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ing a curricular approach to be: not all student populations benefitted equal-
ly from a one-size-fits-all approach, physical space limitations, and lack of
communication and clarity about the curricular approach language.
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dential life units have chosen to adopt

the curricular approach to learning be-
yond the classroom (Kerr, Tweedy, Edwards,
& Kimmel, 2017), to enhance students’
learning and development. The curricular
approach to learning beyond the classroom
(Kerr, Tweedy, Edwards, & Kimmel, 2017)
involves a proactive 10-step approach for
enhancing students’ learning and growth
by aligning the mission, goals, outcomes,
and practices of a department to those of
the respective institution (Edwards & Gard-
ner, 2018; Kennedy, 2013; Kerr, Tweedy,
Edwards, & Kimmel, 2017; Kerr & Tweedy,
2006; Shushok, Arcelus, Finger, & Kidd,
2013). Despite the popularity of the curric-
ular approach to residential education, to
date, there is no peer-reviewed research
on the topic. Prior to 2017, writings on the
curricular approach were limited to Kerr
and Tweedy’s (2006) foundational article
describing the approach, and some relat-
ed writings, including a blog (Brown, n.d.;
Edwards & Gardner, 2015; Kennedy, 2013;
Shushok, Arcelus, Finger, & Kidd, 2013).
In 2017, Kerr, Tweedy, Edwards, and Kim-
mel provided a written record of much of
the content delivered at the annual ACPA
- College Student Educators International’s
Residential Curriculum Institutes over the
past ten years. The purpose of this qualita-
tive descriptive study is to understand the
perceptions of one senior administrator in
academic affairs, housing employees, and
student leaders at one institution where
the curricular approach was implemented.
Understanding the processes involved and
the lived experiences of those designing
and executing the curricular approach can
enhance practice and organizational effec-
tiveness of other residential life and student
affairs units.

Senior housing officers for many resi-

History of Approaches to Residential
Education
Distinguishing how the curricular ap-
proach differs from previous tactics to res-
idential education is important for under-

standing how educational practices have
changed over time. Previous approaches to
residential education included, but were not
limited to, the Intervention Strategies Mod-
el from Morrill, Hurst, and Oetting (1980),
which guided the following three types of
programming in the residence halls: (a) re-
medial programming; (b) preventive pro-
gramming; and (c) developmental program-
ming. Mosier’s (1989) Health and Wellness
Model, influenced programming along the
following six dimensions: emotional, intel-
lectual, physical, social, occupational, and
spiritual development. Further, previous-
ly, residence hall programs were initiated
based on the social desires of students and
the interests of staff to fulfill programming
requirements and standard practices adopt-
ed by residence life professionals (Blimling,
2010; Kennedy, 2013). Blimling (2015) as-
serted that traditional residence hall pro-
gramming focused on students’ interest and
availability whereas the intentional goal-di-
rected approach emphasized the priority of
advancing student learning.

Residential Curriculum History

The curricular approach to student
learning beyond the class room is a more
strategic way to be proactive with designing,
executing, and assessing student learning.
Kennedy (2013) claimed, “Of all the models
examined, the residential curriculum is the
emerging model in the field” (p. 68).

The curricular approach originated at the
University of Delaware. Kathleen Kerr and
Jim Tweedy authored Beyond Seat Time and
Student Satisfaction: A Curricular Approach
to Residential Education (2006), which fea-
tured the University of Delaware’s journey
of adopting a residential curriculum. Kerr
and Tweedy (2006) described the observa-
tion of adopting the curricular approach as:

When we shifted our focus to what we

teach, how we teach it, and how our

students learn, combined with a con-
sideration of every student’s approach
to and purposes for learning, and away
from attendance statistics, we realized
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that traditional programming as the pri-

mary educational vehicle was not effec-

tive...we had focused on exposure rath-

er than learning. (pp. 10-11)

Kerr, Tweedy, Edwards, and Kimmel
(2017) contrasted components of previous
techniques for residential education, which
they termed the Traditional Model with the
Curriculum Model (CM). The curricular ap-
proach is undergirded by The Ten Essential
Elements of a Curriculum Model for Learn-
ing Beyond the Classroom (10EECM) (Kerr,
Tweedy, Edwards, & Kimmel, 2017):

1. Directly connected to institutional

mission;

2. Learning goals and outcomes are de-
rived from a defined educational pri-
ority;

3. Based on research and developmen-
tal theory;

4. Departmental learning outcomes
drive development of educational
strategies;

5. Traditional programs may be one
type of strategy - but not the only
one;

6. Student leaders and staff members
play key roles in implementation but
are not expected to be educational
experts;

7. Represents developmentally
guenced learning;

8. Campus partners are identified and
integrated into plans;

9. Plan is developed through a review

process; and

Cycle of assessment for student
learning and educational strategies.

