, 2015).  Although researchers disagree about whether or not there is a direct 

link to college persistence, there seems to be a strong correspondence between 

students who interact with faculty in learning communities and remaining at the 

institution (Inkelas & Soldner, 2011; Mayhew, Rockenbach, Bowman, Seifert, 

Wolniak, Pascarella, & Terenzini, 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).   
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Therefore, residential learning communities (RLCs) have the potential to 

address institutional goals not only integral to enrollment and financial stability but 

also fundamentally resolve how institutions can increase student-faculty interactions 

through a more comprehensive living-learning experience.  The blending of the 

curricular and cocurricular experience in a residence hall as a solution that fosters a 

seamless learning environment for an enhanced student experience requires academic 

and student affairs joined in sustainable partnerships (Schroeder, 1999).  However, 

these partnerships are made more complex due to the historical differences and 

divisive nature of the roles, culture, and often strained relationships between faculty 

and residential life professionals (Bourassa & Kruger, 2001; Schroeder, 1999).  

Understanding more about the working relationships and the nature of faculty and 

residential life staff roles within the institutional culture and as participants of an RLC 

represents one of three central constructs for this study. 

The next concept tied to this study is foundational to the current research about 

living learning programs (LLP) and RLCs and is key to understanding how best to 

enrich these programs.  One of the persistent challenges associated with designing and 

implementing RLC programs or conducting research in the field of learning 

communities is the lack of a common definition (Inkelas, Soldner, Longerbeam, & 

Brown Leonard, 2008; Shapiro & Levine, 1999; Soldner & Szelenyi, 2008).  

Academics and student affairs professionals, as well as this investigator, are 

challenged with finding ways to understand how to compare the different types and 

models of learning communities.  Several studies have been conducted to determine a 



 

 

 

 225 

 

better way of identifying differences in the terms seen in the literature: “living learning 

programs,” “residential learning communities,” “living learning communities,” 

“residential colleges,” among other similarly named terms (Gabelnick, MacGregor, 

Matthews, & Smith, 1990; Inkelas & Soldner, 2011; Shapiro & Levine, 1999; Soldner 

& Szelenyi, 2008).  These differences have been addressed to some extent through the 

creation of a structural typology (Inkelas et al., 2008).  However, what still remains is 

the lack of common language of terms understood by academics and residential life 

professionals alike. 

It is challenging to talk about RLCs when they are commonly assumed to have 

similar elements but, in fact, have very different ones.  RLCs or LLPs may seem 

similar in nature, but they have different contexts, participants, agendas, and resources 

and these differences can be confusing to students, faculty, and residential life (RL) 

professionals interested in comparing them.  In addition, those in the field use different 

names for programs with the same elements.  This ambiguity makes interpretation, 

comparisons, and cross-analysis of programs difficult for those faculty and RL 

professionals, like this investigator, looking to have common conversations on campus 

and in the field.   

This pervasive issue with semantics and lack of a common language impacted 

this study as well.  The ambiguity of the definition caused potential sample institutions 

to self-identify as ineligible for the study.  Specific concerns and issues around how 

this definition was used in this study is mentioned in the limitations section of this 
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chapter and is discussed at length in the section regarding recommendations for future 

practice.   

The final element integral to this study threads both prior concepts—faculty 

and residential life collaborative partnerships and the complexities in comparing 

programs.  These two concepts are inextricably linked and demonstrate the need for 

this study.  A review of the literature reveals a dearth of information on residential 

learning communities (RLCs) investigating faculty and residential life staff 

involvement in small colleges.  Most of the research investigating RLCs have 1) 

occurred at medium or large institutions; 2) excluded institutions in the northeast 

region of the United States; or 3) investigated only a faculty perspective (Ayres, 2004; 

Fitzpatrick 2011; Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Jessup-Anger, Wawrzynski, & Yao, 

2011; Kennedy & Townsend, 2005; Philpott & Strange, 2003; Pike, Schroeder, & 

Berry, 1997; Rhoads, 2009; Schein, 2005; Williams, 2006).  Only three studies looked 

at both faculty and residential life staff in RLCs or residential colleges (Hargrave, 

2002; Haynes & Janosik, 2012; Philpott & Strange, 2003).  With exception of a study 

conducted by Williams (2006), all of the studies reviewed explored faculty 

participation in RLCs at large, doctoral/research I or II institutions.  Therefore, the 

purpose of this research was to investigate the experiences of faculty and residential 

life (RL) professionals participating in a residential learning community (RLC) in a 

small, highly residential, four-year college in the New England area of the country.   

Residential life professional staff, those individuals with leadership and 

management responsibilities over the residential life program at an institution, 
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recognize the need to partner with faculty and value these integrative relationships 

(Baxter Magolda & Magolda, 2011).  Exploring and defining the nature of the 

residential life professional’s work in an RLC and how relationships are or are not 

cultivated with faculty is an important part of understanding more about the 

functionality of RLCs.  Further, student affairs professionals often share 

commonalities in what they value, such as educating the whole student, building a 

sense of community, serving the students and the institution, and promoting inclusive 

and equitable practices (Young, 1993), but each department may have different 

“communities of practice” by which they enact their work (Blimling, 2001).   

According to Blimling (2001), four communities of practice exist that govern 

how a department lives out its philosophy and for each of the following communities 

of practice, it could be different: student administration, student services, student 

development, and student learning.  The two communities of practice founded in a 

management orientation are committed to the functionality of the program—its 

efficiency, organization, and structure (Blimling, 2001).  The communities of practice 

that focus on learning are aligned with the values of active learning, collaborative 

approaches to teaching, and broad ethos of learning.   

A thorough review of the literature revealed six elements of RLCs from the 

perspective of faculty at large institutions: student interactions; personnel and 

institutional culture; sense of collegiality; clarity of role and purpose; support and time 

commitments.  Even though this study was conducted at a small campus and included 

RL professionals, these same elements were described.   
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Introduction to the Study 

The purpose of this research was to investigate the experiences of faculty and 

residential life (RL) professionals participating in a residential learning community 

(RLC) in a small, highly residential, four-year college in the New England area of the 

country.  To that end, this research was guided by the following theoretical framework 

and questions: 

Through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, this 

study explored: 

1) How do faculty and how do RL professionals describe their experience of 

participating in a RLC? 

2) What is the nature of the interactions and relationships between faculty and RL 

professionals participating in a RLC? 

3) Have the participants in the study developed personally and/or professionally 

as part of their involvement in the RLC and if so, how? 

To answer these research questions, a single-site qualitative case study was employed 

to collect data from the two groups, faculty and RL professionals, through semi-

structured interviews, observations, and documents.  A two-day site visit included five 

on-campus interviews—two faculty and three with RL professionals, a campus tour of 

academic and residential buildings, and observation of the campus, and a meeting of 

RLC participants.  Following and within a week of the on-site visit, three additional 

phone interviews were conducted with two faculty and one RL professional and 

documents pertaining to the study were gathered throughout the entire data collection 
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period.  These documents included hard copies and website material on the campus 

life office, residential learning communities, the faculty-in-residence program, student 

culture and expectations, and faculty culture.   

All data collection methods, including interview questions posed to faculty and 

RL professionals, were guided by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) four ecological systems: 

microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem.  For the purposes of this 

study, the fifth system, the chronosystem, was not studied (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  

The microsystem is the setting most immediate to the individual; the mesosystem 

notes influences to the individual between two or more setting, described also as 

interrelations between microsystems; the exosystem focuses on influences outside of 

the developing individual in which they have no control; and macrosystem is 

comprised of influences that are part of the greater culture or subculture and influence 

the individual through beliefs, traditions, and ideologies (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).   

Notes from observations and document analyses were used to complement the 

information gathered from the interviews.  All interviews were transcribed and 

compared looking for similarities and differences within Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) four 

systems.  An inductive approach to this study allowed for the individual experiences 

of the faculty and RL professionals to emerge (Patton, 2015).   

The following section of this chapter describes the major findings of this study 

in relation to the review of literature, the research questions, and the experiences of 

this investigator.  The findings are based on the themes derived from analysis using 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems with the key themes emerging in the 
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mesosystem layer, where the developing person is influenced by many different 

individuals and settings.   

Major Findings 

The major findings that answer the research questions of this study center 

around four elements: roles, staffing, training, space.  While there were four 

consistently mentioned/described elements, issues of space dominated all 

conversations.  Several conversations and observations revealed new information as to 

how faculty and RL professionals view, interact, and develop as a result of their 

experiences in the residential learning community (RLC) on a small campus.  

