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Abstract
Residential learning communities (RLCs) are on-campus programs aimed at seamlessly 
blending the in- and out-of-class experiences for college students. Scholars have 
demonstrated how RLC initiatives are valuable because they build and reinforce an 
academic environment, and help facilitate related outcomes (e.g., academic transition, 
GPA, critical thinking). With such an emphasis on aligning academic and residential 
experiences for students, this article explored if RLC participants were susceptible 
to higher rates of academic burnout. Using survey data to assess RLC and non-RLC 
students, we established that participation was not associated with meaningful 
differences in academic burnout. Conversely, by measuring thriving we also determined 
that the ways students experience success in RLCs is in fact different than their non-
RLC counterparts. Student affairs practitioners can better understand how their 
students experience burnout when they also understand how their students succeed, 
as demonstrated in the study’s findings. Recommendations to alleviate burnout while 
promoting success are discussed in light of RLC participation. 
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Many higher education scholars 
have demonstrated a positive link 
between Residential Learning 
Community (RLC) participation 

and student outcomes, such as increased academic 
self-confidence, elevated academic achievement, 
higher GPAs, and aiding in the college transition 
(Brower & Inkelas, 2010; Caviglia-Harris, 2022; 
Cintron et al., 2020; Inkelas, Brower, et al., 2008). 
The listed positive outcomes are not achieved due 
to happenstance (Erck & Sriram, 2021), but are 
instead the result of an intentional academic fo-
cus that often includes increased connection to 
faculty, dedicated classroom objectives, and col-
laboration between academic and student affairs 
(Inkelas et al., 2018; Stassen, 2003). Often, these 
foci require substantial university and personnel 
resources to be successful.

As many RLCs are associated with specific ac-
ademic departments or majors (Inkelas & Soldner, 
2011; Wawrzynski et al., 2009), concern may exist 
surrounding the immediate integration with the 
deeper academic focus during the first year of col-
lege. RLC participants often operate under an as-
sumption of being locked into their already estab-
lished career trajectory (e.g., “I’m going to be an 
engineer”), while their counterparts more broadly 
explore and develop their identity both person-
ally and academically. It is worth exploring if the 
dedicated and intentional academic environment 
facilitated within RLCs may also create situations 
where RLC participants are overloaded by the aca-
demic focus, experience an absence of overall per-
sonal growth, or feel unable to cope with challeng-
es outside their directed academic pursuits. These 
byproducts all fall within the concept of academic 
burnout (Montero-Marin, Monticelli, et al., 2011), 
a negative outcome that may manifest within a 
college student’s experience.

If academic burnout is one end of the spec-
trum of the college student experience, the con-
struct of thriving may represent the other end. 
Many components within thriving run parallel 
to the RLC mission, most notably Academic De-

termination and Engaged Learning (Schreiner, 
McIntosh, et al., 2009). Thriving also appears to 
be a possible counter to and relief from academ-
ic burnout. This study aimed to bridge the gap in 
existing RLC literature by understanding both ac-
ademic burnout and thriving within RLCs. Specifi-
cally, the following research questions were asked:

1.	 Is	there	a	difference	in	academic	burnout		
 between RLC and non-RLC participants?
2.	Is	there	a	difference	in	thriving	between			
 RLC and non-RLC participants? 
3.	Does	thriving	influence	levels	of		 	 	
 academic  burnout within RLC and non-RLC  
 participants?

 
Residential Learning Community

The initial concept of RLCs dates back to the 
Oxford and Cambridge college models, but was 
more firmly established in American higher ed-
ucation through Alexander Meiklejohn’s experi-
mental college at the University of Wisconsin in 
the 1920s (Nelson, 2009). Inkelas and Soldner 
(2011) describe Meiklejohn’s historical effort as 
the progenitor of the modern RLC. Today, these 
communities are categorized by labels such as 
living-learning communities, living-learning pro-
grams, and residential colleges. Irrespective of the 
name, RLCs in general share some common com-
ponents. Specifically, students (a.) live together on 
campus, (b.) take part in a shared academic en-
deavor, (c.) use resources in their residential envi-
ronment intentionally designed for them, and (d.) 
engage in structured social activities that also em-
phasize academics (Inkelas, Zeller, et al., 2006). 
Brower and Inkelas (2010) describe effective RLCs 
as representations of what our institutions can and 
should be: “intentionally designed learning envi-
ronments that work doggedly to maximize student 
learning, and particularly student learning related 
to the high-order skills and abilities that allow stu-
dents to become citizens and leaders of the world” 
(p. 43).