The 10 Elements outline direction for
the design, implementation, and assess-
ment of the curricular approach to student
learning. For example, the learning goals
and outcomes should directly influence the
development of educational strategies. Pro-
fessional staff then create lesson plans or
facilitation guides (terminology can vary)
for execution. Past models for residential
education did not provide this type of infra-
structure to guide educational efforts. Res-

se-

10.
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idence life professionals have discussed the
application of these Elements at a national
institute described next.

Annual ACPA Residential
Institute

The professional association, ACPA -
College Student Educator’s International
(ACPA), hosted the annual Residential Cur-
riculum Institute (RCI) from 2007 to 2017.
The purpose of the RCI was to provide an
overview and training on the curricular ap-
proach to residential education and offered
advanced sessions for institutions already
using the curricular approach. The Univer-
sity of Delaware hosted the inaugural RCI in
2007 (Brown, n.d) and annual attendance
at the RCIs has increased from 74 partici-
pants in 2007 to more than 300 participants
in 2016 (Kerr, Tweedy, Edwards, & Kimmel,
2017). The ACPA’s 2018 Institute on the
Curricular Approach (ICA) became the next
iteration of RCI and focused on how the
curricular approach has permeated practice
within divisions of student affairs and vari-
ous functional areas in and beyond campus
housing.

Curriculum

Methodology

This qualitative study was designed as
a descriptive case study (Yin, 2014) with
data from one residence life unit at one in-
stitution in the United States. Yin (2014),
defined a case study as a means to inves-
tigate phenomenon in a particular context.
The embedded unit of analysis (Yin, 2014)
was the staff members’ experience with im-
plementing the curricular approach.

The research question that guided this
study was: What were participants’ percep-
tions of adopting a curricular approach? The
first sub-question was, what did the partici-
pants perceive as positive in this transition?
The second sub-question was, what did the
participants perceive as challenging in this
transition? To capture, in rich detail, the
types and nature of changes residence life
staff experienced, a descriptive case study
design was required to provide “an exten-
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sive and in-depth” description of the phe-
nomenon (Yin, 2014, p. 4).
Context

Given the research questions, and case
study design, site selection was conducted
using both purposeful sampling and criteri-
on-based selection (Patton, 2002). Criteria
for the site selection included adoption of
the curricular approach for three years and
the continued use of the curricular approach.
According to Patton, purposeful sampling
affords researchers the opportunity to study
information-rich cases, which provides an
in-depth understanding of the phenomena
of interest. We identified one residence life
department using criterion-based sampling
based on our professional knowledge of in-
stitutions that had adopted the approach.
The site for this study was a public, mid-
sized, coeducational institution located in
the Midwestern region of the United States.
The pseudonym “Midtown State University”
(MSU) was used to protect the identity of
the institution and pseudonyms were used
to protect the anonymity of the participants.

During phone calls from summer 2015,

through September 2015, we communi-
cated with two key informants, Matthews
(pseudonym), the senior housing officer
and Thompson (pseudonym), a mid-level
residence life professional. Yin (2014) de-
scribed key informants as individuals who
provide ongoing insight into the environ-
ment of study. We expressed interest in in-
terviewing participants who served in the
organization long enough to comment on
what had changed, what they perceived as
positive and challenging in the transition,
and how residence life staff characterized
the experience of adopting the curricular
approach. Using these criteria, Matthews
and Thompson selected professional, grad-
uate, student staff, and Residence Hall As-
sociation RHA student leaders to participate
in the study. Table 1 provides an overview
of participants’ demographics, using pseud-
onyms for names and titles.

Data Collection

Yin (2014) explained the case study
a means to investigate phenomenon in a
particular context. To understand the lay-

Table 1

Participant Group Demographic Overview (* = two key informants (Yin, 2014))

Undergraduate Undergraduate RHA

Professional Staff
(12)

Graduate Staff
(4)

Student Staff
(7)

Student Leader
(7)

Pseudonyms

Dr. Blair, Sonya
Matthews*, Violet
Thompson*, Rae
Jae, Sara Weber,
Benedict, Carole,
Ell, Lance, Steve,
LaShay, Jim