Roles 

Both faculty and RL professionals shared rich information about their 

experiences in the RLC and the roles they play both at the institution and in the RLC.  

The nature of their interactions and relationships emerged as a result of their roles on 

campus and in the RLC.  Much of the faculty role at this institution is described the 

same way as that is described in the literature—in terms of research, teaching, and 

service to the institution (Amey, 1999; Austin, 1990; Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995; 

Kuh & Whitt, 1988).  While the RL professionals describe their role as multifaceted 

and inclusive of both administrative and educational roles (ACPA, 1994; ACPA & 

NASPA, 1998, 2005; Blimling, 2001; Ellertson & Thoennes, 2007; Golde & 

Pribbenow, 2000; Pearson & Bowman, 2000; Philpott & Strange, 2003; Schroeder, 

1999).  The faculty experience in this RLC is tied closely with their role, specifically 
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in traditional beliefs, others’ expectations, and their personal and professional 

interests.   

Faculty. Faculty spoke about the stresses of workload and balancing personal 

commitments and its impact on being involved in the RLC.  For those in tenure-track 

positions, external pressures from their departments were significant regarding their 

workload and achieving promotion and tenure.  These same pressures were mentioned 

in several studies in the literature investigating motivation (Kennedy, 2011; Kennedy 

Townsend, 2005); outlining the importance of department and institutional support 

(Ayres, 2004; Haynes & Janosik, 2012; Jessup-Anger et al., 2011; Kennedy, 2011; 

Philpott & Strange, 2003; Schein, 2005; Williams, 2006); the level of time 

commitment (Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Jessup-Anger, et al., 2011; Kennedy, 2011; 

Philpott & Strange, 2003); and concerns about promotions and tenure systems 

(Kennedy, 2011; Schein, 2005; Williams, 2006).  

Although many of these institutional and professional pressures were 

mentioned as potential deterrents for participating in the RLC, the tenure-track faculty 

in this study seemed dedicated to their work in the RLC and did not intend to 

discontinue their participation.  In fact, they shared how they attempted to change the 

faculty culture and resist criticism by talking with fellow colleagues regarding their 

positive experiences in the program.  The campus and faculty culture at this institution 

tolerated this mild level of opposition and challenging of departmental beliefs by these 

faculty members in the RLC.  These faculty were both shaped by and worked to 

change their environment. 
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Expectations for promotion and tenure made it impossible for faculty to see 

participation in the RLC as their primary role.  However, still important to the junior 

faculty in this study, they talked about finding a balance between satisfying the 

requirements and expectations for productivity and fulfilling their interest in 

connecting with students outside the classroom and participating in the RLC.  They 

seemed to find a certain “contentment in the contention” as they balanced curiosity, 

confusion, and criticisms from well-intended colleagues.  These faculty members 

viewed participation as a significant part of their commitment to students so their role 

was tied to the benefits they gained in their teaching, understanding students better, 

and attracting students to their discipline.  Though researchers do not yet fully 

understand the benefits of participation in RLCs and their value as a HIP, their 

reputation for improving student learning and engagement is growing. 

Residential life professional. The nature of the RL professional’s work in the 

RLC was administrative, valued by faculty, and seen as complementary to their role.  

Similar to the literature, the RL professionals were seen foremost as the “doers”, not 

the “thinkers” (Philpott & Strange, 2003; Schein, 2005, p.91).  In contrast to the 

literature, faculty viewed the RL professionals as strategic thinkers, accomplished in 

their profession, and experts in student culture.  They depended on them as 

administrators and saw them contributing to the RLC success.   

Residential life (RL) professionals acknowledged this administrative role but 

saw their role as an eclectic mixture of “communities of practices” with 

responsibilities to include student service, development, and teaching (Blimling, 
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2001).  On many campuses, RL professionals struggle with demonstrating how they 

contribute to student learning beyond administrative tasks.  According to the literature 

and this study, RL professionals contribute to an active learning environment through 

campus knowledge, student connections, and intentional design of the environment.   

Personality and student conduct. As history illustrates, there is a dissonance 

in the relationship between faculty and residential life (RL) professionals in the 

context of the college for this study, specifically in the roles each play in a residence 

hall.  Faculty and RL professional staff diverged in responsibilities to students long 

ago and on this particular campus, faculty still assume less of an out-of-classroom 

authority over students than the RL professionals.  They functioned more like mentors 

and teachers, despite their permanent homes being in a residence hall.   

Faculty dispositions influenced participation in the community including their 

intentions to attend certain residence hall activities and get involved in addressing 

student conduct.  Most of the faculty expressed some hesitation in connecting with 

students in common lounges and felt the similarly regarding hosting events in their 

apartments.  They attempted to attend the community advisor’s (CAs) events but 

sometimes felt awkward, as if an outsider.  They were most comfortable at more 

formal events, those with an educational purpose, a list of invited student guests, or 

those oriented around a sharing a meal.  Rarely did they express interest in sitting in a 

common lounge and being present for casual interactions. 

For the most part, faculty were reticent or refused to address student behaviors 

in the residence halls.  Just as Kennedy & Townsend (2005) reported in their article on 
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faculty participation in RLCs in large institutions, some faculty just are uncomfortable 

with connecting with students out of the classroom.  Other studies show that faculty 

like to have a variety of different options in which to interact with students so as to 

match with their personalities (Fitzpatrick, 2011; Kennedy, 2011).   

At this institution, as faculty entered the residence hall environment as part of 

the RLC, the RL professionals, displaced from residence hall apartments, performed 

their administrative roles from a remote office.  These institutional decisions left a gap 

in the number of RL professionals who addressed community standards, adjudicated 

cases, and managed facilities and personnel.  This integration of faculty in the 

residence halls and in RL professional spaces, created struggles within the residence 

hall community.  With additional faculty being added into the RLC program and a 

lack of RL professionals, the question as to who should address student behaviors 

remained a complex one and somewhat unanswered.   

Staffing 

Issues with staffing were raised by both faculty and RL professionals but for 

different reasons.  Hiring new faculty staff for the next academic year was mentioned 

and important to both groups as it impacted how their work in the RLC.  Faculty were 

excitedly anticipating the new hires as colleagues with fresh new ideas for program 

improvement.  However, for the RL professionals, the concept of staffing was more 

complex and encompassed more than the management of the new faculty hires but 

also the creation of a new process for the rehires, additional numbers for training, and 

management of all of it within a newly constructed multifunctional residence hall.   
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Discussions about staffing for the RL professionals included the prospects of 

new hires for the RLC program.  It also brought to light the complexities in how to 

manage a substantial increase in faculty in the program considering the continuing 

struggles within the residence life department with staff turnover and understaffing.  

For RL professionals, the need to hire a new and full complement of faculty was 

worrisome as both groups used the success in hiring as a gauge as to the success of the 

overall program. 

The numbers of RL professionals involved with this program was small and 

staff recognized how impactful this was on the RLC—its functionality and 

development.  The lack of residential life staff in the office and positioned in the 

residence halls posed greater issues for the RL professionals concerned with daily 

residence hall management operations and finding time to devote to a maturing RLC 

program.  Although understanding of the increased workload placed on the RL 

professionals and their staff, faculty noticed when tasks were not done in a timely way 

and both saw an effect on the RLC and their experience in it. 

Not uncommon, staffs at small colleges can be small in number and function to 

serve multiple roles on the campus (Love et al., 1993; McAleenan & Kuh, 1985).  This 

can be perceived as an advantage with stronger collaborations due to the physically 

smaller environment and the notion that everyone knows each other (Arcelus, 2011; 

Love et al., 1993).  However in this study, the extreme understaffing and noticeable 

staff turnover rate was an issue for the faculty and RL professional’s experience in the 

RLC and they both reported it impacting the functionality of the RLC.  It did not affect 
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their relationships with each other but at times, the heavy workload for the RL 

professionals drove the faculty to design and plan events without input from residence 

life.  This staffing issue seemed to encourage autonomy and not collaboration.   

Training 

Similar to the concept of staffing, the faculty and RL professional experiences 

of training were different associated with their role and responsibilities in the RLC.  

Mandated and expected by the institution, faculty were required to attend a two-week 

summer training outlining the requirements and expectations of involvement in the 

RLC, including information about college policies and support services for students, 

relevant higher education law and policies, campus facilities, and restorative justice 

practices.  Similar in nature to community advisor (CA) training, this training was held 

in the summer for two weeks prior to the new student’s arrival to campus.   