The effectiveness of these programs in con-
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tributing to student success is not random and 
does not occur merely because an environment 
is labeled as an RLC. Erck and Sriram (2021) em-
phasized that “residential learning communities 
characterize highly structured and concentrated 
efforts toward positive student outcomes” (p. 4). 
Scholars have identified myriad outcomes asso-
ciated with RLC participation, including student 
engagement, retention, commitment to civic in-
volvement, smooth social transitions, greater op-
portunities for beneficial interactions, and many 
others (Brower & Inkelas 2010; Erck & Sriram, 
2022; Inkelas, Brower, et al., 2008; Inkelas, Sold-
ner, et al., 2008; Mayhew et al., 2016; Shushok & 
Sriram, 2009; Sriram et al., 2020).

Of particular interest for the current study 
are academic-related effects of RLCs, as well as 
the unique educational environment or academic 
culture these programs prominently emphasize. 
Brower and Inkelas (2010) demonstrated that 
RLCs can produce academic-related outcomes 
for students such as increased academic self-con-
fidence and improved academic achievement. 
Other scholars posit that RLC participation helps 
students with the academic transition to their uni-
versity and can even influence positive increases in 
GPA (Caviglia-Harris, 2022; Cintron et al., 2020;  
Inkelas, Brower, et al., 2008). Through multiple 
studies referenced above, it is clear RLCs work in 
producing many desired student outcomes. How-
ever, little is empirically known about academic 
burnout in the campus housing environment, and 
more specifically within RLCs. With the increased 
prominence and focus on specific academic pur-
suits in these communities, the current study ex-
plores how students participating in RLCs expe-
rience academic burnout differently than their 
non-RLC peers.

 
Academic Burnout

The study of burnout began in the 1970s (e.g., 
Freudenberger, 1974, Maslach, 1976; Maslach, 
1978) and quickly expanded into research agendas 

across many care-giving professions such as coun-
seling, teaching, and nursing (e.g., Laschinger et 
al., 2012; Minarik et al., 2003). Much of the previ-
ous burnout literature focused on employee burn-
out, centered around outcomes such as job satis-
faction, employee retention, and overall quality of 
service (Brook et al., 2021; Madigan & Kim, 2021). 
The most common conceptualization of employee 
burnout includes three dimensions: emotional ex-
haustion, depersonalization, and personal accom-
plishment (Maslach et al., 2001).

Scholars have recently focused on academic 
burnout (Schaufeli et al., 2002) to explore stu-
dents in pursuit of academic goals. This expan-
sion is largely due to increased understanding that 
feelings of burnout are not exclusive to people who 
participate in caregiving relationships with others 
(Chang et al., 2016; Schaufeli et al., 2002), as was 
originally described (Maslach et al., 2001). Within 
academic burnout, three subtypes emerged: Over-
load, Lack of Development, and Neglect (Monte-
ro-Marin, Monticelli, et al., 2011). Each subtype 
maintains association with the generally under-
stood dimensions of burnout: Emotional Exhaus-
tion, Depersonalization, and Personal Accom-
plishment, respectively (Maslach et al., 2001). The 
primary difference is the academic focus of the 
construct on personal goals rather than existing 
relationships (Schaufeli et al., 2002). 

Overload manifests when a person sacrifices 
personal needs and personal health in the pursuit 
of good academic results (Montero-Marin, Ska-
pinakis, et al., 2011). The Lack of Development 
subtype appears when students experience “an 
absence of personal growth” combined with “tak-
ing on other jobs where they better develop their 
skills” (Montero-Marin, Monticelli, et al., 2011, p. 
2). Finally, Neglect is the subtype marking when 
students adopt “passive, inefficient strategies to 
cope with obstacles,” thereby lowering efficacy and 
surrendering when faced with challenges (Monte-
ro-Marin, Monticelli, et al., 2011, p. 10).

