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This study explored the perspectives of housing directors on the sense of be-
longing in campus housing, particularly how they define this concept and 
implement strategies to cultivate a supportive and inclusive community for 

residents. The study also investigated specifically how sense of belonging and the 
strategies employed by housing directors have evolved in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic, which has dramatically altered the landscape of campus housing and  
student life.

SENSE OF BELONGING AND PROGRAMMING MODELS

Belonging has been extensively studied in a variety of contexts (e.g., Brunsting et al., 
2019; Masika & Jones, 2016; Rainey et al., 2018; Strayhorn, 2012, 2019; Tinto, 2012; 
Wallace et al., 2012; Wolf et al., 2017). Sense of belonging can generally be understood 
as the extent to which individuals feel accepted and valued within a community and 
specifically refers to “students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling or sen-
sation of connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, 
respected, valued by, and important to the group (e.g., campus community) or others 
on campus (e.g. faculty, peers)” (Strayhorn, 2012, p. 3). For purposes of this study, we 
chose not to confine ourselves to a singular definition of the term and instead asked 
participants to define this within the context of their work. Their perspectives provided 
a critical context to further analyze the efforts to encourage and foster a sense of be-
longing among residential students.
	 ACUHO-I annually conducts the Campus Housing Index (CHI) survey, asking 
institutions to indicate the type of cocurricular learning model being used for residen-
tial programming. Participants can select from a student development theory model, a 
curricular model, a holistic model, some other model, or more than one model. Results 
from the 156 institutions submitting data for the most recent CHI report showed that 
116 of them reported utilizing some type of residential programming model, reflecting 
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CREATING A SENSE OF COMMUNITY AND BELONGING for students 

is a desired outcome for residence life staff. This qualitative study explored 

how campus housing directors defined a sense of belonging and how they 

implemented curriculum, programs, and services to enhance residents’ sense 

of connection and community. Utilizing semi-structured interviews, we found 

that, for 10 senior housing directors, belonging was a significant outcome of 

community building, choice of space design, and housing live-on requirements 

and that this sense of belonging mattered greatly in creating community and 

changing staffing patterns. We offer implications for staff attempting to create, 

establish, and maintain community and students’ sense of belonging. 
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that 74.4% of participating institutions used a residential programming model in the 
2023-24 academic year (ACUHO-I, 2025). For those who reported using a residential 
programming model, 7.8% used student development theory, 51.7% used a curriculum 
model, 15.5% used a holistic model, 20.1% used some other model, and 4.3% used 
more than one model. 

IMPACT OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON CAMPUS HOUSING  
AND EVOLVING STRATEGIES

The COVID-19 pandemic and the increasing responsibilities for resident assistants  
(RAs) after the pandemic (Besst, 2024) have posed unprecedented challenges to cam-
pus housing and residential life, significantly impacting how housing directors and 
residence life personnel implement programs and services to foster a sense of belong-
ing in students. Social distancing measures, remote learning, and reduced campus 
activities have disrupted and continue to disrupt traditional methods of community 
building (Hernández et al., 2022), and housing directors have had to adapt by devel-
oping virtual programming, enhancing communication strategies, and rethinking the 
use of physical spaces. Despite these challenges, the pandemic has also highlighted 
the resilience of campus housing and residence life personnel and the importance of 
students’ connection to the community in times of crisis (Fassett et al., 2021). 
	 Before the pandemic, strategies to enhance sense of belonging focused primarily 
on in-person interactions and community-building activities within residence halls. 
Programs such as residential college systems, thematic housing, and on-campus 
events were central to fostering connections among students (Samura, 2016), but the 
pandemic caused a significant shift towards utilizing technology and virtual platforms 
to maintain community engagement (Hernández et al., 2022). This evolution reflects a 
broader trend in higher education towards hybrid models of student engagement, com-
bining both in-person and virtual elements to create flexible and inclusive residential 
experiences.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed a basic qualitative research design examining housing directors’ 
perspectives on sense of belonging in campus housing, specifically how they define 
sense of belonging and implement curriculum, programs, and services to enhance 
residents’ feeling of being part of a community. Particular attention was paid to un-
derstanding how the sense of belonging might differ before and after the pandemic. 
Because we were interested in participants' perspectives, basic qualitative research was 
selected as our methodology, as it allows for “understanding the meaning a phenome-
non has for those involved. . . . how people interpret their experiences [and] how they 
construct their worlds” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 24). To this end, semi-structured 
interviews were held with 10 housing directors in the summer of 2024 so they could 
share their perspectives and make meaning of these experiences. Interviews were 
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Social distancing measures, remote learning, and reduced campus 
activities have disrupted and continue to disrupt traditional methods 
of community building, and housing directors have had to adapt 
by developing virtual programming, enhancing communication 
strategies, and rethinking the use of physical spaces.
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held remotely, recorded, and then analyzed for themes and patterns. As confirmed 
by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), a basic qualitative research design is appropriate for 
identifying patterns that emerge from data collection.