Faculty had very inconsistent responses to this training: most felt it was 

excessive and redundant with at least one faculty member questioning its legitimacy, 

compatibility with a faculty’s schedule, and timing.  However, others found sessions 

to be useful to their understanding of student culture, layout of the campus, and the 

routines of the residence hall and campus life department.  Most wanted more concrete 

responses and practiced scenarios to use with students in need.  Interestingly, most 

credit this training to gains in institutional knowledge, better understanding of student 

culture, and an appreciation of the RL professional’s work.   

Although thoughtful about the training, RL professionals modeled the training 

and dovetailed portions of it with the training of the CAs.  In a study by Hargrave 
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(2002) on faculty and student affairs staff, one of the tensions between faculty and 

residential life staff focused on the inexperience of residential life staff to know how 

to collaborate with faculty and build valuable cocurricular experiences.  Although 

younger, the RL professionals were seasoned and understood how to create a valuable 

CA staff training.  This did not seem to be a case of not knowing or understanding 

how to build collaborations.  Having that said, plans were already being made for a 

more integrative faculty training—one that incorporated more faculty needs and 

relevant topics.  Knowing about their role and being part of the planning for the RLC 

or training is an important indicator as to their interest in participating (Ayres, 2004; 

Fitzpatrick, 2011; Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Kennedy, 2011; Philpott & Strange, 

2003; Williams, 2006).   

As a director of residential life, I have planned many staff and campus 

trainings and workshops.  It is challenging to meet the expectations and needs of 

everyone in attendance.  In this case, RL professionals worked to offer valuable 

information as well as time for the entire team—faculty, RL professionals, and the 

CAs, to meet and build team cohesion.  In my experience, not only is this essential for 

relationship building, but is required as part of the functionality of the RLC.  

Understandably so, time commitment is a challenge for faculty due to their workload 

and institutional commitments (Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Jessup-Anger et al., 2011; 

Kennedy, 2011; Philpott & Strange, 2003).  Brought up again in this study, these 

tensions illustrate longstanding differences in the roles, assigned values, and 
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professional identities of each of these groups and inherent issues at play even at the 

outset of an RLC.  

Space 

The most interesting and multifaceted theme evident from the data was the 

concept of space—physical living, communal, teaching, or working space on the 

campus.  Brower and Dettinger (1998) argue the importance of defining physical 

communal space as a necessary feature of a true learning community.  The concepts of 

“living” and “learning” are inherent and foundational to residential learning 

communities (RLCs).  How faculty and RL professionals navigate and manage these 

concepts relate to their experiences in RLCs and are impacted by the lack of available 

living space due to overcrowding and limited apartment space and number of 

bedrooms on this campus  The issues that impacted faculty and RL professionals’ 

experiences and interactions are a result of the conditions and culture of the institution 

and understanding more about it will improve faculty and RL professional 

relationships with in the RLC (Kuh & Whitt, 1988).   

For faculty involved in an RLC, the sense of space is complex.  As RLC 

participants, understanding how to create, manage, and change their perception of 

“space” and their involvement in it became much of the issue and impacted their 

experience in the RLC.  Living in a residence hall is an adjustment for anyone—

students, residential life staff, or faculty.  The adjustment for some of the faculty in 

this RLC was centered on how to interact with students in their living area and not as 

much how to harmoniously coexist.   
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Unlike faculty, RL professionals manage, manipulate, and transform space as 

part of their role and professional responsibilities—for the RLC and beyond.  RL 

professionals use the physical, residential space to house students but also, through 

intentional design, create academically conducive or social areas to help promote RLC 

ideals.  For both faculty and RL professionals, their experiences in the RLC and 

interactions with those around them, were focused on three perceptions as to how both 

experienced space in the RLC: power, protection, and personality. 

Power. How space is allocated in a residence hall or on campus represents a 

degree of power and can be politically charged.  For both groups, their experiences 

participating in the RLC were influenced profoundly by larger student enrollments and 

the subsequent limited number of available apartments across campus, decisions made 

about renovations and construction of larger apartments, and decisions about 

apartment placement after hiring.  With respect to power, faculty and RL professionals 

understood the same degree of powerlessness over enrollment numbers and 

overcrowding.  Faculty mentioned it in terms of their personal struggle to secure better 

apartments for themselves and other faculty candidates interested in participating in 

the program.  RL professionals mentioned it in relation to enrollment numbers and 

how overcrowding impacts the availability of apartment space for faculty and the need 

to request funding to support renovations and reallocation of space.  Their relationship 

seemed strengthen because both groups understood the limitations.  In the eyes of the 

faculty, appreciation grew for the role of the RL professional in adequately housing 

students and making logical decisions for use of faculty apartments. 
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Some of the power over space on a college campus lies in the hands of the RL 

professional.  RL professionals talked about changing the ethos of a building or lounge 

by adding furniture to either make the space more academic, with large tables, chairs, 

and dry erase boards; or by adding soft seating and larger television monitors for 

viewing or gaming.  In their administrative role in the RLC, they have power over 

facilities management and innovation over developmental programming.  Faculty 

assume power over space as a result of participation in the RLC—just by residing 

there.  Providing an “adult presence” offers the faculty member some authoritative 

power over the residence hall community and students by living there.  Students may 

feel hindered by the faculty member living in the building.  In some ways, that’s the 

notion behind the intention of “an adult presence.” 

The faculty and RL professionals both referred to the lack of apartment space 

as impactful on their experience as a participant in the RLC.  Both groups were 

influenced by the politics of space—where space on a college campus is seen as a 

commodity.  It is allocated with a sense to control and in some instances, as a reward 

like for faculty, with more workspace, laboratory facilities, or a larger office (Amey, 

1999; Blackburn & Lawrence, 1995).  For faculty in this study, the free apartment, 

parking space, and meal plan proved a financial benefit and was considered a reward 

for participating.  For the RL professionals, the lack of allocated living space in the 

residence halls created issues with not being available to address student behavior and 

mitigate persistent vandalism.  
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Protection. Student behaviors and community damages were some of the 

issues brought up that concerned faculty and prevented some from participating in the 

RLC.  Faculty living in residence had the perspective that space needed to be 

protected—assuring isolation from the student community and disruptions when 

desired.  These disruptions could be either with noise, large parties, or negative use of 

space.  For some faculty, they were protective of their family’s needs or protective of 

the access to their living quarters.  Some faculty felt a need to protect their living 

environment to the extent that they did not invite others in; they were discouraged by 

the poor stewardship and overt vandalism of the residential area by students; or 

avoided interacting with students as protection of their feelings in case they were not 

welcomed by students. 

Similarly, RL professionals looked at protecting space from a vandalism and 

community stewardship perspective.  As part of the program expectations, RL 

professionals expected faculty to invite students into their apartments and could 

empathize but not relate to faculty’s trepidation in walking and socializing with 

students in their common spaces.  Back to the separation of roles, faculty are 

uncomfortable with blurring the lines between teacher and community member.  In 

this study, changing location, meaning residing in a residence hall, did not alter how 

they acted with students.  RL professionals were more adaptable, less guarded, and 

changed their interactions with students and faculty to match the academic or social 

environment.  Faculty proved far less adaptable to their environment and exhibited the 

need to feel more protected. 
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Personality. One faculty member interviewed reflected on the variety of 

spaces on campus and mused that space has a “personality” and, as a result, “invites” 

certain activities into the space.  In theory, the faculty apartment has versatility to 

function as a living quarters, office space, and social space to entertain.  Although 

difficult for many of the faculty members to practice, this concept is familiar to RL 

professionals.  Campus housing officers are accustomed to reimagining and 

repurposing space as part of their role —lounge space as student rooms, student rooms 

reassigned as faculty living space, laundry rooms for storage space, and large meeting 

rooms for a variety of activities such as classes, club meetings, yoga, or movie 

viewing.   

How faculty and students view, live, and react within their space impacts the 

personality of the building and ultimately, affects the RLC.  Larger student residential 

space—either living or social space, usually invites guests and tends to have a more 

active reputation.  On this campus, students housed according to particular interests 

like wellness or themed housing or offer smaller living styles, like single rooms, 

tended to be more dedicated to and engaged in the RLC community.  This high-level 

of student engagement was a positive benefit for faculty involved in the RLC.   

Conversely, the socially active group in the residence halls negatively 

impacted the faculty and RL professionals in the building.  As a response, RL 

professionals had a more difficult time assigning faculty to more active buildings.  In 

an effort to proactively address this for next year, the RL professionals were working 

to change the reputation of the space by redesigning it to accommodate the goals of 
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the RLC.  They were working to change the physical design of the space to offer 

smaller social spaces, bring in academic amenities like desks, larger workstations, and 

dry erase boards, and ultimately will position a faculty member to offer connections to 

student learning.  At its core, this intentional designing of the environment illustrates 

the importance of uniting “form and function” to promote the benefits of RLCs.   