Substantial research on academic burnout 
exists in healthcare related academic majors (e.g., 
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Wei et al., 2021, Thrush et al., 2021), which is a 
logical expansion from the existing workplace 
burnout research on nurses and other medical 
professionals. Outside of this discipline-specif-
ic scholarship, little is known broadly about aca-
demic burnout within campus housing-facilitated 
academic-centric programs, such as RLCs. It is 
important to explore this gap in the literature to 
understand if there are potentially negative by-
products of the intentional design and increased 
focus on positive academic outcomes which RLCs 
have been historically built upon.

 
College Student Success

Though a theoretically distinct concept, burn-
out symptoms are related to the concept of lan-
guishing, or a state in which an individual is not 
functioning well psychologically or socially and 
is devoid of positive emotion toward life (Keyes, 
2003). In direct opposition to languishing, flour-
ishing embodies positive emotions and optimal 
well-being. Flourishing is considered optimal psy-
chological and social functioning, and individuals 
who flourish engage life with a sense of purpose 
and meaning (Seligman, 2011). Schreiner, Potho-
ven, et al. (2009) applied this concept to college 
student success to describe thriving as a student’s 
optimal functioning related to the areas of aca-
demic engagement and performance, interper-
sonal relationships, and intrapersonal well-being 
(Schreiner, McIntosh, et al., 2009). Effectively, 
thriving students are fully engaged academically, 
socially, and emotionally in their college experi-
ence.

The study of college student success outcomes 
often entails a narrowed focus on grades, gradua-
tion, rankings, or credentialing (Bok, 2006; Sch-
reiner, 2013). Thriving represents a more nuanced 
and student-centered approach. Although grades 
and graduation rates are important and necessary, 
the thriving construct was created in response to 
the need for a theory offering greater attention 
to the quality of students’ experiences that fos-

ter such success. Thriving encourages thinking 
beyond simple and easily measured metrics, and 
aims to fill the theoretical gap occurring when a 
narrow focus is applied to the college experience 
by measuring whether students are vitally en-
gaged in learning and making the most of their ed-
ucation (Schreiner, 2013).

The thriving construct contains five unique 
factors representing students’ academic, intrap-
ersonal, and interpersonal domains: Academic 
Determination, Engaged Learning, Social Con-
nectedness, Diverse Citizenship, and Positive Per-
spective (Schreiner, McIntosh, et al., 2009). When 
students operate at ideal levels in these five areas, 
they are not experiencing burnout, but rather in-
tentional engagement and success. Positive be-
havioral outcomes include engagement within the 
learning process, time management skills, healthy 
connections to others, and maintaining a positive 
outlook about their future (Schreiner, 2018), to 
name a few. Thriving offers a framework of stu-
dent success that takes into consideration numer-
ous established student success theories. In doing 
so, it offers a well-rounded and more complete 
picture of college student success and as a result 
offers an appropriate proxy for the opposite of 
burnout, which this study aimed to explore.

Methods
 

Data Source and Sample
We employed a post-positivistic epistemology 

and a cross-sectional, correlational methodology 
for this study. Specifically, we used a survey re-
search design for data collection during the spring 
2022 semester. We gathered data through conve-
nience sampling procedures from a single insti-
tution in the southwestern region of the United 
States. The site was a large (10,000+ undergrad-
uates) four-year, primarily residential universi-
ty based on Carnegie Classifications. We worked 
with campus partners who had interest in gather-
ing data to better understand how their students 
process academic burnout and student success. 
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Two partners worked with residence halls con-
sidered RLCs and one with a non-RLC residence 
hall. Given the accessibility to these RLC and non-
RLC halls and the representation to the larger 
population (described in the Description Analysis 
section), this convenience sample seemed appro-
priate for our needs. The voluntary survey was dis-
tributed to students during April 2022 via email. 
The population size for distribution was 1,190 stu-
dents.

 
Instruments

We combined two established instruments 
for the current study. The first was the Burnout 
Clinical Subtype Questionnaire Students Survey 
(BCSQ-12-SS; Montero-Marin, Monticelli, et al., 
2011), which was originally developed as a theo-
retical alternative to other characterizations of 
burnout. While burnout has clinically been char-
acterized through frenetic, underchallenged, and 
worn-out subtypes (with the MBI measuring ex-
haustion, cynicism, and lack of efficiency), the 
revised and condensed BCSQ-12 remapped these 
constructs for a student version into clinical sub-
types which improves researchers’ abilities to ac-
curately measure the type of dissatisfaction and 
discomfort in the individual experience. The con-
tribution of this survey makes “it easier to under-
stand the particular idiosyncrasies of individuals 
suffering from burnout” (Montero-Marin, Monti-
celli, et al., 2011, p. 10). The instrument demon-
strated strong validity and reliability through 
statistically significant item correlations, strong 
coefficients (.71–.88) from an exploratory factor 
analysis, and a reliability analysis with all items 
having a Cronbach’s alpha above .80 (Monte-
ro-Marin, Monticelli, et al., 2011). The 12 items on 
the BCSQ-12 were anchored on a 7-point Likert 
scale ranging from “Totally Disagree” to “Totally 
Agree” with a middle anchor of “Unsure.”