Hunter, Logan, Rel-
len, Taylor

Derek, Dylan,
Ivory, Jay, Katie,
Lloyd, Rose

Bethany, Beth,
Jackie, Jamie,
Keith, Rosa, Talia

Highest Degree
Earned

2 PhD (1 person)

All M.A. in progress

All B.A. in progress

All B.A. in progress

Previously Attend- |3 - Yes, worked 1 - attended 1 - Yes, attended 2 - Yes, attended
ed or Worked at 1 - Yes, attended 1 - worked 1 - Do not know 3 - Do not know
an Institution with |and worked 1 - Do not know 5 - Neither 2 - Neither
a RC aligned with 8 — Neither 1 - Neither
The 10EERC
Previously Attend- |5 - Yes (once) 1 - Yes (once) 1 - Yes (more than |0 - Yes
ed ACPA’s RCI 2 — Yes (more than (3 - No 1) 7 - No
1) 1 -"MsSuU”
5 - No 5 - No




58

ers within this bounded context of one res-
idence life department, the five data col-
lection methods involved a site visit for
ethnographic interviews (Roulston, 2011)
with 16 staff inclusive of professional and
graduate staff; two focus groups (Roulston,
2011) - one with 7 student staff and anoth-
er with 7 RHA student leaders; document
analysis (Yin, 2014); and photo and artifact
collection (Banks, 2007; Glesne, 2011; Yin,
2014).

In-person interviews and focus groups
allowed us to observe non-verbal cues while
audio-recording verbal exchanges. Video
conferencing software was used to inter-
view a former professional staff member
identified by the key informants. Interviews
and focus groups were semi-structured to
allow for participants to share freely about
topics related to the research questions for
the study.

Triangulation and Analysis

A case study does not produce generaliz-
ability. Rather, it promotes the development
of an adequate description, interpretation,
and explanation of the case being studied
(Glesne, 2011). Regarding the realities of a
case study design, Yin (2014) emphasized
Patton’s (2002) and Roulston’s (2010) no-
tions of data triangulation such that conver-
gence of data, or evidence, would strength-
en the construct validity of the case study
and other perceived measures of quality of
research.

To pursue the claim of triangulation,
themes were identified by employing mul-
tiple cycles of coding (Saldafa, 2013). Pro-
tocol coding (Saldana, 2013), or the use
of pre-determined topics such as theory or
concepts, helped when listening to the au-
dio recordings prior to conducting member
checking. Next, we coded the salient points
participants shared from an emic perspec-
tive, where the researcher learned about
the specifics of participants’ lives, or the
case without a priori use of theory (Denzin
& Lincoln, 1994; Yin, 2014). We employed
Saldana’s (2013) descriptive coding, or

College Student Affairs Journal  Vol. 37, No. 1, 2019

identifying a word or phrase in the data, in
vivo coding, also referred to as, “literal cod-
ing,” involves noting a direct quote in the
data (Saldana, 2013, p. 91). “Versus cod-
ing” (Saldana, 2013) helped us to examine
changes that were relevant to the research
questions, such as identifying contrasting
concepts. Finally, protocol coding (Saldana,
2013) informed by Bolman & Deal’s (2014)
four frames (structural, human resources,
political, and symbolic) was also utilized.
After writing analytic memos as a strategy
to enhance researcher credibility and trust-
worthiness of data (Saldafa, 2013), a sec-
ond cycle of coding was undertaken (Sal-
dana, 2013).

Second cycle coding involved pattern
coding, or labeling categories that offer
meaning to how the data are organized. For
example, we identified the category, “anal-
ogies,” to label data for how some partici-
pants used analogies to describe and char-
acterize their experience of adopting the
curricular approach. For the document anal-
ysis, we used Saldana’s (2013) descriptive,
in vivo, and versus coding. Merriam (2014)
asserted documents could aid the research-
er in understanding insights related to the
research topic.

After conducting the two coding cycles,
and creating a codebook, we identified pat-
terns and then themes (Glesne, 2011; Sal-
dana, 2013) to help tell the story of par-
ticipants’ perspectives regarding their unit’s
shift to the curricular approach. For this
stage of analysis, we used a spreadsheet,
with one research question per tab to fil-
ter early categories for further engagement
with the data. Ultimately, the results from
filtering helped us to identify patterns, or
themes, across multiple data sources (Sal-
dana, 2013; Yin, 2014). In conclusion, Yin
(2014) and Saldana (2013) proposed for
themes to be compelling, the researcher
must demonstrate the use of data triangu-
lation and distinguish how content are satu-
rated, or frequently shared, in the data.
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Trustworthiness

We employed several monitoring strate-
gies, particularly given our subjectivity and
positionality, to safeguard the trustworthi-
ness and rigor of the data. This step limit-
ed researcher bias by focusing on how find-
ings were congruent with reality. Monitoring
strategies, or measures, helped address po-
tential criticisms related to the study’s validi-
ty (Lather, 1986). Member checking (Lather,
1986) involved sending the transcript from
each respective interview to each inter-
viewee or focus group participant to invite
potential changes to the data, and allowed
for elaboration on topics or any general
content. Of the 30 participants, all but two
RHA student leaders responded to multiple
member checking attempts. We committed
to frequently writing analytic memos, as
described by Saldafa (2013), throughout
the coding and analysis processes to fully
disclose personal assumptions and biases,
but also to critically engage with the data.
Prolonged engagement with the data helped
us to stay close to the participants’ words
and to optimize data triangulation (Patton,
2002; Yin, 2014) when presenting the find-
ings.