Benefits of Participating 

Job development. For both faculty and residential life (RL) professionals, a 

significant benefit for participating in the residential learning community (RLC) was 

the improvement in their job performance.  For faculty, most spoke to the deeper 

connections with students and how their involvement brought about opportunities to 

help students in need and better understand their out-of-classroom lives.  In turn, this 

helped them understand the student culture and ultimately contributed to them being 

better professors.  Other studies investigating faculty involvement in a variety of living 

learning programs support these same ideals with faculty finding student connections 

as a benefit and positive effect on their teaching.  (Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Haynes 

& Janosik, 2012; Kennedy & Townsend, 2005; Philpott & Strange, 2003; Williams, 

2006).   

Faculty recognized the humanizing effect as a result of increased student-

faculty interactions, but they also reported being more informed about student culture 

and needs.  Making a difference in student’s lives was very much a part of what all 

faculty participants noted as important to their lives—both personally and 

professionally.  This notion aligns with what has been written about why small 
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colleges recruit and retain faculty looking for a smaller community with more 

opportunities to be with students.  According to other studies, the small college offers 

opportunities for collaborative relationships deepened by good communication, 

frequent interactions, and mutually familial connections (Goffigon, Lacey, Wright, & 

Kuh, 1985; McAleenan & Kuh, 1985).  

As a result of participating in the RLC, the RL professionals believed 

themselves to be more marketable if they were to leave their positions.  By being a 

contributing member to the RLC and building successful collaborative relationships 

with faculty, other institutions would view this role as valuable and prestigious and see 

them as a better job candidate.  Additionally, involvement in the RLC coupled with 

frequent communication with faculty made one RL professional more confident in her 

work.  She described feeling empowered because of her connections to faculty but 

personally, felt like she was making a larger difference in student’s lives and this 

brought her joy. 

Gains in institutional knowledge. The faculty members spoke about the 

increase in institutional knowledge in comparison to non-participating colleagues as a 

benefit.  They spoke about a better connection to the college community as a result of 

their residential life relationships and student interactions.  The August training, 

weekly meetings, and email correspondences contributed to their working knowledge, 

but most mentioned and emphasized the value found in “on the job training.” 

Institutional service. Both faculty and residential life (RL) professionals 

mentioned the significance for the institution to attract capable students through 
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intentional branding and targeted recruiting practices.  They understood the college’s 

need to be innovative and saw the RLC program growing and helping with student 

adjustment, transitions, and retention.  The faculty and RL professionals also credited 

the value of the student-faculty interactions found in the RLC to promises and 

foundations of a liberal arts education.  These student-faculty interactions are central 

to the RLC design but also have important student learning and social outcomes 

(Astin, 1993; Mayhew et al., 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Schroeder & Hurst, 

1996; Schroeder & Mable, 1994).  Faculty also considered the stronger intellectual 

community offered by RLCs to be an important factor in assisting with the campus 

changes impacted by a changing enrollment population—both in numbers and 

demographics. 

However, notably the value of the student-faculty interactions are connected to 

the structure of the RLC programs; the support it receives to meet its student learning 

outcomes and goals (Cox & Orehovec, 1997; Inkelas et al., 2008); and the faculty and 

staff culture influencing the RLC (Cox & Orehovec, 1997; Whitt et al., 2008).  The 

faculty and RL professionals described a culture, though cordial and supportive, as 

still functionally siloed.  The two groups acknowledged the other’s influence in 

creating these student-faculty interactions but did not work together to coordinate 

efforts.  Although recognizing and addressing this fragmentation of faculty and the RL 

department is a goal of the higher administration on this campus, this RLC still saw a 

separateness between the two groups with regard to experience, responsibilities, and 

knowledge of student needs. 
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Personal gains. In this study, some faculty discussed feeling a greater sense of 

belonging—to their departments and to the greater campus community.  They valued 

their relationships with colleagues in the RLC program and believed, by participating, 

they were fulfilling a need to give back, connect with students, and establish 

themselves as a contributing member at the institution.  Residential life (RL) 

professionals did not speak about being integrated more in the community.  They 

found major personal benefits linked to how they believed their involvement made 

them a better parent and a reliable mentor for students, and also highlighted how 

relationships with students kept them young at heart.   

Recommendations for Practice 

The results derived from this study indicate several recommendations for 

practice.  Successful partnerships between faculty and residential life staff come from 

understanding more about the roles, values, reward systems, and institutional cultures 

that often create barriers and hinder partnerships (Magolda, 2005; Pearson & 

Bowman, 2000; Schroeder, 1996).  Although this information is inspired by faculty 

and residential life (RL) professionals on one campus, these recommendations for 

practice present useful considerations for faculty and student affair professionals 

interested in designing or enhancing RLCs.   

The purpose of this study was an exploratory one, designed to gain a better 

understanding of RLCs at small colleges.  It was not intended to be evaluative, 

judgmental, or suggest changes at that institution.  These recommendations are offered 
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to others seeking information about faculty and RL staff interactions in an RLC on a 

smaller campus.     

Recommendation #1: Pairing of Personalities 

Residential learning communities (RLC) are important as high-impact 

educational practices because they provide an opportunity for students to interact 

intellectually with faculty and students benefit (Brower & Inkelas, 2010; Chickering & 

Gamson, 1987; Inkelas & Weisman, 2003; Kuh, 2008).  Findings of this study indicate 

that some of the faculty involved in this RLC are not interacting with students in 

consistent and frequent ways and this is not happening for a number of reasons.  Some 

issues, for example time commitments, may not be easily addressed.  On a larger 

campus, targeting tenured faculty might be an option but on a smaller campus, the 

number of interested faculty members is proportionately smaller.  As found in this 

case, more junior faculty are interested in the housing and other benefits and have 

personal and professional motives to get involved. 

However, a number of issues seem to have prevented faculty from interacting 

with students in this RLC.  In order to meet the community building expectation 

inherent in the position on this campus, RL professionals may want to consider pairing 

up residential life staff with faculty in accomplishing some of the tasks that might not 

match up with their traditional faculty role or personalities.  Creating opportunities, 

formal and informal, for faculty to socialize within the residential community where 

they do not have to be the host but an invited guest, with a chance to social, talk, and 

share with residents.  In my experience, residents expect them to be visible and this 
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type of event may make them more approachable.  Regular attendance at events will 

help them feel less vulnerable and awkward and part of the residential community.  

The RL professional or staff member pairing should be mindful as to create a working 

“team”, considerate to complementary personalities and interests. 

Recommendation #2: Strengthen the Hiring Process and Training 

During the hiring process, this same procedure of personality matching could 

be beneficial in matching faculty with a particular type of residence hall “personality” 

and reputation of the “neighborhood.”  Certain student audiences may find better 

matches with particular faculty.  Creating more intensive but innovative hiring 

procedures might be warranted to help with this intentional matching.   

Additionally, asking for faculty input and feedback regarding the training of 

the participants in the RLC could be impactful—both for buy-in from participants but 

also to adequately offer important topics felt missing in the current training.  

Education also needs to be shared requiring the expectations of the training and the 

reasons behind the timing of the summer training as it coordinates with campus 

student leader trainings (community advisors, orientation leaders, peer mentors) and 

the opening of the academic year. 

Recommendation #3: Increase Dialogue and Share Goals 

Despite the call for reform of the student affairs profession, staff at many 

colleges are still functioning within the traditional role of administrator and continue 

to ignore the urges from professional associations to begin to change the assumptions 

and truly take on the role of an educator (ACPA, 1994; Kuh, 2008).  As found in this 
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study, RL professionals are integral to the nature of RLCs in providing institutional 

knowledge, information about student culture, and not to mention access to one of the 

best learning centers on a college campus—the residence hall (Riker, 1965).  The 

notion of faculty providing the intellectual development while the student affairs staff 

offers the social development is an age-old myth but one steeped in the ideals of the 

role of the professoriate and fueled by the devaluing of the student affairs profession 

as a whole.   

However, on this campus, the intentional campus meetings between faculty 

and RL professionals help to keep an important dialogue open regarding students, 

current issues, and the direction of the program.  The faculty did not devalue the RL 

professionals.  Although cooperative, the two groups might benefit from more honest 

conversations about program goals, the faculty role in community, and plans for the 

future of the program.  Doing so, might find increased collaboration that not only 

enhances the program, but creates changing of some of the traditional roles.   