The second instrument we utilized in this 
study was the Thriving Quotient (TQ), which was 
originally developed as a 198-item instrument de-
rived from various existing instruments or scales 

(Schreiner, McIntosh, et al., 2009). After a 2008 
pilot study of students from 13 institutions, the 
authors condensed and shortened their instru-
ment. After conducting an exploratory factor anal-
ysis (to determine structure), focus groups on five 
campuses, and item rewording and restructuring, 
Schreiner, McIntosh, et al. (2009) facilitated a 
national study at 27 public and private colleges 
across the United States with a refined, 32-item 
instrument (internal reliability of α = .91). Later 
revision yielded a 25-item instrument that kept 
the five-factor structure through another confir-
matory factor analysis with demonstrated reliabil-
ity of α = .89. Ongoing revisions have transpired 
since its inception in 2008 to improve measure-
ment reliability and psychometric properties.

The TQ instrument (2018 version) we used for 
this study was a 24-item measure with strong in-
ternal reliability (α = .89). Reliability estimates for 
each factor scale on the 2018 TQ ranged from .78 
to .87. Items were anchored on a 6-point Likert-
type scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree) to 
measure student responses.

Finally, we used a demographic questionnaire 
to describe the data (labeled “Personal Character-
istics”), including RLC participation, Race, Gen-
der, Classification, and anticipated GPA. The nom-
inal data were included to describe the data and 
were coded as follows: RLC Participation (RLC = 
1, Non-RLC = 2); Race (American Indian / Alaska 
Native / Native Hawaiian = 1, Asian / Asian Amer-
ican / Pacific Islander/ South Asian = 2, Black / 
African American = 3, Hispanic / Latino(a)(x) = 
4, Multiracial / Multiethnic = 5, White / Cauca-
sian / European American = 6); Gender (Female 
= 1, Male = 2, Transgender Female = 3, Transgen-
der Male = 4, Gender Variant / Non-Conforming 
= 5, Not Listed = 6); Classification (First-Year = 
1, Sophomore = 2, Junior = 3, Senior = 4, Gradu-
ate-level = 5). Anticipated GPA was collected due 
to the known positive relationship between RLC 
participation and GPA (Brower & Inkelas, 2010) 
and is a self-reported response to the question 
“What is your anticipated cumulative GPA at the 
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end of this semester?”. 
 

Results
 

Descriptive Analysis
The initial sample size was 364 cases (30.6% 

response rate). After initial review, the sample was 
reduced due to nonresponse issues (i.e., no ques-
tions were answered after opening the survey). 
Additional cases were also removed because re-
spondents did not answer enough items to warrant 
inclusion, and their inclusion would introduce an 
inappropriate amount of bias. The remaining sam-
ple used in statistical analyses was 240 (20.2%). 
Any variations in reported n values were due to 
missing data excluded using pairwise parameters 
in each statistical test (Peugh & Enders, 2004).

Descriptive statistics revealed that over half 
of the sample was enrolled in an RLC (55.4%, n = 
112). A majority of participants identified as White 
(66.5%, n = 127), Female (84.3%, n = 161), and 
First-Year classification (80.0%, n = 152). While 
the first-year classification was more descriptive 
of the sample, the other characteristics represent-
ed the larger population (i.e., on-campus residen-
tial students). The mean self-report anticipated 
cumulative GPA was 3.53. See Table 1 for the full 
report of descriptive statistics.