Participants

To ensure a robust group of participants, we employed purposeful sampling, which 
provides an opportunity for intentionally selecting participants based on their char-
acteristics, knowledge, experiences, or some other criteria (Patton, 2015). The criteria 
used for our study were that participants serve as the chief housing officer and repre-
sent one of the nine geographic regions as defined by ACUHO-I. Since all three au-
thors began their professional careers in campus housing, we were able to rely on our 
professional network to identify potential participants. The authors brainstormed a list 
of approximately 30 potential participants, initially identifying five and then adding 
more, resulting in a pool of 10 (Optimal Workshop, 2019). In selecting participants, we 
were cognizant of institutional type, campus size, and housing capacity. We divided the 
final list of participants, each author sending an initial email explaining the study and 
requesting the person’s participation. Once all of them had agreed, a follow-up email 
was sent to schedule the interview, obtain consent, and share interview questions.
	 Of those who responded to our initial email, 10 expressed a willingness to par-
ticipate in the study. The final list of participants represented six of the geographic 
regions as defined by ACUHO-I, served as senior housing officers, represented both 
public and private institutions, and worked in housing anywhere from 15 to 35 years, 
with an average service to campus housing being 23.7 years. Table 1 (page 18) provides 
an overview of the participants, their institutions, and housing department.

Data Collection and Analysis

This study was guided by the nine-step qualitative process identified by Jain (2023). 
The authors began the study by identifying research questions, determining the re-
search design, and developing a research protocol. From there, participants were 
identified, and data was collected and analyzed. Finally, the data was interpreted, and 
implications were identified. Prior to data collection, Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
approval at each researcher’s institution was obtained. 
	 Using purposeful sampling, senior housing officers were sent an email request-
ing participation in this study. A total of 10 senior housing officers agreed to share 
their perspectives and experience related to a sense of belonging in campus housing. 
Utilizing a sample of 10 was acceptable given Patton’s (2015) assertion that there are 
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TABLE 1

Senior Housing Officer Participants

	 Pseudonym	 Years in	 Region	 On-campus	 Educational
		  residence		  housing size	 model
		  life

	 Scotty	 19	 SEAHO	 6,700 (suite-style, 	 Programming
				    traditional, apartments)

	 Matt	 31	 UMR-ACUHO	 5,000 (suite-style, 	 Programming
				    pods, apartments)

	 Dan	 33	 UMR-ACUHO	 6,000 (suite-style, pods)	 Programming/LLCs

	 Lisa	 15	 NWACUHO	 9,100 (apartments, 	 Programming
				    family housing, 
				    traditional, 
				    new buildings)

	 Morgan	 20	 NEACUHO	 7,800 (variety, 	 Residential
				    suite-style, flats)	 Curriculum

	 Dolly	 19	 UMR-ACUHO	 6,800 (community	 Residential
				    and suite-style)	 Curriculum
					     in Fall 2024

	 Olivia	 35	 GLACUHO	 11,000 (pod, traditional, 	 Residential
				    suite-style–grad & 	 Curriculum		
				    professional)

	 Harmony	 17	 NWACUHO	 2,400 (residential	 Programming to
				    communities, P3s, 	 Residential
				    family housing)	 Curriculum

	 Alice	 22	 SWACUHO	 6,000 (traditional, 	 Residential
				    suite-style, pods, 	 Curriculum		
				    apartments)