Limitations of the Study 

This focus of this study was to understand the experiences of faculty and 

residential life (RL) professionals in a residential learning community (RLC) in a 

small, highly residential, four-year college in the Northeast.  While this study brought 

to light several important factors and conditions important to the interactions, 

relationships, and development of these two groups, there are a number of 

considerations that limit the utility and generalizability of its findings.  These 
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limitations include the research design, lack of a standard definition for RLCs, sample 

inclusion and exclusion, and the maturity of the studied RLC. 

This study evolved into a single-site, qualitative case study and as such, the 

findings are only applicable to the study participants and the institution site at the time 

of the study (Patton, 2015; Stake, 2010).  The results are not generalizable nor 

predictive to a broader context but suggest further implications for policy and practice 

(Patton, 2015; Stake, 2010).  Some of the results captured by the faculty in this study 

are consistent with literature regarding the goals of the RLC and the connections to the 

state of higher education and intentions of liberal arts institutions; similarities with 

how faculty report their roles, motivations, culture, and needs in an RLC; and 

comparable reports about fostering strong academic and student affairs partnerships.   

Due to the sensitive nature of the topics and the candid responses offered by 

both faculty and RL professionals in the study, it was important to report the results in 

aggregate.  Keeping individual responses confidential was essential in this case study, 

although doing so, limited the data analyzed and presented.  Eliminated from the 

results were demographics of participants, including age, career longevity, field or 

discipline, faculty or staff positional status, and identifiable specialized roles—all of 

which could have provided depth or presented trends in the data.   

Complicating this study was the lack of a standard definition for residential 

learning communities.  All but one of the eleven institutions contacted for 

participation in this study advertised to prospective students and a greater web 

audience that they supported living learning communities in their residence halls.  
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However after contact, most agreed they did not have RLCs that had academic and 

residential environments.  Most did not have courses linked to the living experience 

and in my experience, other than first year programs, many small institutions do not 

have those types of connections.  However, even with the very general definition, 

many self-identified as ineligible for the study as they had mostly residential education 

programs without intentional faculty involvement.  Although the research does support 

that students develop, grow, and seek to be engaged in the institution as a result of 

living in a residence hall, this is not the same as having a deliberate living learning 

community or residential learning community (Blimling, 2015; Chickering & Reiser, 

1993; Mayhew et al., 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 

The RLC used for this study was a new program at the institution.  The faculty 

and RL professionals did not have the benefit of longevity of process, sustained 

relationships, or established procedure in which to comment on.  Although the 

participants included were purposefully sampled as having the most experience with 

RLCs and the study captured all the participants, their experiences only were 

indicative of less than one year in the program. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study focused on exploring the faculty and residential life (RL) 

professionals’ experiences in a residential learning community (RLC) at a small 

college in the Northeast.  As a single-site case study, the findings were limited to the 

faculty and staff at one institution with one type of RLC.  Replicating this case study 

at multiple institutions and expanding the sample population by including different 
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institutional classifications could generate a theory or practice for RLC work in small 

colleges.  This alternative research methodology design would offer opportunity for a 

cross-case analysis and the gathering of comparable information about RLC 

participants not possible due to limitations inherent in this study. 

One of the challenges inherent in studying RLCs is the ambiguity in definition.  

Future studies could explore RLCs differently by using the empirical typology put 

forward by Inkelas et al. (2008) in which they use a structural typology and explore 

programs using the context of academic and student affairs collaborations and funding 

support.  These studies could be done in a variety of institutional sizes and in different 

geographical locations.   

The review of literature revealed a scarcity of studies on small colleges.  A 

continued exploration of small colleges and RLCs could include: 1) investigating the 

perceptions of all residential life staff, including the student paraprofessional staff 

living in the halls and working with RLCs; 2) exploring the faculty, staff, and student 

experiences in RLCs and other high-impact practices on different small campuses; 3) 

student perceptions of faculty and residential life interactions as participating members 

of a RLC; and 4) the impact of RLCs on student learning outcomes for various student 

groups such as first year students, first generation college students, underrepresented 

students, or STEM students. 

The institutions included in this study were intentionally selected to capture 

faculty who would have commitments to teaching but also have responsibilities to 

advancing their fields and the reputation of the school.  Sorting and categorizing the 
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institutions through the Carnegie classification look up feature made it convenient to 

find the schools in a particular geographic region (Carnegie, n.d.d).  It also allowed 

sorting by graduate programs and competitive enrollment profiles, thereby capturing 

particular programs with varying commitments to teaching or research.  This same 

study could be replicated at a variety of other institutions with different enrollment 

profiles, sizes, settings, and degree classifications.  Also, small colleges who offer 

more professional vocations or have established and substantial graduate programs 

may have a different perspective on faculty, residential life, and students in RLCs. 

This study identified space as a major factor that influences faculty and RL 

professionals participating in RLCs.  Further studies could focus on the faculty, RL 

staff, or institutional leaders’ perceptions about allocated space and facilities in the 

context of RLCs and define the necessary elements perceived by all.  Future work 

could include a review of successful RLCs and identify elements related to facilities 

and physical space designs that are deemed essential by a variety of stakeholders. 

Summary of Findings 

The findings for this study represent some common elements evident in the 

previous research conducted at larger institutions on residential learning communities 

(RLCs).  The need to clarify faculty and residential life (RL) professionals’ roles in the 

RLC; promote clear dialogue regarding time commitments and promotion and tenure 

incentives; and collaboratively design more succinct and relevant trainings for faculty 

revealed the same outcomes as faculty perceptions at large institutions.  However, the 

results for this study indicate some real differences in how faculty view and interact 
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with RL professionals.  Additionally, topics revealed interesting and impactful 

characteristics about space and the physical environment on the campus that affected 

the experiences and functionality of this particular RLC.  

The faculty viewed the RL professional staff as integral to their ability to 

connect with students as faculty-in-residence.  They acknowledged their own efforts 

and autonomy in creating opportunities for interacting with students but importantly, 

recognized contributions of the RL staff in the RLC and valued their practical and 

theoretical expertise, institutional knowledge, and supportive guidance.  These 

elements are indicative of successful partnerships (Kezar, 2001a).  Misperceptions 

existed about the faculty role in the residence halls—by the students, other faculty, and 

the residential life staff.  RL professionals viewed the live-in faculty role as similar to 

a traditional live-in RL staff member—as a community builder who responds to many 

student concerns and issues, including student behavior and crises.  This particular 

lack of clarity, compromise and awareness of roles significantly impacted the 

experiences of both groups in the RLC and affects their ability to relate to each other 

as partners (Kezar, 2001a). 

Faculty were interested in continuing as participants in the RLC, despite 

workload pressure, time commitments, and potential lack of departmental support.  

They ignored criticisms from colleagues and tried to address misperceptions, and 

actively recruited others to the program.  As mentioned, they seemed content in the 

contention.  One of the recurrent themes for the RL professionals that impacted their 
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experience was the issue of understaffing of the residential life office and the 

importance of successful hiring of a growing faculty-in-residence team. 

Both faculty and residential life (RL) professionals agreed they had 

professionally developed as a result of their participation the RLC.  They taught and 

connected with students better and faculty felt more aware and knowledgeable about 

student culture.  Faculty also reported significant gains in knowledge of the institution 

and attributed it to their connections to interactions and positive relationships with the 

RL professionals.  Generally, the RL professionals felt more marketable to other 

institutions because of their professional experience designing the RLC and building 

relationships with faculty and other campus offices. 

Lastly, the most interesting finding to this investigator is the reference to space 

throughout the study.  On this small campus, three characteristics of space emerged 

relatedly to the RLC: power, protection, and personality.  Depending on the physical 

space in question, authority over the space was governed by politics central to 

enrollment decisions, rewards, and initiatives, like the residential learning community 

itself.  Faculty and RL professionals described protecting space in terms of privacy 

and community stewardship.  Once again, the concept of personality surfaced and this 

time related to space.  The students, faculty, and RL professionals interacting with the 

environment influence the “personality of the space” and impact the activities 

happening in the space.  These activities and the reactions to the personality of space 

had a direct influence on the faculty and RL professionals experience in the RLC and 

arguably, their own ability to grow and develop.   
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Conclusion 

Higher education leaders are looking for ways to offer college students and 

families an added value to their educational experience (Zhao & Kuh, 2010). 

Additionally, many small colleges are experiencing some economic challenges due to 

the changing demographics of the student population and demands being made by 

students and families asking about the return on investment of a college education.  

Some are steering away from their mission as a liberal arts institution and are 

succumbing to the pressures of parents and offering more vocationally-based 

programs (McAleenan & Kuh, 1985).   