 
Instrument Reliability and Consistency

Cronbach alpha procedure was employed to 
determine the internal reliability of the subscales 
within the overall instrument. A subscale was 
considered to be internally consistent if the alpha 
level exceeded 0.7 (DeVillis, 2003; Kline, 2005). 
Each dimension of academic burnout was deter-
mined to be consistent: Overload (α = .85, n = 4), 
Lack of Development (α = .80, n = 4), and Neglect 
(α = .89, n = 4). Additionally, all thriving subscales 
were determined to be internally consistent: En-
gaged Learning (α = .89, n = 4), Academic Deter-
mination (α = .83, n = 6), Social Connectedness 
(α = .88, n = 6), Diverse Citizenship (α = .79, n 
= 6), and Positive Perspective (α = .84, n = 2). 

RLC Participation Differences 
Independent samples t-tests were conducted 

comparing RLC and non-RLC participant scores 
in all study variable scores. The study variables 
fell into two categories: Academic Burnout di-
mensions (Overload, Lack of Development, and 
Neglect) and Thriving Quotient factors (Engaged 
Learning, Academic Determination, Social Con-
nectedness, Diverse Citizenship, and Positive Per-
spective). The full statistics are reported in Table 2.

 
Academic Burnout

The results revealed no significant difference 
between RLC and non-RLC participants in the Ac-
ademic Burnout components Overload, Neglect, 
and Lack of Development: t(200) = -1.319, p = 
.189, Cohen’s d = .185; t(200) = -0.779, p = .437, 
Cohen’s d = .109; and, t(200) = .278, p = .781, Co-
hen’s d = .039, respectively.

 
Thriving Quotient

Of the five components evaluated in the Thriv-
ing Quotient questionnaire, only two revealed sta-
tistically significant differences between RLC and 
Non-RLC participants. RLC participants reported 
higher Engaged Learning scores, t(200) = 2.107, 
p < .05, Cohen’s d = .297, and non-RLC partici-
pants reported higher Positive Perspective scores, 
t(200) = -2.130, p < .05, Cohen’s d =.301.

No statistically significant differences were 
found in the remaining three Thriving Quotient 
components: Academic Determination, t(200) = 
1.305, p = .193, Cohen’s d = .184; Diverse Citizen-
ship t(200) = 0.378, p = .706, Cohen’s d = .054; 
and, Social Connectedness, t(200) = -1.514, p = 
.132, Cohen’s d = .215. 

 
Predicting Academic Burnout

Three separate sequential multiple regression 
analyses were run to determine if the addition of 
Thriving Quotient factors improved the predic-
tion of each Academic Burnout dimension (Over-
load, Lack of Development, and Neglect) over and 
above personal characteristics (gender, race, RLC 
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participation, anticipated GPA). Linearity was es-
tablished for each model by visual inspection of a 
scatterplot of each dimension of Academic Burn-
out against Thriving Quotient components. For 
each model, variance inflation factors (VIF) were 
examined to test the multicollinearity of the inde-
pendent variables. All VIF values were below 1.7, 
indicating the levels of correlation were acceptable 
(Allison, 1999). The Durbin-Watson test statistics 
indicated the assumption of independency of re-
siduals for all three models was satisfied as the 
values were close to 2.0, which suggests the resid-
uals were uncorrelated (Durbin & Watson, 1951). 
Table 3 displays all statistics for each regression 
model.

 
Personal Characteristics Predicting Aca-
demic Burnout

The initial model had RLC status, race, gen-
der, and classification as variables predicting each 
academic burnout dimension: Overload, Lack of 
Development, and Neglect. The model predicting 
Overload was determined to not be a good fit, F(5, 
154) = 1.182, p = .321), with none of the variables 
substantively contributing to the model. However, 
the initial models for both Lack of Development 
and Neglect were determined to be good fits for 
the data: F(5,154) = 2.456, p < .05 and F(5, 154) 
= 4.957, p < .001, respectively. Within each mod-
el, only anticipated GPA was found to be a mean-
ingful contributor for Lack of Development (β = 
-0.215, p < .01) and Neglect (β = -0.350, p < .001). 
The amount of variance in Lack of Development 
explained by personal characteristics was 7.4%, 
while the amount of variance in Neglect explained 
by personal characteristics was 13.9%.

 
Thriving Quotient Predicting Academic 
Burnout

The second model for each dimension of Ac-
ademic Burnout added the five Thriving factors as 
predictor variables. The Overload model became 
a good fit for the data with the inclusion of Thriv-
ing factors, F(10,149) = 2.382, p < .05. Statistically 

significant predictor variables included Academic 
Determination (β = -0.204, p < .05), Social Con-
nectedness (β = -0.191, p < .05), and Diverse Citi-
zenship (β = 0.239, p < .05). The amount of vari-
ance explained by the final Overload model was 
13.8%.