	 Cathy	 26	 SEAHO	 6,700 (suite- 	 Residential
				    and apartment-style)	 Curriculum
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no specific rules or guidelines when determining sample size and that even with 
small samples, collecting in-depth information yields useful knowledge, insights, and 
value. Once participants expressed interest, a second email was sent to them with in-
formation related to the IRB process, a participation consent form, sample interview 
questions, and times for scheduling a Zoom interview.
	 A one-hour Zoom session was scheduled with each participant. The interviews 
began with introductions and a reminder of the purpose of the study, and then partic-
ipants were able to select a pseudonym. Researchers facilitated these interviews using 
the questions shared with participants and follow-up questions generated during the 
interview. These interviews ranged from 40 to 60 minutes (an average of 46 minutes), 
with each interview being audio- and video-recorded in order to generate transcripts. 
These were coded using a mechanism identified by Charmaz (2014) that allowed data 
collection and analysis to take place simultaneously. After each interview, the authors 
discussed emerging themes and patterns, incorporating Bogdan and Biklen’s (2011) 
suggestions to analyze data as it was being collected, recording detailed observation 
notes, reflecting possible themes back to participants seeking feedback, and utilizing 
memos throughout data collection. 
	 After the interviews were transcribed, the authors reviewed the transcripts and as-
signed codes, known as open coding, and then assigned analytical codes to each of 
the open codes to construct themes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Identifying open codes 
subsequently allows for the construction of categories, or axial coding (Charmaz, 2014), 
which allowed researchers to do more than describe data; they could also interpret and 
make meaning of it. The codes allowed researchers to identify patterns and themes 
across all participant interviews. Throughout the full coding process, attention was paid 
to the data that related to the research questions that were the focus of the study.

FINDINGS

Four main themes were constructed from our interviews with the senior housing offi-
cers in this study. We have organized them according to how they tie into the following 
research questions: How do campus housing directors define sense of belonging? Do space 

and policy matter in creating communities? How do housing directors implement curric-

ulum and enhance community and sense of belonging? How do staffing patterns matter? 
The associated themes were as follows: Belonging is an outcome of community build-
ing; design space and policy matter in creating community; engagement opportunities 
reflect the idea of being “alone, but together”; and staffing patterns should enhance 
mental health and well-being. 

Perspectives of Senior Housing Directors on Sense of Belonging

. . . the pandemic has also highlighted the resilience  
of campus housing and residence life personnel  
and the importance of students’ connection to  
the community in times of crisis.
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How Housing Directors Define a Sense of Belonging: Belonging Is  
an Outcome of Community Building 

The following theme emerging from the data answers the first research question: Be-
longing is an outcome of community building. Participants initially indicated that it 
was difficult to define a sense of belonging as there is no precise way to measure it. 
Three of the 10 senior housing officers worked in states where diversity, equity, and 
inclusion (DEI) legislation has banned or restricted mandatory DEI training, diversity 
statements in hiring and admissions, and DEI offices and staff. As higher education in-
stitutions are navigating the effects of this legislation, participants in these regions ex-
plained that they often use the word “community” versus “belonging,” as some states 
associate the latter word with diversity, equity, and inclusion. 
	 The consensus among our senior housing officers was that a sense of belonging 
was a desired outcome of community building. Matt, for example, described efforts 
to create a sense of belonging in residents as a way to help them “be engaged and 
supported . . . they’re able to find their place in their community here.” The housing 
officers described community engagement not just in terms of residence halls but also 
in terms of the larger campus and surrounding area. As Lisa noted, “How we define 
a sense of belonging is really a connection for students, connection to each other, the 
campus, and then the surrounding area as well.”
	 Senior housing officers reported various strategies for building community, 
which included a combination of programming, one-on-one interactions, and cam-
pus-community partnerships. These strategies depended on the type of educational 
model each campus had in place. Morgan described the changing role of student 
staff on her campus, as the department had shifted away from the traditional res-
ident assistant model to a community-centered one that allows more one-on-one  
intentional conversations. 

We don't have the traditional RA model anymore here. We just got through the first year 

of not having RAs any longer. We shifted the entire student staffing model. We do have 

student staff. They just are not that traditional role. We broke up all the roles to be smaller.

	 Implementing a community-centered model provided more opportunities to fos-
ter a sense of belonging among residents and staff. Some participants noted a shift 
away from having RAs responsible for so many activities—handling lockouts, conduct-
ing health and safety checks, and creating programming—and giving them more re-
sponsibility for enhancing students’ sense of belonging. Scotty explained the Resident 
Staff Program that had been implemented on his campus to fulfill this new goal: 

The Resident Staff Program has usually a chair or a coach [and both are] students that 

are selected by their peers, and essentially, for all intents and purposes, they supervise 

the program with me. So they supervise all of our senior residents who really live in-hall. 