Findings

The findings featured are those we iden-
tified based on Yin (2014) and Saldafa’s
(2013) claim that the most compelling find-
ings in a qualitative research study involve
data that was noted in @ minimum of three
data sources. The findings reflect learning
from all data sources, except the photo elic-
itation activity. Both the perceived positive
and challenging aspects of adopting curric-
ular approach will be shared below.

Perceived Positives of Adopting the
Curricular Approach

Participants described positive aspects
associated with the process of adopting the
curricular approach. Perceived positives of
adopting the curricular approach included
departmental direction, strategic standards
and structures for staff, and sense of voice

for some staff. Representative data, primar-
ily from the semi-structured interviews and
focus groups, afford perspective to address
the positive perceptions of adopting the cur-
ricular approach.

Departmental direction. Participants
found that adopting the curricular approach
resulted in a newfound sense of departmen-
tal direction as the residence life staff began
to observe positive results from changes to
educational philosophy and practice within
the unit. Some participants explained that
past initiatives in the department typically
did not last longer than a year and that the
culture was stagnant prior to adopting the
curricular approach. For example, Benedict
shared his belief that the department had a
change in direction from previous efforts:

I was here when we started the RCI [re-
ferring to MSU'’s residential curriculum],
and we’re still doing it. I don't think
anything as far as a departmental goal
or any sort of curriculum has ever last-
ed more than about a year. So, the fact
that we are still doing it and you know,
it sits in its various forms, I think having
that direction finally is definitely a posi-
tive thing.

Other participants, particularly RHA stu-
dent leaders, spoke about the ways in which
this newfound department direction unified
efforts in the unit. For example, RHA student
leaders reported that there was increased
awareness of RHA's mission and priorities.
Jamie, an RHA student leader, explained, "I
just think that’s the underlying curriculum
in the minds of our professionals with their
advising style.” Similarly, she shared that
student staff seem to be more involved in
residents’ lives, and she explained, “Before
it was like, ‘We're putting on this fun pro-
gram.” Now they’re focused, but they don’t
tell the students that's what’s happening.”
An unidentified female in the RHA student
leader focus group stated, “I think it's [RHA]
becoming more understood because RHA
is built into the curriculum. They [student
staff] see RHA in their curriculum.” Related
to hall councils, Talia, an RHA student leader,
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spoke positively about increased attention
to hall council constitutions, “I also know on
the hall council level that like they redid the
hall council constitutions to make sure that
students were being more intentional about
what they were doing, giving like students
in hall council more guidelines.” Carole, as
one of the advisors of RHA, shared the fol-
lowing about how the RHA student leaders’
efforts were influenced by the residential
curriculum, “"RHA was able to better focus
some of the things that they did instead of
just saying let’s just have a pizza party. So,
I think it gave them a little more direction
and a little bit more solid footing.”

Others commented that adopting the
curricular approach contributed to a de-
partmental culture of unity and cohesive-
ness around the notion of student and staff
learning. For example, Taylor, a graduate
hall coordinator, conveyed:

I believe we are changing the culture.
We are creating a more inclusive and
supportive  environment for our stu-
dents to succeed. We have looked at the
student demographic at [MSU] and es-
tablished the needs of our students. We
have then looked at what we want our
students to learn from living in the res-
idence halls. We have shifted the way
everyone in the department thinks. We
have moved from a “Make sure your
residents are doing something to stay
active and involved” to “we need to be
intentional about how we are reaching
our students and focus on what we want
our students to learn from these inter-
actions.”

Steve, a mid-level professional, in
speaking about the positive effects of adopt-
ing the curricular approach to further the
department’s mission stated, “We are go-
ing to try to do something that’s nationally
being adopted at a quick rate. So, I real-
ly enjoy that.” He added, “We're trying to
think harder about what we want to do with
our students. How we want to... plan out
things to help them succeed.” Finally, Steve
shared, "We're not just another department
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that houses people.”