The Lack of Development model remained a 
good fit for the data by including Thriving factors, 
F(10, 149) = 4.871, p < .001. Within the final mod-
el, anticipated GPA ceased to be a statistically sig-
nificant predictor variable (β = -0.059, p = .481), 
while Engaged Learning (β = -0.294, p < .01), Ac-
ademic Determination (β = -0.234, p < .05), and 
Social Connectedness (β = -0.206, p < .01) were 
revealed to be substantive predictor variables. The 
amount of variance explained in Lack of Develop-
ment by including Thriving factors increased from 
7.4% to 19.6%.

The Neglect model also remained a good fit 
for the data by including Thriving factors, F(10, 
149) = 9.306, p < .001. Within the final model, 
anticipated GPA ceased to be a predictor variable 
(β = -0.087, p = 0.251), while Academic Determi-
nation (β = -0.398, p < .001) and Social Connect-
edness (β = -0.148, p < .05) were both revealed 
to be meaningful predictor variables. By including 
Thriving factors in the final model, the amount of 
variance explained in Neglect increased substan-
tially from 13.9% to 38.4%. 

 
Limitations

This study was limited in multiple ways.  First, 
being a single-institution study, the results may 
not be generalizable across all institutional types. 
Second, as convenience sampling procedures can 
introduce nonresponse bias, there is a possibility 
that students who chose not to respond to the sur-
vey – yet participated in the RLC programs – ex-
perienced high levels of burnout. Further studies 
employing a true experimental approach with a 
randomized sample would help alleviate this non-
response bias from possibly influencing the anal-
ysis. Third, terminology for gender and sex were 
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used interchangeably in the demographic data 
collection processes. Respondents were asked, 
“What is your gender?” and response options such 
as female, male, transgender female, etc. (i.e., de-
scriptors of physical sex) should have instead been 
listed as woman, man, transgender woman, etc. 
(i.e., descriptors of gender). Such a limitation can 
erroneously skew gender representation in a final 
sample. Finally, the end sample lacked diversi-
ty with a majority of participants reporting their 
identities as White women. Therefore, the experi-
ences of identities underrepresented in the study’s 
sample may differ in unique ways from the major-
ity identity.

 
Discussion

Given the intensified focus on academics to 
create a seamless experience in RLCs, the current 
study explored if there was any potential drawback 
to student participation in the form of burnout. 
Our results revealed that there was no statistically 
significant difference between RLC and non-RLC 
students regarding their experiences of academ-
ic burnout. This was a promising finding because 
such differences could imply that over-exposure 
to academic programming in a cocurricular space 
means that RLCs may play a role in escalating ac-
ademic burnout for participating students. Previ-
ous research has shown that burnout for students 
living independently, such as in a residence hall, 
can have a substantive effect on students’ well-be-
ing (Lin & Huang, 2014; Stoner, 2017). By observ-
ing thriving scores between the RLC and non-RLC 
groups in the current study, we found there was 
a statistically significant difference in certain suc-
cess factors, including Engaged Learning and Pos-
itive Perspective. These results reinforce previous 
scholarship promoting the value of RLCs regard-
ing holistic success and specifically student thriv-
ing (Eidum et al., 2020). Our findings collectively 
allowed us to see what contributes to burnout and 
thriving for college students in the sample in both 
RLC and non-RLC environments.

Though RLCs do not produce more academic 

burnout, the ways in which RLC students expe-
rience certain elements of success (e.g., Engaged 
Learning and Positive Perspective) is, in fact, dif-
ferent than their non-RLC peers. It was clear in 
the results that thriving factors help moderate 
burnout scores, meaning that where certain thriv-
ing factors increased in positive ways, academic 
burnout was reduced in other specific ways, with 
some factors being more substantial than others. 
This essentially demonstrates that by understand-
ing their success via thriving factors, researchers 
and practitioners can better understand students’ 
experiences with burnout, as demonstrated in our 
study’s models. 