There are live-in hall directors. We don't have any professionals that live on. And then they 

supervised their RA staffs, which are anywhere from 4 to 15. 
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	 Overall, the senior housing officers specified a combination of models and activ-
ities that are used to build community, including one-on-one interactions with stu-
dents, programming, and peer-to-peer mentoring opportunities. They also mentioned 
campus partnerships with dining services and university recreation as well as a variety 
of campus activities that student staff encourage their peers to attend. Olivia noted 
that “the value of the support staff and service staff in the residential communities 
cannot be overstated” as the building service workers and facilities staff check in on 
students and provide another level of support and service that sometimes goes unac-
knowledged. 

How Housing Directors Perceive the Importance of Residential Spaces: 
Space and Live-on Policies Matter

Participants described a variety of residential designs and live-on requirements for 
their campus. For example, some institutions had a first-year or first- and second-year 
student live-on requirement. One institution did not have any live-on requirement for 
students, though many of them chose to return to campus housing after their first 
year. Cathy, a senior housing officer in the SEAHO region, explained why they have no 
first-year live-on requirement.

About 85% of the freshman class chooses to live with us without a live-on [requirement]. 

You won't get any higher percentage if you require live-on because you'll have to give 

exceptions, and then it'll get more contentious where they're not choosing to live on.

	 The design of a campus’s physical environment has a significant impact on inter-
actions between individuals (Strange & Banning, 2015). The design of residence hall 
spaces (e.g. traditional, suites, apartments, or pods) and shared common areas also has 
an impact, and participants recognized that it was generally easier to build a commu-
nity in halls that had shared spaces (e.g., lounges or bathrooms). As Scott explained, 

Our apartment communities, I think, are much more challenging. We have some of the 

outdoor style apartments and . . . that's probably the most challenging because you have 

to get those people out of their apartment to a central space. 

For those campuses that have apartment-style designs, building a community is more 
challenging as residents do not necessarily want to leave their apartments to engage 
in larger settings.

. . . the pandemic caused a significant shift towards utilizing  
technology and virtual platforms to maintain community engagement. 
This evolution reflects a broader trend in higher education towards 
hybrid models of student engagement, combining both in-person  
and virtual elements to create flexible and inclusive  
residential experiences.
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How Housing Directors Implement Curriculum to Enhance Sense  
of Belonging: Engagement Opportunities Reflect the Idea of Being  
“Alone but Together” 

The pandemic altered social interactions among college and university students, and 
it’s important to recognize that many incoming students spent their high school years 
online and were encouraged not to interact too closely with others. Several were re-
luctant to attend large group gatherings unless they knew someone else who was at-
tending. As Morgan recalled, “We've just gotten away from it, because during COVID, 
it was like everybody, stay[ed] away from each other. Nobody goes into the residence 
halls, you know. Now we have to get our feet again on that front.” Students’ communi-
cation and conflict management skills were challenged, and they felt a pervasive sense 
of loneliness. Harmony mentioned that many of her peers felt a sense of comparison, 
as if they were being judged for failing to make connections with others in the com-
munity. Senior housing officers tried to ensure that common spaces were available 
for gaming or fitness sessions or as maker spaces, and Lisa particularly appreciated 
the chance to participate in these activities. “So the community center has, like, video 
games, ping pong, pool. There's a sound studio in there, music and practice studio, 
those kinds of things. We're building a content creation lab.” Introducing students to 
these spaces during orientation, hall tours, and focused programming helped drive 
engagement in the community.

How Housing Directors Evaluate Changing Staffing Patterns:  
A Focus on Mental Health and Well-Being

Participants were proactive in their focus on students’ mental health and well-being 
and partnered with other on-campus organizations to provide resources in the resi-
dence halls. Some of them even had counselors and social workers working inside the 
halls. As Olivia explained, 

We've created space for embedded counselors within the residential experience and 

have found that those counselors have been an integral part of the success in those 

buildings where they're located, and we are looking to expand the number that we have 

into the future.

Participants also mentioned concern for their staff’s well-being due to the long hours, 
the problems of duty rotation, and their responsibility for responding to crises. Cathy 
mentioned working to change crisis response protocols among live-in staff:

We started doing this just in the last few years, where, if anything happens throughout 

the day or evening in a building that's of a crisis nature that needs attention from 

a coordinator, full-time staff member, it goes through an on-call process, and the 

coordinator of that building may or may not ever touch it.