Strategic standards and structures
for staff. Participants found that adopting
the curricular approach also positively im-
pacted the unit by providing structure and
standards for employees. Jae, an assistant
director and member of the central lead-
ership team, articulated that the curricular
approach, and written resources, provid-
ed structure for residence life staff. When
asked specifically what was positive about
transitioning to the residential curriculum,
he said, "We are in a day and age where in-
dividuals need structure. Student staff need
structure. Our [graduate hall coordinators]
and even our [coordinators of residence
life] need structure. And so, this is kind of
spelling out a little bit more.” Jae also ex-
pressed, “The structure was something that
the new staff really liked. Our millennial stu-
dent staff members want to know exactly
what is expected of them. Taking a curricu-
lar approach to what we do allows for that
structure.”

Nearly all participants, at all levels,
conveyed that the Residential Curriculum
Playbook (RCP), a comprehensive resource
manual compiled to help housing staff im-
plement the curricular approach, provided
positive structure and resources for the stu-
dent staff members’ efforts to foster resi-
dential environments that were aligned with
the curricular approach. Specifically, partici-
pants valued the RCP for its content of dates,
deadlines, and expectations. The most com-
mon sentiment among the student staff was
that the RCP was a helpful tool to communi-
cate standards. Jay, a student staff member,
concurred, “I'm sure most of us can agree
that the curriculum [RCP] has helped out...
because I love it, especially at a glance, and
it has week-by-week like what you should
be focusing on in this particular week.” He
added, “"Now that we can all be on the same
ship and on the same page, we understand
better. It's more of a structure now. I like
it.” Dylan, a student staff member, articu-
lated that the RCP afforded helpful structure
for himself and some of his friends on staff,
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and he expressed, “Most people who had
been on staff before were excited that there
was a little bit more structure and clarity on
what exactly we were supposed to be doing
with our jobs.”

Similarly, Logan, a graduate hall coordi-
nator, articulated, “Definitely from student
staff perspective and talking to them, they
feel much more prepared this year, especial-
ly giving them the [RCP]. They know what
is expected of them. They know when they
need to be doing things.” He added that
returning student staff have had a “better
experience this year than last year,” and
he reported, “...now that we’ve kind of so-
lidified and created some things that allow
them to have those interactions with them.”
Rellen, a peer, said, “...the standards...if you
look at the lesson plans, the lesson plans
are detailed.” When speaking about the stu-
dent staff she claimed, “The staff appreci-
ate, and they know the hard work that went
into that. And in a meeting we talked about
the curriculum, and we allowed them to
provide open feedback...And they all love
the idea of having the book.” Dr. Blair, a se-
nior administrator at the institution, effec-
tively summarizes how the RCP was a pos-
itive source of intentionality and structure
for MSU’s residence life staff when adopting
the curricular approach:

With the curriculum, the intentionality

is, there’s actually a structure. There

iIs some guiding principles and notions
about what we’re trying to do here,
and... then how that comes together in
some practical ways in terms of what
we are actually going to be doing, when
are we going to be doing, and how are
we going to be doing it. So how are we
using the bulletin board spaces, for ex-
ample, as educational opportunity? How
are we using some of our lounge space
to have activities; or within the broad-
er community, facility spaces and class-
rooms downstairs? Those sorts of things
would be examples of more of the in-
tentionality. People know what's com-
ing, how it's coming, and how it links to

learning outcomes.

Finally, some participants expressed
that the curricular approach helped the res-
idence life department to be more proactive
with efforts by using learning outcomes,
(e.g., translating concepts of the curricular
approach to residence hall front desk oper-
ations).

Sense of voice. Several professional
and graduate staff participants expressed
they were able to provide feedback and
have “a voice” in developing resources. For
example, Steve said, “So, every single iter-
ation of this group, I've been involved with
it, whether that’s been creating the educa-
tional priorities, sticking around, I feel that
my decision making is trusted.” Weber, an
assistant director who joined the organiza-
tion in August 2015, echoed the importance
of involving multiple people involved in the
process, “I think, from my perspective, what
I liked about that, though, and having seen
a different curriculum being created [at her
previous institution], that there was a lot
more broad involvement from a variety of
levels.”

Another positive associated with
adopting the curricular approach noted by
professional and graduate staff members
was that communication with and from cen-
tral leadership had improved. Rellen stated
that some of questions that central leader-
ship staff asked were, "What do you think of
this? What did you do at your old institution?
Where do you think we’re lacking? Where do
you think that we’re doing awesome? Where
do you think we can improve?” Similarly,
Logan, a graduate hall coordinator, spoke
positively about communication within the
department, "Each month we give feedback
to central office, and, they in turn, use that
for the future and knowing what works and
what doesn’t. And so, we can constantly
start shaping what the next phase of the
curriculum looks like.” Notably, these per-
spectives contrast with messages from the
student staff and RHA leader students; the
students expressed concerns with providing
feedback. Examples of student leaders’ con-
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cerns are featured below within content on
perceived challenges of adopting the curric-
ular approach.