The models created in this study also demon-
strated how thriving served as a proxy for the op-
posite of burnout with students. From this per-
spective, we were able to connect burnout to the 
theoretical construct of languishing. This is im-
portant in consideration of student success mea-
sures that take a more holistic approach, such as 
thriving. Schreiner, McIntosh, et al. (2009) em-
phasized that academic measures cannot on their 
own differentiate between languishing and flour-
ishing. In the absence of positive relationships 
and a healthy community, academic success “may 
not lead to student persistence or the longer-term 
goals of higher education to develop contribut-
ing citizens who have a positive influence on the 
world” (Schreiner, McIntosh, et al., 2009, p. 5). 
This statement is reinforced by our findings, given 
that GPA was not a strong predictor in the final 
full regression models of burnout factors, but nu-
merous thriving factors had an inverse relation-
ship to academic burnout. In short, when students 
are operating from optimal levels in key areas that 
contribute to student success, they are more likely 
to not only succeed academically, but also social-
ly and emotionally. One of the central elements of 
thriving is how it defines success through both be-
havioral and psychological domains.

Aside from the academic thriving variables 
in the final regression models for each burnout 
factor, manifestations of students’ burnout were 
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observable through direct academic measures. 
With a focus on personal characteristics in the 
first step of each model, GPA was able to predict 
some factors of burnout, such as Neglect and Lack 
of Development. These relationships were inverse, 
meaning students who experienced reduced aca-
demic burnout represented higher GPA scores in 
the sample. This finding may seem intuitive, but 
it further validates Montero-Marin, Monticelli, et 
al.’s (2011) research on augmenting the BCSQ-12 
for student use. Further, these findings under-
score Neumann et al.’s (1990) research empha-
sizing how “students’ burnout may be the key for 
understanding a wide range of students’ behaviors 
during their college years,” such as “academic per-
formance,” as well as their “future relationships 
to their college” (p. 20). It is clear that academic 
burnout, even while focused on specific academic 
influences, can also manifest through behavioral 
and psychological aspects of a student’s experi-
ence.

With variance better explained by including 
thriving scores in each of our final burnout regres-
sion models, it is telling that when we study how 
students experience burnout in a model that in-
cludes how they succeed, we get a clearer picture 
of their holistic experience. It is one thing to see 
how students thrive and another to see how they 
burn out in college. Observing these constructs 
together and seeing how they interact through 
various models gives us a better understanding of 
a holistic college experience from which to craft 
interventions, in this case for both RLC and non-
RLC communities.

 
Implications

 
Implications for Practice

The results of this study have important im-
plications for practice. For those on campus who 
might express concerns that integrating academics 
into residential communities is “too much,” this 
study provides evidence that such concerns are 
unfounded. There may be other drawbacks to res-

idential learning communities that were outside 
of the scope of this study, but this research shows 
that academic burnout is not increased when cam-
pus leaders integrate curricular and co-curricular 
programming.

Another important implication of this study 
pertains to how we define and measure student 
success. Outcomes such as academic GPA and stu-
dent persistence are important for any campus. 
The limitation of these outcomes is that they focus 
too much on ends and not enough on means. In 
other words, knowing the GPA and retentions sta-
tus of students does little for practically interven-
ing to improve these outcomes. Therefore, schol-
ars need to focus more attention on intermediary 
outcomes that could meaningfully influence GPA 
and student persistence. In this study, we argue 
that studying both burnout and thriving are im-
portant intermediary indicators that could allow 
higher education administrators to intervene be-
fore it is too late. 

An important finding from this study for 
practice is the powerful influence RLCs have on 
improving the Engaged Learning of students. The 
Engaged Learning of RLC students was notably 
higher than non-RLC students. Students who are 
engaged in their learning believe what they are 
learning in class is worthwhile. They apply what 
they are learning in class to other aspects of their 
lives. They think about what they are learning in 
class even when outside of class. These students 
feel energized by the ideas they learn in their class-
es. These are all outcomes that every higher ed-
ucation administrator desires for students. These 
are also outcomes that can directly lead to higher 
GPA and student persistence. Although quality 
teaching matters for engaged learning, this study 
demonstrates that administrators can also influ-
ence Engaged Learning by creating residential 
programs that intentionally integrate the curricu-
lar and co-curricular aspects of students’ lives.

