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LARGE-SCALE STUDY BACKGROUND

Has the impact of living on campus changed?

Living on

campus

Living on-campus was “the single most consistent within-college determinant of 
the impact of college.” - Pascarella and Terenzini (1991)

College 

outcomes

Studies of living on campus are “sparse for most outcomes, and the 
findings often do not suggest benefits of this experience” Mayhew et al. (2016) 



BIG QUESTION: MODEL

Living on

campus

Engagement 

College 

outcomes



STUDENT ENGAGEMENT THEORY

Two Dimensions of College Quality

 Time and effort students spend on effective educational 

experiences

 How an institution structures and deploys its resources

RLCs represent an institutional response to improve student 

learning and development by fostering student engagement



DATA SOURCE: NATIONAL SURVEY OF STUDENT 

ENGAGEMENT (NSSE)

WHO: First-year and 

senior students seeking 

bachelor’s degrees 

WHAT: Student and 

institutional time and 

effort toward educational 

purposeful activities

NSSE ENGAGEMENT INDICATORS



Supplemental 
questions 

about student 
living 

arrangements



SUPPLEMENTAL QUESTIONS: FIRST-YEAR & 

SOPHOMORE*

Living situation

 On-/off-campus

 Distance to campus

 Building type

 Roommates (# and 
how they met)

Programs

 Living-learning community

 Programming in building

Perceptions of safety

Perceptions of housing impact

Sleeping habits

Homesickness

Financial stress

Satisfaction

*Senior questions similar with logical exceptions, e.g., homesickness



RESEARCH QUESTIONS

 What predicts RLC participation?

 Does RLC participation lead to greater access to academic and support 
opportunities and resources for on-campus students?

 Does RLC participation lead to greater student engagement for on-
campus students?

 Do RLC participants perceive larger academic and co-curricular gains? 
Do participants perceive their living situation to have an increased 
impact on their academic success?

 How does RLC participation influence persistence?

RLC defined as a program where students took at least one class together 

and attended common educational or social activities 



METHODS

 2018 National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)

 76 institutions participated in housing study

 First-year & sophomore on-campus residents

 N = 21,237; 17% RLC participants

 Response rates = 22% FY, 19% SO

 Key variables

 RLC participation

 DVs: Collaborative Learning, Student-Faculty Interaction, Discussions with 

Diverse Others, Reflective and Integrative Learning, Quality of Interactions, 

Supportive Environment, perceived co-curricular gains, perceived co-

academic gains, housing impact, GPA (z-scored)

 OLS and logistic regression



WHAT PREDICTS RLC PARTICIPATION?

Positively-related

 Race/ethnicity [White]:

 Black

 Major field [Arts & hums]:

 Engineering

 Social-service professions

 Private institution

 Selectivity (Barron’s)

Negatively-related

 Avg. income (zip-code)

 Student Athlete

 Greek-life

 Age

 Carnegie classification [Doctoral]:

 Baccalaureate



PARTICIPATION IN ACTIVITIES IN THE STUDENT’S 

PLACE OF RESIDENCE

0 20 40 60 80 100

Studied or worked on a project with other

students

Attended social or co-curricular activities

Attended a class (not online)

Met with a faculty member

Attended health and wellness activities

Attended diversity-related activities

Used academic support services

Met with an academic advisor

None of these

Percentage

RLC

non-RLC



REGRESSION ESTIMATES
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HAS THE IMPACT CHANGED?

Inkelas et al. (2006) measure ES Current study measure ES

Residence hall climate is academically 

supportive
.38 Housing Impact: Academics .25

Faculty mentorship .15 Student-Faculty Interaction .23

Interpersonal self-confidence .00 Gains: Co-curricular .18

Discussed academic and career issues w/ 

peers
.13 Collaborative Learning .18

Critical thinking/analysis abilities .21
Reflective & Integrative 

Learning
.14

Growth in cognitive complexity .03 Gains: Academic .14

Positive peer diversity interactions .13 Supportive Environment .11

Discussed sociocultural issues w/ peers .20 Discussions w/ Diverse Others .07

Notes: Inkelas et al. (2006) did not use statistical controls; Differences larger than .10 SDs in red italics



COSTS OF INCREASING PERSISTENCE

An additional 

$1,000 of grant 

aid improves 

persistence and 

attainment by 

1.5 to 2 

percentage 

points.



RLCS & PERSISTENCE
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Expected Persistence Rate

Non-RLC RLC

Note: All other controls held at their means. Excludes students who lived with their parents.



DOES THE EFFECTIVENESS OF RLCS VARY?
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DOES THE EFFECTIVENESS OF RLCS VARY?
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DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS

 Participation appears to be mostly at 

random.