Perceived Challenges of Adopting the
Curricular Approach

The process of adopting the curricular
approach also challenged participants. Per-
ceived challenges of adopting the curricu-
lar approach included concerns about using
one approach to meet the needs of diverse
student populations, physical space limita-
tions, and language. Finally, data on com-
munication channels in the organization re-
vealed representative data on the delayed
distribution of the RCP and sense of voice.

Standardization of the curricular
approach. Participants described one chal-
lenge as attempting to use a single frame-
work to meet the needs of diverse student
populations, including first-time first-year
students, upper-level, and graduate stu-
dents with families. This challenge was men-
tioned despite there being three versions
of the RCP: first-year, sophomore, and up-
per-class. The professional, graduate, and
student staff conveyed this challenge us-
ing varied examples. Ivory, a student staff
member, mentioned, “...[we] are having a
hard time implementing anything that’s in
there [RCP] because it doesn’t fit with the
residents we have there, being grad stu-
dents, families, single students that are
going through their junior or senior year.”
A student staff member, in an anonymous
letter wrote, "Members of the [apartment]
community come to the [apartments] to get
away from the typical ‘RA infested commu-
nities.” Graduate students, families, doctoral
students, upperclassmen, and internation-
al students create a very large and diverse
community.” Rellen explained that there are
cultural differences involved. For example,
“A lot of our Saudi Arabian population there,
if the male is not present, the female cannot
answer the door.” She also described that
graduate students are in their labs on cam-
pus late into the night, which makes it chal-
lenging for student staff members to initiate
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conversations with this population.

Three staff members mentioned the
physical space challenges associated with
implementing the residential curriculum. For
example, Hunter, a graduate hall coordina-
tor, stated, “"The curriculum doesn’t neces-
sarily acknowledge that some communities
only have one bulletin board. Some have
four. Some have two small ones. Some have
all these different things...and there’s not a
consistent [standard].” Hunter added, "“It's
not realistic to have a crossword puzzle with
your students’ names if you're in an upper-
classmen building and they’re never going
to walk by that bulletin board. That lesson
plan may not be the best for your commu-
nity.” This comment about a lesson plan, or
facilitation guide, relates to understanding
the structure of the curricular approach and
how learning goals and outcomes cascade
into educational strategies that can be spe-
cifically tailored to diverse student popula-
tions.

Challenges with language. The stu-
dent staff focus group participants described
perceived challenges with how language,
such as word choice, was structured within
the RCP. The overall sentiment was that the
language included in lesson plans, for ex-
ample, was perceived as jargon or unfamil-
iar to the student staff. Derek, stated, “"I'm
a business major. And the language used
within the curriculum is not always clear be-
cause I don't really have any student affairs
and higher education training.” Katie shared
that many of her peers do not understand
the difference between learning goals and
learning outcomes. Lloyd, agreeing with
Derek and Katie, reported, "I am lucky
enough to be best friends with an educa-
tion major who specializes in writing lesson
plans, and reading lesson plans, and eval-
uating lesson plans and with assessment.”
He added, “"Without that knowledge coming
into this year, I would feel completely lost
with reading the curriculum itself.” Lance, a
coordinator of residence life, mentioned that
some student staff “feel like someone with a
Master’s degree cannot speak the language
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of the students.”

Communication channels. Two as-
pects of communication seemed to be chal-
lenging for most participants: the delayed
distribution of the RCP to student staff and
the other was participants’ sense of voice.
However, these topics were challenging for
participants in different ways depending on
their position level.

Delayed distribution of RCP. Profes-
sional, graduate, and student staff mem-
bers, and RHA student leaders stated that
the delay in distributing the printed RCP to
the student staff members was a challenge.
Thus, the student staff members could not
visualize the content. Matthews explained:

We ran into an issue because our printer

was running behind schedule. We print-

ed them about two days before [gradu-
ate hall coordinator] training on curric-
ulum happened. And then the students
got theirs, the color versions, towards
the end of training.
Weber articulated that the delay in distribut-
ing the RCP was a “physical boundary” and
challenging due to student staff members’
diverse learning styles, stating, “we wanted
to refer to stuff but for them to have it, see
it, and be able to live it a bit more and start
some of the planning process by being able
to see it in front of them.” Lloyd, a student
staff member, offered a summative quote
with which his peers seemed to agree, “We
did not have them [RCP] yet. So, that was
a hindrance, I think, first of all, because we
didn’t get them until after residents moved
in, even though we were here for three
weeks of training.”