	 Participants noticed that many current student staff and entry-level staff felt that 
the 24/7 nature of residence life and the burden of crisis response are not consistent 
with their desire for a healthy work/life balance. Changing duty and on-call rotations 

Perspectives of Senior Housing Directors on Sense of Belonging
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Overall, the senior housing officers specified a combination  
of models and activities that are used to build community,  
including one-on-one interactions with students, programming,  
and peer-to-peer mentoring opportunities.
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and redesigning roles and responsibilities can promote mental health and well-being 
among live-in staff so that they can respond more effectively to students. 

LIMITATIONS

There are several limitations to this study. First, the researchers did not provide par-
ticipants with a common definition of community or belonging, but instead allowed 
them to interpret and make meaning of these terms from their own perspectives. Pro-
viding a common definition might have resulted in different data and, subsequently, 
the identification of different themes. In addition, while we tried to ensure that all 
ACUHO-I regions were represented, the final list of participants represented only six 
of the nine regions. Future studies should explore regional differences in creating a 
sense of belonging.
	 Another limitation is that all the participants identified as White. Although racial 
and gender diversity was not the focus of the study, previous research has demonstrat-
ed that the pandemic disproportionately impacted housing staff identifying as people 
of color (Scales, 2022). As such, we did hear from housing staff who identified the 
voices of people of color in establishing community and a sense of belonging. Further 
iterations of this study should include participants with non-White identities.   
	 Finally, we did not collect information about institutional type and how it might 
impact belonging. Almost all participants were at either large public or small private 
institutions, and one had been at their institution for less than three years. None 
represented other Carnegie classifications such as Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities, religiously affiliated institutions, community colleges, or Tribal col-
leges and universities. Given that our results clearly illustrate that the environment 
impacts the ability to create a sense of belonging, subsequent studies should explore 
differences due to institutional types.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

This qualitative study sought to gather the perspectives of senior housing directors 
about creating a sense of belonging for their residents. Specifically, the researchers 
investigated how housing directors implemented curricula, programs, and services to 
enhance the feelings of connection. It is clear, however, that how a sense of belonging 
is defined and measured differs from one institution to another. Strayhorn’s (2012) 
assertion that sense of belonging can generally be understood as the extent to which 
individuals feel accepted and valued within a community provided a good foundation 
for our study, but it was clear that participants often used the words “community” and 
“sense of belonging” interchangeably; in places where DEI efforts are being scruti-
nized, “community” is becoming a more acceptable word. 
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Belonging as an Outcome of Community Building

Housing professionals must be clear about the definition of belonging that frames 
their initiatives and programs, and they must grapple with what a sense of belonging 
and community will look like if achieved. Having a common definition that all staff can 
articulate will result in more purposeful programming and improved staff training. 
	 The shift away from residential curriculum and programming models and learn-
ing communities does not reflect what is reported by data in the most recent Campus 
Housing Index results (ACUHO-I, 2025). In recent years, campus housing profession-
als have seen great growth in residential curriculum models and numerous efforts to 
create and sustain learning communities (Eidum & Lomicka, 2023; Inkleas et al., 2024; 
Lichterman & Bloom, 2019; Pernotto, 2021). However, our participants' comments sug-
gest that there is now less reliance on traditional curriculum or programming models, 
as many programs are going back to basics in terms of fostering communication and 
events to increase community building. 

Changing Staffing Patterns to Focus on Mental Health and Well-Being

The pandemic dramatically changed the nature of the student housing experience and 
the work being performed by housing staff. Currently, staff are managing an increas-
ing number of student and staff mental health issues, student problems with the tran-
sition to college, and students’ psychological needs and safety and security concerns. 
RAs function as front-line staff (Besst, 2024), but the increasing number of residents’ 
mental health needs has significantly changed the RA position, making it difficult to 
develop and sustain the sense of community that they are trying to create and that their 
residents desire. Attending to these concerns requires significant energy and time, and 
if students’ basic needs cannot be met, then planning activities to help them achieve 
self-actualization (Maslow, 1943) is futile. We are not advocating that staff abandon the 
role they play in student success by creating an out-of-class experience based on theory 
(i.e., learning, student development, counseling, etc.) but simply that they reevaluate 
what contributes the most to student success. 
	 A second implication is that it is possible to re-imagine traditional resident as-
sistant and live-in staff responsibilities for creating individual relationships and pro-
moting the well-being of students. This implication is supported by results from the 
2023-2024 Campus Housing Index (ACUHO-I, 2025). Many of the participating in-
stitutions reported a shift in the roles of traditional resident assistants/advisors that 
could help increase interest in the position and make the job less stressful. Many 
institutions have already begun this transformation. For example, Texas Christian 
focuses less on discipline, The University of Texas Arlington focuses on community 
engagement, the University of Central Arkansas dissects the traditional RA job into 