 Our findings re-affirm the benefits of 

RLC participation

 RLCs appear to work by increasing 

student engagement within the 

residence hall

 The relationship for engagement appear 

to be broad, but not large on student 

outcomes

 Generally, the influence of 

RLC participation on engagement has 

remained constant or grown. RLCs 

influence FY persistence.

 Imperative to maintain RLC quality 

and assess programs and practices

 Should RLCs be expanded?

 Males especially benefit from RLCs. 

Target communities or outreach to 

this group.



OTHER HOUSING FINDINGS
NOT SPECIFIC TO RLCS



PERSISTENCE: TIME TO CAMPUS
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PERSISTENCE: # OF ROOMMATES
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RELATIONSHIP: HOUSING EXPERIENCES & 

PERSISTENCE
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ROOMMATE-MATCHING POLICIES

Background:

 Interacting w/ individuals from different 
backgrounds important life skills

 Residence halls are a space where such initially 
occur for many students

 Internet is changing how students find a roommate

 Some institutions are requiring randomly assigned 
roommates

 However, research is also emerging highlighting the 
benefits of safe-spaces for SoCs

Interactional diversity:

 Having a randomly 
assigned roommate was 
not significantly 
associated with 
increased discussions w/ 
diverse others 
(ES=0.02)

 Little difference in 
estimated effects by 
race/ethnicity



%AGE OF STUDENTS CHOOSING THEIR 

ROOMMATE BY RACE/ETHNICITY
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DISCUSSIONS W/ DIVERSE OTHERS

• Having a randomly assigned 

roommate was not significantly 

associated with increased 

discussions w/ diverse others 

(ES=0.02)

• Little difference in estimated 

effects by race/ethnicity



QUALITY OF INTERACTIONS

• Overall, choosing your roommate 

was not significantly associated 

with perceived quality of 

interactions (ES=0.00).

• Substantial differences by race/ 

ethnicity, as SoCs who chose their 

roommate perceived better 

interactions w/ others at their 

institution

• Asian (ES=0.18)

• Black (ES=0.15)



SUPPORTIVE ENVIRONMENT

 Choosing your roommate was 

positively correlated with perceiving 

a supportive environment (ES=0.05)

 Again, substantial differences by 

race/ethnicity:

 Asian (ES=0.14)

 Black (ES=0.17)

 Multiracial (ES=0.12)



ROOMMATE MATCHING SUMMARY

 Overall, method of roommate 

selection was trivially related to 

diverse interactions and perceptions 

of the campus environment

 However, the relationship varied by 

race/ethnicity

 Asian and Black students perceived 

greater quality of interactions if they 

chose their roommate

 Asian, Black and multiracial students 

perceived a more supportive 

environment if they chose their 

roommate

 Racial and ethnic minority students 

were substantially less likely to choose 

their roommates. 

 Fostering pre-college connections 

between students that lead to 

roommate pairings could improve 

college outcomes for racial and ethnic 

minority students



SOPHOMORES

Engagement Indicators & 

Perceived Gains

Compared with on-campus:
10 min. 

or  less
11-30 min.

31 min. or 

greater

Student Faculty Interaction - -- ---
Quality of Interactions -- --
Discussions w/ Diverse 

Others ++

Supportive Environment -- ---
Gains: Co-curricular --

Key: blank = non-sig.; + = sig. & trivial (ES <.10); ++ sig. & small (ES = .10-.29); +++ sig. & medium to large (ES > .30) 

Notes: Excludes students living with their parent(s); Results control for student characteristics and institution-specific effects

Comparison of On-Campus Sophomores with Off-Campus Peers by Travel Time 

to Campus

i.e., on-campus 

sophomores interacted 

with faculty more often 

than off-campus peers 

(especially those who 

lived more than 10 

minutes away).



SOPHOMORES

Compared with on-campus:

Housing Scales
10 min. 

or  less 11-30 min.

31 min. or 

greater

Residential Learning Activities --- --- ---
Belongingness & Safety

Perceived Housing Impact ++

Financial Stress (reversed-coded) -- ---

Comparison of On-Campus Sophomores with Off-Campus Peers by Travel Time 

to Campus

i.e., on-campus 

sophomores participate 

in more learning 

activities in their place of 

residence than their off-

campus peers.

Key: blank = non-sig.; + = sig. & trivial (ES <.10); ++ sig. & small (ES = .10-.29); +++ sig. & medium to large (ES > .30) 

Notes: Excludes students living with their parent(s); Results control for student characteristics and institution-specific effects



DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS

 Any surprising findings overall?

 How can we best translate 

our research findings into 

helpful knowledge for 

practitioners?

 How would you like us to 

further explore these data?
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