RHA student leaders reported that grad-
uate hall coordinators, as hall council advi-
sors, lacked details related to hall council
or RHA because of the delay in distributing
the RCP to staff. Keith, a RHA student lead-
er, said, “I think a challenge that I kind of
noticed was during the retreat. I don’t think
the curriculum was quite finalized 100 per-
cent. Because I know there was talk about
it.” Keith added a perceived challenge was
that graduate hall coordinators would need

to share the details with the community ad-
visors and residential academic ambassa-
dors, which "might have been kind of rush-
ing them.” Talia, a RHA student leader, said,
“I know that, in general, the student staff,
it's caused a lot of conflict just because it
seems like it's very...just the way that it was
presented to them, people didn’t take it
well.”

Sense of voice. Some participants re-
ported not having a sense of voice, or being
unable to provide feedback. This sentiment
is in contrast with what some participants
shared as positive perceptions of depart-
mental communication when adopting the
curricular approach.

Approximately half of the graduate hall
coordinators, and most of the student staff
members, reported that perceptions about
hierarchy within the organization made it
challenging to have a voice with the curric-
ular approach. Taylor, a graduate hall coor-
dinator, indicated that she was able to pro-
vide feedback about the curriculum during
one-on-one meetings with her supervisor,
but that, “there’s no guarantee that it's [her
feedback] is going to make it to the leader-
ship team.” Hunter, her peer, spoke about
student staff, "“We're making decisions about
student staffs’ jobs and how they’re going to
be interacting with residents... yet they're
not here in the conversation.” In fact, one of
the most discussed topics among the stu-
dent staff focus group participants was the
notion of what Lloyd described as a “top-
down approach.” He stated, “I think that it
should be the other way around. It should
be much more bottom-up based instead of
top-down. Because the top-down approach
hasn’t worked for a couple years, and it’s
still continuing not to work.” Katie, a stu-
dent staff member, reported, "I also think
that there have been times where our feed-
back might actually reach head staff, but
it’s not exactly what we say because it goes
through so many people that it gets misin-
terpreted. It gets a little bit changed.” Der-
ek provided a summative quote, “...to the
best of my knowledge, there was no stu-
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dent interaction below the graduate level.”
He shared, “Then we heard about it during
winter training when they said, “Hey, we
have a curriculum. Follow the lesson plan,
and do the assessment.”

Although the RHA student leaders did
not use the phrase “top-down,” they ex-
pressed similar concerns as the student
staff members reported. RHA student lead-
ers perceived that neither student staff nor
RHA leaders had a voice with the residen-
tial curriculum. Beth explained, "I think it
was almost a little bit abrupt ... I feel like
it would have been beneficial if they kind
of like had asked the opinion of [communi-
ty advisors] and [academic peer ambassa-
dors].” For example, she added, “What do
you guys think about this transition?” I feel
like it was just a, ‘Here you go. Here’s our
new way of doing everything.” Rosa, an RHA
student leader, echoed her fellow leaders’
opinions: “From an RHA perspective, I think
that student staff didn’t get a ton of prepa-
ration, but they got way more preparation
on the residential curriculum than RHA did.”

Discussion and Implications for
Practice

As the first empirical research published
on the curricular approach to student learn-
ing in student affairs, this study contributes
to understanding how residence life depart-
ments and student affairs units can enhance
the implementation of curricular approaches
and/or change initiatives in general. As this
study was conducted directly in the context
of a residence life department, the primary
focus of the following discussion and impli-
cations will relate to that context. However,
given the evolution of ACPA’s RCI to now
the ICA reflects a need to consider broader
application within student affairs.

Residence Life Departments

Staff in residence life departments that
adopted or are considering adopting the cur-
ricular approach to student learning could
find the following implications for practice
helpful. The curricular approach can be most
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impactful to students and constituents when
all staff and student leaders of a housing
and residence life department are includ-
ed in discussions. When all members of the
team believe they have a voice about the
educational outcomes, goals, and strategies
for what students should learn by living in
a residence hall, they potentially become
more invested in the delivery of learning
experiences for their peers and also gain
valuable design experience. Further, res-
idence life professional and graduate staff
members should be cautious to not misin-
terpret the spirit of Element 6, which calls
for situating, not disregarding, the roles of
all staff members. Student staff and student
leaders may be better equipped to articu-
late and act on an organizational mission in
their chosen careers based on the knowl-
edge, skills, and abilities professionals nur-
tured through the adoption of the curricular
approach. Ultimately, professionals should
teach students and student staff members
about learning outcomes and research find-
ings in ways that can inspire and engage
them rather making them feel excluded or
not qualified to engage in these discussions.