Perspectives of Senior Housing Directors on Sense of Belonging

Some perceived the creation of community as a process, while for 
others it was an outcome and for some it was both. The bottom 
line . . . is that students know and feel a sense of community when 
they witness and experience it. 
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function-centered positions, and Clemson University utilizes what they call residen-
tial community mentors, whose primary task is to establish personal relations and 
build community (Perlman & Negash, 2023)

How Campus Space and Live-on Policies Contribute to Creating Community

The design of campus spaces contributes to a sense of belonging for students and has a 
significant impact on their learning, as well as their success and outcomes (Cabrera et al.,  
1999; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado et al., 2011; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; 
Strange & Banning, 2015). Residence hall design in particular has an important impact on 
the student experience (Brandon et al., 2008; Bronkema & Bowman, 2017). In fact, many 
participants commented that creating community was much easier in traditional-style  
halls than in apartments, a finding consistent with that of Williams (2005). 
	 Kistler (2024) identified five trends impacting student housing, and the one par-
ticipants connected most with is the use of outside spaces such as courtyards, picnic 
areas, and rooftops as areas for learning, relaxing, and community building. For this 
reason, campuses should conduct an audit to identify spaces and environments that 
are most appropriate for large- and small-group community development. Housing 
professionals must also stretch themselves to think outside the box and get out of their 
silos by forming partnerships that can help to develop these communities. 

How Housing Directors Implement Curriculum and Enhance Community

Participants reported varying conceptualizations of community and sense of belonging 
and different insights about who is responsible for these goals. Some perceived the 
creation of community as a process, while for others it was an outcome and for some it 
was both. The bottom line, though, is that students know and feel a sense of commu-
nity when they witness and experience it. 
	 Participants were quick to add that creating community and sense of belonging 
should be a campus initiative, not simply a housing one. Many campuses have residen-
tial communities, but with the shift to remote learning and extended online learning, 
they must make more of an effort to ensure that all students feel engaged and involved. 

CONCLUSION

Ensuring that all residential students feel a sense of belonging and mattering will con-
tinue to be a priority for campus housing. This study adds to the discussion and un-
derstanding of how sense of belonging is perceived and what programs and initiatives 
should be utilized to create community, a goal that is both a process and an outcome. 
All in all, participants were able to think proactively about how housing design and 
type, changing staffing patterns, and shifting student preferences impact their ability 
to create community. 

Perspectives of Senior Housing Directors on Sense of Belonging

RAs function as front-line staff, but the increasing number of residents’ 
mental health needs has significantly changed the RA position,  
making it difficult to develop and sustain the sense of community that 
they are trying to create and that their residents desire.



The Journal of College and University Student Housing 26

Perspectives of Senior Housing Directors on Sense of Belonging

Eidum, J. E., & Lomicka, L. L. (Eds.). (2023). The 
faculty factor: Developing faculty engagement 
with living-learning communities. Stylus.

Fassett, K. T., Gonyea, R. M., Fosnacht, K., & 
Graham, P. A. (2021, July). The case for 
campus housing: Results from a national study. 
ACUHO-I.	

Harper, S. R., & Hurtado, S. (2007). Nine themes 
in campus racial climates and implications for 
institutional transformation. New Directions 
for Student Services, 120, 7–24. https://doi.
org/10.1002/ss.254 

Hernández, E., Kalstrom, B., Murray, A., 
Nelson, Z., & Squire, D. (2022). Exploring 
graduate student roles and responsibilities in 
enhancing sense of belonging in residence 
life during COVID-19. New Directions for 
Student Services, 176, 19–27. https://doi.
org/10.1002/ss.20402 

Hurtado, S., Cuellar, M., & Guillermo-Wann, C. 
(2011). Quantitative measures of students' 
sense of validation: Advancing the study of 
diverse learning environments. Enrollment 
Management Journal, 53–71.

Inkelas, K. K., Benjamin, M., & Jessup-Anger, J. E.  
(2024). Living-learning communities in 
practice: A guide for creating, maintaining, and 
sustaining effective programs in higher education. 
Routledge. 