Admission offices are marketing the best of what a college has to offer and 

accordingly, an enhanced academic program linked to positive student learning 

outcomes qualifies as a positive for both the college and the family.  Research points 

to the value of high-impact practices such as learning communities to answer these 

demands (Brower & Inkelas, 2008; Kuh, 2008). Learning communities, specifically 

those with a residential component, offer more peer interactions but importantly, 

increased student-faculty interactions.  Students living in residence halls, in smaller 

living-learning areas, tend to find these interactions valuable to their education and can 

make the difference in whether or not a student persists to graduation (Astin, 1993; 

Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 

Small colleges are ideal in creating a supportive, mission-driven environment 

conducive to individual growth.  The benefit derives from a tight-knit community, 

accessibility to resources, and role models in adults and peers who provide frequent 
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communication and contact (Hawley & Kuh, 1985).  On these campuses, the student 

affairs staff and faculty function as the supports for these students through formal and 

informal interactions.  One of the ways academic and student affairs can help 

strengthen the student experience together is through educational programs focused in 

the residence halls such as residential learning communities (RLCs). 

Residential learning communities (RLCs) are considered an important high-

impact educational practice and studies show that these programs help increase student 

engagement, encourage easier academic and social transitions to college, promote 

critical thinking, and encourage students to participate in civic engagement activities 

(Golde & Pribbenow, 2000; Inkelas, 2004; 2008; Tinto, 1993).  Understanding more 

about how faculty and residential life (RL) professionals work together to create RLCs 

is essential in knowing how to tailor them for different institutions.   

This study was designed to explore the experiences of faculty and residential 

life professional staff members participating in a RLC at a small, highly residential 

college in the Northeast of the United States.  Through the theoretical framework of 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems theory, four elements were uncovered 

that helped explain the experiences and the nature of interactions and relationships 

between faculty and RL professionals and four other themes that explain personal and 

professional development for both groups.   

The ways in which faculty and RL professionals experience and interact, and 

develop as a result of participating in a RLC is shaped by a number of important 

factors and conditions, including interpretation of participant roles, influences by the 
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institution regarding enrollment and strategic initiatives, program training and staff, 

and notably, space, or the environment in which the RLC promotes relationship 

building and learning.  This study illustrated the importance of open communication 

between the two groups and suggested a need to better define roles and responsibilities 

within the residence hall.   

The personality of space and faculty played the two most substantial factors 

affecting RLC functionality and the experiences of all involved.  The residential life 

profession does demand a certain disposition, expertise, and high level of student 

awareness to be effective as both an educator and administrator.  On this campus, the 

faculty and residential life roles were not interchangeable.  Although logical to think 

that faculty may be successful in assuming a traditional residential life role, attention 

needs to be given to the historical distinctiveness of the faculty and residential life 

staff roles and how it is just not as simple as thinking anyone is capable of doing 

residential life work.  Effective collaboration for RLC work comes from a depth of 

knowledge and a commitment to appreciate perspectives of all involved.  
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Appendix A - Email for Survey Invitation 

 

Dear (Insert Chief Housing Officer name): 

Good morning!  My name is Sue Weintraub and I am a doctoral candidate working 

with Dr. Kathleen Norris at Plymouth State University.  My dissertation and study will 

explore faculty and residential life staff perceptions regarding participation in 

residential learning communities (RLCs) at small, highly residential colleges.  

Uniquely, most of the research exploring RLCs has been conducted at large, research 

institutions with only students and focused mostly on faculty involvement.  I would 

like to explore both the faculty and the residential life staff perspectives and do so at 

small, residential colleges.   

As a result, I’m reaching out to a sample of said institutions for consideration for my 

formal study.  I am contacting you to answer some preliminary questions about the 

RLCs at your institution.  If you believe someone else at the institution might be a 

better contact, please let me know.  

Please review the definitions below to understand better the elements important to my 

study and please briefly answer the questions below.  You may just reply to this email 

to answer the questions.  If you have specific questions, please contact me by email or 

by phone.  I would greatly appreciate your help and thank you in advance for your 

support. 

 

Important Definitions: 

Residential Learning Communities are residentially-based programs that offer 

intentional student-faculty connections, provide an active learning environment (could 

be a classroom) with cocurricular opportunities to bridge coursework with cocurricular 

experiences, and involve an academic component that transcends basic residential 

educational programming.  Students live together in a cohort together in a portion of 

the residence hall environment.   
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Faculty are defined as the people who primarily teach and conduct research at your 

institution 

 

Residential Life staff members are full-time, bachelor’s or master’s level 

experienced staff, who live in the residence halls.  These staff members would not 

include para-professional staff (like community advisors, resident assistants, who are 

typically undergraduate students).  
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Appendix B - An Example of an Email Follow up 

 

Dear (Insert Chief Housing Officer’s first name): 

I hope your day is going well.  As a director of residential life, I know this is the worst 

time of year to expect something more than we are already trying to give!  However, I 

am hoping you might be able to find a few minutes to respond to this email below.  

I’m searching for some institutions that might meet the criteria and be good fits for my 

study—not planned to launch officially until September and October.  I really could 

use your help. 

 

Please consider filling this out and I wish you great success with staff training, FY 

orientation, and res hall and college openings! 

 

My best, 

 

Sue Weintraub 

(Insert previous content from initial email sent) 
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Appendix C - Faculty and Residential Life Staff Survey 

 

Research Study: Residential Learning Communities and the Small College Context 

The purpose of this research study is to examine the experiences of faculty and 

residential life staff in living learning programs such as residential learning 

communities (RLCs) in a small college setting.  This study will identify factors, 

conditions, and institutional context important to the functionality of these living 

learning programs (LLPs).  Learning more about these groups and how the small 

college ethos and culture informs the functionality of a RLC could lead to 

programmatic improvements, lay groundwork for increased resources, and promote 

stronger academic-student affairs collaborations. 

Your participation in this study includes filling out an online survey capturing 

descriptive information about your participation in RLCs.  The survey concludes with 

a question offering an opportunity to be contacted for participation in a future 

interview.  This interview could be conducted either in person or via a video 

conference and would explore in depth your participation in a RLC on your campus. 

The survey should take no more than 15 minutes.  Thank you for your participation. 

Welcome to My Survey 

As a participant, I have read the Informed Consent Form attached to the email that 

included this survey link.  By answering YES below, I understand and agree to 

participate in this study.  If at any time, I wish to discontinue my participation in this 

study, I should exit out of the survey and understand doing so is without personal or 

professional consequences.  Answering NO to the question below or closing this 

survey window at any time, will exit you from this survey. 

1. I agree to participate in this study by filling out this survey 

a) Yes 

b) No 

Demographic Survey 

 

Please answer the following questions regarding your faculty/staff position and role at 

the college and details regarding your institution’s Residential Learning Community 

(RLC)/Living Learning Program (LLP). 

 

2. What is your age? (Please enter a number.) (OPEN RESPONSE) 
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3. How many years have you been employed at this college? (OPEN 

RESPONSE) 

4. What is your primary role at the college? (check one) 

a) Faculty (tenured) 

b) Faculty (tenure-track) 

c) Adjunct 

d) College Leadership (Dean/VP) 

e) Chief Housing Officer 

f) Residential Life Staff  

5. What is your job title? (OPEN RESPONSE) 

 

6. In which department do you work/teach/manage? (OPEN RESPONSE) 

 

7. How many years have you been involved in a Residential Learning 

Community (RLC) or Living-Learning Program (LLP) at this college? (OPEN 

RESPONSE) 

 

8. For the RLC/LLP in which you are involved, how long has it been in 

existence? (OPEN RESPONSE) 

 

9. Describe the RLC/LLP in which you are involved.  Include its title and 

objective(s). (OPEN RESPONSE) 

 

10. How many students participate in this particular RLC/LLP? (OPEN 

RESPONSE) 

 

11. What is your role in the RLC/LLP?  (Check as many as apply.) 

a) Teach a 3 or more credit course 

b) Teach a non-credit or 1-2 credit course 

c) Help design RLC coursework but do not teach 

d) Supervise RLC/LLP student staff 

e) Plan cocurricular activities for RLC/LLP 

f) Participate in planned cocurricular RLC/LLP activities 

g) Hold student conduct hearings/meetings 

h) Manage housing assignments/roommates 

i) Budget planning 

j) Budget management 

k) Academic advisement 
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l) Live in the residence hall 

m) Other (please specify) 

 

12. How many faculty (in total) are involved in this RLC/LLP?  (Enter a number 

for each box.  If unknown, enter “?”) 