Related to the findings on departmental
direction and having effective structures for
a curricular approach, senior housing offi-
cers should evaluate staff hiring and reten-
tion practices, allocation of resources such
as funds and staff time, and address gaps in
staff training and development for staff at
all levels of the organization. Staffing lev-
els, structures, and accountability measures
must be considered when adopting a para-
digm change and should be communicated
to staff prior to instituting changes. Forums
for staff at all levels to express joys, chal-
lenges, and ideas related to adopting the
curriculum approach or any new endeavor
signify a culture of care, growth, and learn-
ing. Additionally, just as some institutions
like MSU hosted on-site workshops similar
to ACPA’s RCI which were led by consultants
who had served on the RCI faculty, hous-
ing and residence life departments should
consider utilizing the expertise of campus
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faculty, particularly in the business or or-
ganizational studies departments, to offer
advice on the organizational implications of
adopting the curricular approach.

Staff members in residence life depart-
ments frequently turnover. Consequently,
when staff turnover occurs, roles and struc-
tures associated with staffing and execut-
ing efforts, within the organization change.
Senior housing officers, and mid-level staff
members who are responsible for staff
training and development, need to proac-
tively plan for continuing education on the
curricular approach. Sharing this content is
a way to demonstrate having and commu-
nicating departmental direction, a positive
aspect participants voiced. For example, a
year-long training and on-going develop-
ment plan, for professional, graduate, and
student staff members may be designed to
mirror the curricular approach. Staff compe-
tencies, inclusive of competencies tailored
to responsibilities and duties within a spe-
cific housing and residence life department,
should influence outcomes for training and
development. The content of the residen-
tial curriculum should also be infused into
all facets of onboarding and training new
staff members. Senior housing officers, and
mid-level managers, must clearly and con-
sistently communicate expectations for im-
plementing the curricular approach and reg-
ularly assess their efforts.

Communication of Change Initiatives
Communicating change to a broad array
of constituents is a challenge that almost
all student affairs professionals frequent-
ly face in their daily work lives. Adopting
the curricular approach to creating change
in beyond-the-classroom settings provides
structure that participants in this study
appreciated. Human beings tend to prefer
certainty; however, simplicity and certainty
are not always possible. The curricular ap-
proach in student affairs settings provides
step-by-step instructions and an infrastruc-
ture that many employees find comforting.
Knowledge of student development theory

can be used to engage students in taking
risks, learning from mistakes, and measur-
ing progress towards completing short- and
long-term goals.

Although The 10EERC are undergirded
by scholarly work, professionals ought to
challenge preconceived notions of whether
students may be competent to engage in
dialogues about learning. Kerr, Tweedy, Ed-
wards, and Kimmel (2017) wrote, “A funda-
mental tenet of the CM [Curriculum Model]
is that students are not educational content
and pedagogy experts, so campus educa-
tional experts should not give them the re-
sponsibility of designing learning experienc-
es without proper support and guidance” (p.
28). However, students can be important
partners in helping to ensure that materials
related to the curricular approach are writ-
ten in such a way that student leaders can
understand and implement the content.

Findings from this study also serve as
an important reminder to student affairs
professionals of developing and using inten-
tional plans to educate newcomers to the
organization subsequent to adoption of the
curricular approach. Staffing changes, par-
ticularly within entry-level roles, are inev-
itable and often unpredictable. Therefore,
as part of the onboarding process, new em-
ployees should be taught why the curricular
approach has been adopted and how it con-
tinues to evolve over time.

In conclusion, the findings of the pres-
ent study relate to a need for increased
communication with housing and residence
life organizations, and reflect an opportu-
nity to designate practices and timeframes
for facilitating individual, group, and writ-
ten feedback about the curricular approach
for all levels of staff within the organization.
Moreover, the curricular approach to resi-
dential education is an opportunity to build
a shared community of practice among edu-
cators who are committed to enhancing stu-
dents’ learning and development in diverse
areas of student affairs. Communication, a
central aspect of how human beings interact
and interpret the world, must be considered
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when exploring philosophies and organi-
zational practice. The adage “perception is
one’s reality” can be useful to remember as
staff within organizations often have needs
and wants that do not always correspond to
managers’ or change agents’ vision. What is
conceptualized is not always communicat-
ed, or communicated well, when changes
are envisioned or implemented in organiza-
tions. Ultimately, communication in student
affairs functional areas is often implicated
by considerations such as honoring con-
fidentiality, applying knowledge in the ag-
gregate of student development theory, and
situating roles and responsibilities in organi-
zational practice.
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