Jain, N. (2023, July 7). What is qualitative research 
design? Definition, types, methods and best 
practices, IdeaScale. https://ideascale.com/
blog/qualitative-research-design/ 

Kistler, K. (2024). Student housing design:  
5 Trends shaping the industry. ButterflyMX. 
https://butterflymx.com/blog/
student-housing-design/ 

Lichterman, H., & Bloom, J. L. (2019). The 
curricular approach to residential education: 
Lessons for student affairs practice. College 
Student Affairs Journal, 37(1), 54–67.

REFERENCES

Association of College & University Housing 
Officers-International (ACUHO-I). (2025). 
Campus Housing Index results (2023-2024 
academic year) [Data set]. ACUHO-I. https://
www.acuho-i.org/resources/chi/ 

Besst, A. (2024, September 6). Resident assistants 
face new pressure, responsibilities in post COVID 
college life. MPR News. https://www.mprnews.
org/story/2024/09/06/resident-assistants-
feel-new-pressures-college-life-post-covid 

Bogdan, R. C., & Biklen, S. K. (2011). Qualitative 
research for education: An introduction to 
theories and methods (5th ed.). Prentice Hall.

Brandon, A., Hirt, J. B., & Cameron, T. (2008). 
Where you live influences who you know: 
Difference in student interaction based on 
residence hall design. The Journal of College 
and University Student Housing, 35(2), 62–87.

Bronkema, R., & Bowman, N. A. (2017).  
A residential paradox? Residence hall 
attributes and college student outcomes. 
Journal of College Student Development, 
58(4), 624–630. https://doi.org/10.1353/
csd.2017.0047

Brunsting, N. C., Michinski, M., Wu, W., Tevis, 
T., Takeuchi, R., He, Y., Zheng, Y., &  
Coverdell, T. L. (2019). International students’ 
social outcomes, educational status, and 
country of high school graduation. Journal 
of Studies in International Education, 23(5), 
589–606.

Cabrera, A. F., Nora, A., Terenzini, P. T., 
Pascarella, E., & Hagedorn, L. S. (1999). 
Campus racial climate and the adjustment 
of students to college: A comparison 
between White students and African-
American students. The Journal of Higher 
Education, 70(2), 134–160. https://doi.
org/10.2307/2649125 

Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing grounded theory 
(2nd ed.). Sage.

https://doi.org/10.1002/ss.254
https://doi.org/10.1002/ss.254
https://doi.org/10.1002/ss.20402
https://doi.org/10.1002/ss.20402
https://ideascale.com/blog/qualitative-research-design/
https://ideascale.com/blog/qualitative-research-design/
https://butterflymx.com/blog/student-housing-design/
https://butterflymx.com/blog/student-housing-design/
https://www.acuho-i.org/resources/chi/
https://www.acuho-i.org/resources/chi/
https://www.mprnews.org/story/2024/09/06/resident-assistants-feel-new-pressures-college-life-post-covid
https://www.mprnews.org/story/2024/09/06/resident-assistants-feel-new-pressures-college-life-post-covid
https://www.mprnews.org/story/2024/09/06/resident-assistants-feel-new-pressures-college-life-post-covid
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2017.0047
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2017.0047
https://doi.org/10.2307/2649125
https://doi.org/10.2307/2649125


Volume 51, No. 3 • 2025 27

Perspectives of Senior Housing Directors on Sense of Belonging

Masika, R., & Jones, J. (2016). Building student 
belonging and engagement: Insights into 
higher education students’ experiences of 
participating and learning together. Teaching 
in Higher Education, 21(2), 138–150. http://doi.
org/10.1080/13562517.2015.1122585 

Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human 
motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4), 
370–396. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0054346

Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2016). Qualitative 
research: A guide to design and implementation 
(4th ed.). Jossey-Bass.

Optimal Workshop. (2019, August 8). How 
many participants do I need for qualitative 
research? https://www.optimalworkshop.com/
blog/how-many-participants-do-i-need-for-
qualitative-research

Pascarella, E. T., & Terenzini, P. T. (2005). 
How college affects students: A third decade of 
research. Jossey-Bass.

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research in 
evaluation methods. Sage.

Perlman, C., & Negash, T. (2023, May+June). 
Changing traditions. Talking Stick, 40(5). 
https://ts.acuho-i.org/may_2023/changing_
traditions.html 

Pernotto, E. T. (2021). Embracing the role of 
educator: The experiences of housing and 
residence life staff in implementing a curriculum 
model (Publication No. 28962988) [Doctoral 
Dissertation, Clemson University]. ProQuest 
Dissertations and Theses Global.