a) Tenured 

b) Tenure-track 

c) Adjunct 

d) Other (please describe) 

e) Unknown 

 

13. How many Residential Life Staff members are involved in this RLC/LLP?  

(Enter a number for each box.  If unknown, enter “?”) 

a) Live-in staff (Area Coordinator/Resident Director) 

b) Chief Housing Officer(s) 

c) Living/Learning Coordinator(s) 

d) Dean of Students 

e) Vice President 

f) Other (please describe) 

14. During the creation/construction of this RLC/LLP, what capacity were you 

involved? (Please describe) (OPEN RESPONSE) 

 

15. How did you become involved/engaged in this RLC/LLP? (Check all that 

apply.) 

a) Invited by students 

b) Invited by faculty colleagues 

c) Invited by residential life colleagues 

d) Assigned duties/in my job description 

e) Encouraged (not assigned) by supervisor 

f) Self-motivated 

g) Other(s) 

16. In your role and as part of the RLC/LLP, under what circumstances do you 

interact with faculty members? (Check as many as apply.) 

a) General planning meetings 

b) Weekly/monthly check-in meetings 

c) Meetings discussing curriculum 

d) Meetings discussing cocurricular events/programs 

e) Planned on-campus RLC/LLP events/programs 
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f) Off-campus RLC/LLP events/programs 

g) On-campus informal conversations 

h) Class time 

i) Trainings 

j) Other (please specify) 

17. In your role and as part of the RLC/LLP, under what circumstances do you 

interact with residential life staff members? (Check as many as apply.) 

a) General planning meetings 

b) Weekly/monthly check-in meetings 

c) Meetings discussing curriculum 

d) Meetings discussing cocurricular events/programs 

e) Planned on-campus RLC/LLP events/programs 

f) Off-campus RLC/LLP events/programs 

g) On-campus informal conversations 

h) Class time 

i) Trainings 

j) Other (please specify) 

 

18. How would you describe the communication between faculty and staff in this 

RLC/LLP? (OPEN RESPONSE) 

 

19. Would you be interested in participating in a one-hour in person or web-chat 

interview to discuss more about RLCs/LLPs? 

a) Yes 

b) No 

20. If you are interested in an interview, provide your contact information below. 

(OPEN RESPONSE) 

Name 

Phone (with area code) 

Email 

Generally available on the following day(s) of the week: 

Morning or Afternoon? 
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Appendix D - Informed Consent Form 

 

Consent to Participate Voluntarily in a Research Investigation 

Plymouth State University 

INVESTIGATOR(S) NAME: Susan (Sue) D. Weintraub/Doctoral Candidate   

STUDY TITLE: XXX  

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this research study is to examine the experiences of both the residential 

life staff and faculty as participants in residential learning communities at six small, 

highly residential colleges in the Northeast.  This work is being completed as a portion of 

the requirement for the doctoral program at Plymouth State University. 

I am being asked to be a participant in the study because I am a professional residential 

life staff member, a faculty member that has been involved in a residential learning 

community for at least one academic year at this institution or I am a campus community 

member with contextual information to offer regarding the institution and/or residential 

learning communities.   

DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

This study will examine the experiences of residential life staff and faculty members as 

participants in residential learning communities in six small, highly residential colleges in 

the Northeast region of the U.S.  This study will identify the factors, conditions, and 

institutional context important to the functionality of the residential learning communities 

(RLCs).  Learning more about these groups and how the small college context and 
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culture informs the functionality of the RLC could lead to programmatic improvements 

and promote stronger academic-student affairs collaborations. 

This study includes an online survey capturing descriptive information about the 

participant and the institution and a semi-structured interview asking about experiences 

in a residential learning community.  The amount of time required to complete the online 

survey is approximately 10-15 minutes and the semi-structured interview will be 

conducted either in person or by a video chat application such as Skype and will not take 

more than 2 hours.   

Other than time, I acknowledge that there are no other costs associated with participating 

in this portion of the study. 

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  

As a participant in this study, I may experience only minimal risks, no greater than the 

risks ordinarily encountered in daily life.  Every effort will be made to protect my 

identity in the reporting and publication of this study.   

BENEFITS  

As a participant of this study, I may not receive any direct benefits.  However, as a 

participant, I may indirectly benefit from the knowledge found as a result of this 

research—specifically the analysis and recommendations offered regarding the 

functionality of RLCs at smaller institutions.  The data collected may have importance on 

future research, practice, and policies at individual institutions or benefit the field as a 

whole.   
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ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 

The alternative to participation would be to decline participation by not filling out the 

survey.   

CONFIDENTIALITY 

All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept confidential 

in accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. I 

understand that data generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth State 

University's Institutional Review Board, which is the committee responsible for ensuring 

my welfare and rights as a research participant, to assure proper conduct of the study and 

compliance with university regulations.  

My identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law.  If any presentations 

or publication result from this research, I will not be identified by name.  In order to 

disguise the identity of persons and each small college community, pseudonyms will be 

used for institutions and any quoted individual’s statements or comments.  The data will 

be reported in aggregate.  

Information collected electronically during my participation in this study will be either 

maintained and stored on a secure server with access limited to the investigator for a 

period of three years and then erased.  Handwritten information or printed data will be 

maintained and stored in a locked file cabinet in a locked area with access limited to the 

investigator for a period of three years and then destroyed. 
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Final results will be published in dissertation format and portions may be sent to 

education journals and magazines for potential publication or used in professional 

presentations or trainings.   

TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION  

I may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If I choose to 

drop out of the study, I will contact the investigator and my research records will be 

destroyed.  

As a faculty member or professional residential life staff member, I must be: 

o Employed full-time and have earned a bachelor’s or master’s degree prior 

to employment in my current position and/or are tenured or in a tenure-

tracked position.   

o Involved in a residential learning community for at least one year at my 

current institution. 

If I am asked to be interviewed about Residential Learning Communities, I must be: 

o Knowledgeable regarding RLCs. 

o Over 18 years old and employed at the current institution to participate in 

this study. 

The principal investigator may terminate the participation of a subject as indicated by the 

following exclusion criteria: adjunct faculty, undergraduate student, and graduate student 

with responsibilities less than 35 hours per week.  
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COMPENSATION 

I will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is strictly 

voluntary. There will be no cost to me except the time involved to participate in this 

research.   

INJURY COMPENSATION 

Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding this 

research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries 

resulting from this research. I understand that treatment for such injuries will be at my 

expense and/or paid through my medical plan. 

QUESTIONS  

All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and if I have further questions 

about this study, I may contact Susan (Sue) D. Weintraub at (603) 303-3225 or 

sdw1010@plymouth.edu. I may also direct questions to the Dissertation Chair (of this 

study), Dr. Kathleen Norris at knorris@plymouth.edu.  If I have any questions about the 

rights of research participants, I may call the Chairperson of the Plymouth State 

University’s Institutional Review Board at 603-535-3221. 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 

I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that refusal to 

participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to me. I am free to withdraw or 

refuse consent, or to discontinue my participation in this study at any time without 

penalty or consequence.  

mailto:sdw1010@plymouth.edu
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I voluntarily give my consent to participate in this research study.  I understand that I will 

be given a copy of this consent form. 

Signatures: 

________________________ 

Participant’s Name (Print)  

 

________________________    ____________ 

Participant’s Signature     Date 

I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this 

consent form has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given 

an opportunity to ask any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of 

participation in this research study.  

Susan D. Weintraub 

Investigator’s Name (Print)  

____________________________________________  _____________ 

Investigator’s Signature      Date 

Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for the 

study until one year from IRB approval date. 
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Appendix E - Follow up Interview Questions 

 

Have you developed personally as part of your involvement/affiliation with the RLC 

program?  If so, how? 

What do you know about the “Northridge” Awaits campaign and are you (or others 

impacted by it? 
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Appendix F - Interview Guide: Questions—Faculty/Residential Life Staff 

 

MICROSYSTEM 

Tell me about your involvement in living learning programs like this RLC at 

“Northridge”? 

Describe your experience as a faculty/RL staff member in the RLC. 

What are the goals of this RLC? 

What activities are you involved in for the RLC? 

How do you interact within the RLC? 

What do you value about the experience?  Have you developed 

personally/professionally? 

What are some successes/challenges? 

MESOSYSTEM 

This RLC is a new program.  What was it like before?  Who designed it?  Created it? 

What are the shared goals between faculty and staff?  

How do you interact with colleagues in the RLC?   

What is communication like between everyone? 

What is the faculty role? 

What is the RL staff role? 

What is your relationship(s) with those involved in the RLC? 