Non-RLC students had higher Positive Per-
spective scores than RLC students, and this find-
ing was also statistically significant with a mean-
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ingful effect size. Positive Perspective pertains to 
optimism, with students seeing life as “half full” 
rather than “half empty.” These students look for 
the best in uncertain and difficult circumstances. 
It may appear difficult to explain why RLC stu-
dents have lower Positive Perspective without this 
finding also leading to higher academic burnout. 
But the subsequent regression analyses showed 
that positive perspective was the only thriving 
variable that did not have a statistically significant 
influence on any of the three components of ac-
ademic burnout. Nevertheless, administrators in-
volved in RLCs should consider how they can help 
to foster more optimism in their students through 
programmatic offerings.

There are important implications for admin-
istrators from this study regarding how different 
factors of thriving helpfully reduce the three com-
ponents of academic burnout in students. Over-
load occurs when a student sacrifices personal 
needs and personal health in the pursuit of good 
academic results. Both Academic Determination 
and Social Connectedness had large effects on re-
ducing feelings of Overload in students. Academ-
ic Determination involves not only working hard 
to achieve academic goals, but also knowing how 
to handle competing demands. Helping students 
increase their Academic Determination through 
study strategies and time management techniques 
may help them prevent overload. Additionally, 
teaching students the importance of friendships 
and helping to facilitate social connections also 
meaningfully prevents Overload. Diverse Citi-
zenship, on the other hand, increases Overload. 
Diverse Citizenship involves trying to make a dif-
ference in other people’s lives and learning from 
people who have different perspectives and back-
grounds. On top of academic pursuits, Diverse 
Citizenship can add to the overload students feel. 
Administrators can help students who desire to 
make a difference by emphasizing the importance 
of self-care and having a long-term goal of contrib-
uting to society.

Lack of Development stems from students 

experiencing an absence of personal growth and 
the need to look elsewhere for development op-
portunities. Feelings of Lack of Development are 
reduced when Academic Determination, Social 
Connectedness, and Engaged Learning increase. 
Engaged Learning involves feeling like classroom 
learning is relevant to the student’s life and edu-
cational pursuits. Teaching quality can certainly 
improve Engaged Learning, but administrators 
can also increase this variable through academic 
advising and helping students choose majors that 
align with their strengths and long-term goals.

Neglect occurs when students adopt passive 
and inefficient strategies to cope with obstacles. 
Ultimately, Neglect leads to resignation when fac-
ing obstacles and challenges. Once again, Academ-
ic Determination and Social Connectedness show 
strong influence on reducing Neglect. These two 
variables help to reduce all three components of 
Overload. Therefore, administrators may perhaps 
make the largest impact on reducing Overload by 
helping students with strategies to handle multiple 
demands and emphasizing connectedness among 
students. RLCs are ideal programs because Aca-
demic Determination and Social Connectedness 
are two primary goals of these initiatives.

 
Implications for Future Research

The current study lays a groundwork for fu-
ture research. Academic burnout is understudied 
in college students, and this paucity of research is 
a concern considering the increase stress college 
students report on campuses. As the world recov-
ers from the COVID-19 pandemic, mental health 
is a primary concern for campus leaders, and this 
concern needs scholarship to better understand 
how to help students succeed.

With this study occurring on a single campus, 
future research can replicate this study on other 
campuses with other groups of students. In addi-
tion, future research can help identify how pro-
grams such as RLCs help or hurt academic burn-
out. Beyond RLCs, the influences of thriving upon 
academic burnout is a meaningful contribution of 
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this study and needs further investigation. Qual-
itative research may also help to illuminate the 
consequences of Overload, Lack of Development, 
and Neglect while also exploring how students 
overcome academic burnout.

 
Conclusion

The present study analyzed academic burnout 
in students participating in RLCs and those out-
side of RLCs. No statistically significant differenc-
es were found in academic burnout between the 
groups, but RLC students reported notably higher 
engaged learning scores, which meaningfully re-
duces feelings of lack of development in college 
students. In addition, academic determination 
and social connectedness meaningfully reduced all 
three components of academic burnout. Diverse 
Citizenship, on the other hand, increased over-
load in students. Generally, these findings show 
that increasing thriving is a tangible and measur-
able way for campus leaders to help reduce aca-
demic burnout in college students. Administrators 
should also be aware that students, in their desire 
to make a difference in others and for society (Di-
verse Citizenship), may consequently experience 
more overload. Campus leaders can combat such 
overload by helping students learn time manage-
ment strategies and the importance of self-care, 
and to help students adopt long term goals with 
their desire to make the world a better place.
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