Rainey, K., Dancy, M., Mickelson, R., Stearns, E.,  
& Moller, S. (2018). Race and gender 
differences in how sense of belonging 
influences decisions to major in STEM. 
International Journal of STEM Education, 
5(1), 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1186/
s40594-018-0115-6 

Samura, M. (2016). How can residence hall 
spaces facilitate student belonging? 
Examining students’ experiences to inform 
campus planning and programs. Planning for 
Higher Education, 44(4), 90–101.

Scales, V. (2022). Eat glass and walk on fire, while 
managing a pandemic: A narrative of African 
American women who serve as chief housing 
officers (Publication No. 29065093) [Doctoral 
dissertation, Northern Illinois University]. 
ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global.

Strange, C. C., & Banning, J. H. (2001). 
Education by design: Creating campus learning 
environments that work. Jossey-Bass.

Strange, C. C., & Banning, J. H. (2015). Designing 
for learning: Creating campus environments for 
student success. Jossey-Bass.

Strayhorn, T. L. (2012). Exploring the impact 
of Facebook and Myspace use on first-year 
students’ sense of belonging and persistence 
decisions. Journal of College Student 
Development, 53(6), 783–796. https://doi.
org/10.1353/csd.2012.0078

Strayhorn, T. L. (2019). College students’ sense of 
belonging: A key to educational success for all 
students (2nd ed.). Routledge.

Tinto, V. (2012). Completing college: Rethinking 
institutional action. University of Chicago 
Press.

Wallace, T. L., Ye, F., & Chhuon, V. (2012). 
Subdimensions of adolescent belonging in 
high school. Applied Developmental Science, 
16(3), 122–139. https://doi.org/10.1080/10888
691.2012.695256

Williams, J. (2005). Designing neighbourhoods 
for social interaction: The case of cohousing. 
Journal of Urban Design, 10(2), 195–227. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13574800500086998

Wolf, D. A. P. S., Perkins, J., Butler-Barnes, S. T., 
& Walker, T. A., Jr. (2017). Social belonging 
and college retention: Results from a quasi-
experimental pilot study. Journal of College 
Student Development, 58(5), 777–782. https://
doi.org/10.1353/csd.2017.0060

http://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2015.1122585
http://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2015.1122585
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0054346
https://www.optimalworkshop.com/blog/how-many-participants-do-i-need-for-qualitative-research
https://www.optimalworkshop.com/blog/how-many-participants-do-i-need-for-qualitative-research
https://www.optimalworkshop.com/blog/how-many-participants-do-i-need-for-qualitative-research
https://ts.acuho-i.org/may_2023/changing_traditions.html
https://ts.acuho-i.org/may_2023/changing_traditions.html
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40594-018-0115-6
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40594-018-0115-6
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2012.0078
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2012.0078
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2012.695256
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2012.695256
https://doi.org/10.1080/13574800500086998

https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2017.0060
https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.2017.0060


The Journal of College and University Student Housing 28

Perspectives of Senior Housing Directors on Sense of Belonging

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

	 1.	 The authors chose to empower participants to use their own definition of sense  

of belonging. How do you define students’ sense of belonging? How do others on  

your campus (including your students) define this term? Can a dialogue be fostered 

campus wide to come to a joint definition of this term? How could this dialogue impact 

outcomes of community building, design space, policy, and students’ sense  

of belonging?

	2.	 The authors suggest that belonging needs to be the responsibility of staff across campus. 

What are some ways that belonging can be fostered outside of residential life? What 

partners do you have across your campus who work to develop a greater sense  

of belonging among students? How can you collaborate effectively with them?

	3.	 If your campus has changed staffing patterns for housing staff, what were the  

challenges in implementing them? How do you think your current model successfully 

supports students?

	4.	 What are some of the barriers to moving a revised staffing model forward on your 

campus? What is working well about your current staffing model in fostering students’ 

sense of belonging?

	5.	 What assessment do you have in place on your campus to understand students' sense  

of belonging in their residential communities or in their classrooms? How would you 

define the baseline of what students’ sense of belonging looks like on your campus  

and to assess change over time?

	6.	 Since the pandemic, has “alone together” programming been implemented or 

considered on your campus? If so, how successful has it been in supporting students’ 

sense of belonging? 

Discussion questions were developed by Erin Elizabeth Cody, Binghamton University in New York.