Describe motivators, if any? 

Describe barriers, if any? 

EXOSYSTEM 

What are some of the supports from campus constituents regarding the RLC? 

How is this program resourced by the college? 

How do others interact and react as a result of your involvement in the RLC? 

Tell me how the RLC impacts the campus community?  Other departments?  Parents?  

Students? 
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MACROSYSTEM 

Tell me how this program fits into the “Northridge” culture?  Strategic Plan?  

Initiatives? What are the overall attitudes/values regarding this program? 

What effects do you see this program making on the campus community? 

What impact this program from a more global perspective? 

ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS 

Do you have anything else to share about your experience in the RLC? 

Would it be possible for me to follow up these questions with others in the future? 
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Appendix G - Notes from Weekly Faculty/Residential Life Staff Meeting 

 

Observations for Study 

December 14, 2017 

Met in “Kyle’s” on-campus apartment in “Woodburn” Hall 

Present: Chief Housing Officer (“Kari”), four faculty members (“Mia”, “Kyle”, 

“Taylor”, and “Don”), and “Barbara” (College Dean), “Mia’s” spouse—“Derk” and 

“Don’s” spouse—“Peg” (pseudonyms used) 

Absent: “Fran”—busy on duty for campus 

Prior to start of meeting: 

Previous to the meeting, Kari sent out a menu and asked for everyone’s order from a 

local Japanese restaurant 

Kari ordered and picked up the food/drinks and it was waiting as everyone arrived. 

Start of the Meeting: 

Meeting started around 6:30 pm.  This investigator walked over to Kyle’s apartment 

with Mia and her husband, Derk.  Kyle opened the door and welcomed us.  Kari was 

present.  Taylor arrived soon after us.  Don and Peg arrived about five minutes later 

and had many bags in tow, including some that looked like Christmas presents for the 

group. 

Everyone seemed “cautiously cordial.”  Kari seemed the most at ease and made 

conversation quite easily and laughed often.  Kyle was apologizing for his lack of 

comfortable chairs and other amenities as people found seats at the longer table.  It 

was obvious this would be the table used for the meeting. 

Kari announced that Barbara might be late due to an incident evolving on campus but 

we should not hold dinner or the meeting.  The meeting and dinner continued in her 

absence. 

Kari had already let the faculty and staff know that this investigator would be joining 

the meeting.  All guests shook hands or gestured hello in a very welcoming way. 

As people were finding their food selections and getting waters, a few of the faculty 

members discussed an academic meeting that they had attended together but did not 

go into great detail.  They were upset that they didn’t get a formal invitation as faculty 

members.   
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A different faculty member talked about a story from the night before about how a 

student showed up at an event wearing a teddy bear “onesie.”  The situation seemed 

remarkable to them.  “The student padded on in…grabbed a blanket off my couch, and 

nuzzled into the dog.”  They were describing a recent interaction with a student in 

their faculty apartment.  

With food and drink, the group became more at ease.  Everyone settled down into 

eating quietly with smaller conversations centering around final exams and the holiday 

until Kari started the meeting.  She again introduced this investigator and reminded 

them that I would be addressing them at the end of the meeting.   

The meeting agenda was written down on a small notebook in front of Kari.   

NOTE TO SELF: It was clear they were very used to Kari running the meeting and 

imparting information to them.  

The meeting did not evolve into a dialogue or shared conversation.   

Discussion topics: 

 Previous and upcoming renovations to faculty apartments 

o Faculty had questions about timelines, amenities, budgets 

Description of “new” drinking game called “Beer Die.”  A description of the game 

was shared including rules and locations on campus where most prevalent 

 Residence Hall vandalism 

o Overall vandalism costs down; considering raising individual fines for 

damage 

Faculty: “There’s a vomit fine!?!” 

Faculty do not have a clear understanding how Physical Plant/Facilities works.  

NOTE TO SELF: Didn’t understand how the table/chairs just “showed up” in the 

apartment.  Doesn’t understand the vomit charge—impact to community and to 

custodial staff 

o Charges/fines for only a certain amount total: $10 per student 

Faculty: “I don’t pass above the first floor. I don’t see the damage.” 

NOTE TO SELF: How do you remain engaged with students when you do not venture 

into the residence hall hallways?  

Barbara joined meeting.  She apologized for being late and spoke about the student 

incident she was dealing with that caused her to be detained.   

Discussions continued. 
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 Student Trends 

o More transfers in sophomore year.  Students interested in larger, urban 

schools. 

o Saw increase of alcohol transports; after letter, decreased 

Faculty, campus life, and college administration wrote to the student body about 

alcohol transports, choices, etc.  It was well received by many students and student 

leaders. 

o Students are struggling and counseling appointments are overbooked. 

 Counseling staff is working overtime. 

Faculty: “Students actually leave the college because of mental health issues…?” 

 New Residence Hall 

o Impact:  De-lofting triples, return of lounge space, reassignment of 

faculty into campus apartments 

o Priorities of returning student residence and common space 

NOTE TO SELF: Faculty do not understand the language used: “lofted triple”; “de-

loft”; “giving lounges back.” 

o Application for next year: Faculty in Residence Program 

o Civic Engagement component 

o Shuttle for students and faculty (hours/availability) 

Faculty were concerned that the shuttle arrangements would not be made.  They were 

assured by Barbara and Kari that they would be. 

NOTE TO SELF: Several faculty expressed interest but no explanation was offered or 

asked about requirements, student population, needs, and programmatic elements.  

Seemed like it was a housing option rather than a residential learning community or 

opportunity for faculty/student engagement. 

Kari to a faculty member: “I’ll give you your boxes (to move) soon.” 

Faculty member: “Done.” 

NOTE TO SELF: No interview process.  Not competitive at this point.  Interviewing 

students to fill new residence hall.  Will faculty be a part of that interviewing? 

Meeting was going long and Kari asked to make a few more points. 

 January Term 

o Programs/activities/budgets were discussed 

 Success of Campus Coffeehouse 
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Faculty member brought up recent successes of lower vandalism costs, increased 

campus activities, and decrease in alcohol transports as kudos to Campus Life and the 

RLC programming efforts. 

 Public Relations 

o Questions from parents, local officials, media should go through PR 

o Generalized discussion about what other offices on campus do and do 

not do as part of their responsibilities 

Ending of Meeting/Final Topic 

 Plug to find more faculty willing to participate in the RLC as a faculty in 

residence. 

 Faculty member shared that they know a postdoctoral fellow interested.   
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Appendix H - IRB Approval Letter 

 

Plymouth State University Institutional Review Board 

August 8, 2017  

  

Greetings:  

  

On behalf of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Plymouth State University, your 

project entitled: “Residential Life Staff and Faculty Perceptions of Participation in 

Residential Learning Communities: A Multiple Case Study at Six Small, Highly 

Residential Colleges in the Northeast” has been granted approval for one year 

effective August 8, 2017.   

  

If, during the course of your project you intend to make changes that may significantly 

affect the human subjects involved (particularly methodological changes), you must 

obtain IRB approval prior to implementing these changes.  Any unanticipated 

problems related to your use of human subjects must be promptly reported to the IRB.  

The IRB may be contacted through Dr. Stephen Flynn, Chair of the IRB.  This is 

required so that the IRB can update or revise protective measures for human subjects 

as may be necessary.    

  

You are expected to maintain as an essential part of your project records, any records 

pertaining to the use of humans as subjects in your research.  This includes any 

information or materials conveyed to and received from the subjects as well as any 

executed forms, data and analysis results.  If this is a funded project (federal, state, 

private, other organization), you should be aware that these records are subject to 

inspection and review by authorized representatives of the University, State of New 

Hampshire, and/or the federal government.  

  

Please note that IRB approval cannot exceed one year.  If you expect your project to 

continue beyond this approval period, you must submit a request for continuance to 

the IRB for renewal of IRB approval.  IRB approval must be obtained and maintained 

for the entire term of your project or award.  

  

Please notify the IRB in writing when the project is completed.  We may ask that you 

provide information regarding your experiences with human subjects and with the IRB 

review process.  Upon notification we will close our files pertaining to your project.  

Any subsequent reactivation of the project will require a new IRB application. I have 

attached the Project Completion Form for your convenience.  
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Please do not hesitate to contact the IRB if you have any questions or require 

assistance.  We will be happy to assist you in any way we can.  Thank you for your 

cooperation and efforts throughout this review process.  We wish you success in this 

endeavor.  

  

Sincerely,  

  

  
  

Stephen V. Flynn, Chair 

Institutional Review Board 
Plymouth State University 
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