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By bringing together students from diverse backgrounds in intensely close envi-
ronments, residence life facilities and programs provide opportunities for stu-
dents to learn and practice skills they will use throughout their personal and 

professional lives (Shields, 2009; Vetere, 2010; Wagner et al., 2019; Whitt, 2006). 
With increasing accountability required to demonstrate learning in student affairs 
structures (Keeling, 2004), the Residential Curriculum Model (RCM) emerged in the 
early 2000s as an intentional, learning-focused cocurricular approach (Kerr & Tweedy, 
2006) and has since expanded across residential education programs in the United 
States (Kerr et al., 2017; Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019). One essential element of a resi-
dential curriculum is that it contributes to students’ achievement of their institution’s 
overall learning goals (Kerr et al., 2017). Because the learning outcomes for many high-
er education institutions include students’ ability to interact with difference (American 
Association of Colleges & Universities [AAC&U], 2002), many RCMs have learning 
goals focused on social justice and inclusion. Although professional staff rather than 
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student staff are generally called upon to design a student learning curriculum (Kerr 
et al., 2017), resident advisors (RAs) and inclusion assistants (IAs) maintain key roles 
in direct delivery of the curriculum to residents. Understanding student staff’s expe-
riences in delivering a social justice and inclusion curriculum can help improve the 
training and ongoing supervision of these key human resources in the achievement of 
RCM outcomes. Regardless of how well designed this curriculum may be, ultimately 
the effectiveness of RAs and IAs impacts residents’ learning experiences. 
	 Colleges and universities are increasingly adopting RCMs because of their value 
in demonstrating the impact of residential education on student learning, though 
empirical research about the model remains limited to studies of single institutions 
(Lichterman, 2016; Lichterman & Bloom, 2019; Pernotto, 2021; Sanders, 2018; 
Scheibler, 2021), with most publications focused on documentation of RCM devel-
opment and processes (Brown, 2018; Kerr et al., 2017; Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019). 
Only a few studies have examined stakeholders’ lived experiences with the RCM 
(Lichterman, 2016; Pernotto, 2021; Scheibler, 2021) or the key role that RAs and IAs 
play in their success (Lichterman, 2016; Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019), but they have not 
specifically included discussion of RA and IA commitment to the learning goals of 
social justice and inclusion. Given that these goals are included in many residential 
models and that the interactions of residents and their RAs and IAs are integral to 
the delivery of the RCM curriculum, their experiences should be central to any study 
of residential curriculum models.
	 The purpose of this nation-wide phenomenological study was to highlight the 
lived experiences of resident advisors and inclusion assistants involved in the delivery 
of the social justice and inclusion curriculum and to develop approaches to support 
them in this pivotal role. The following research question guided the study: What are 

the lived experiences of RAs and IAs when delivering and implementing resident interactions 

with social justice and diversity outcomes in a residential curriculum?

OVERVIEW OF THE RESIDENTIAL CURRICULUM MODEL

First documented in 2006 by Kerr and Tweedy, the residential curriculum model, now 
named the curriculum model (CM), “is a strategic way to be proactive with design-
ing, executing, and assessing student learning” (Lichterman & Bloom, 2019, p. 54). 
Although the exact number of residential life units choosing to employ an RCM is 
not documented, there is evidence of increasing participation in the Institute on the 
Curricular Approach (ICA), the training ground for institutions seeking to implement 
and improve their curriculum models (Kerr et al., 2017).	
	 Kerr and colleagues’ (2017) “Ten Essential Elements of a Curriculum Model for 
Learning Beyond the Classroom” provides a framework to align the learning goals 
of a department with its institutional context. Each curriculum is developed specific 
to its institutional context and includes “developmentally appropriate learning out-
comes grounded in research” (Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019, p. 31). To help achieve these 
goals, professional staff educated in student development create facilitation guides for  
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One of the most impactful learning experiences college  
and university students can have outside of the classroom  
is interacting with peers with different social identities.
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student staff to utilize in their delivery of the curriculum (Kerr & Tweedy, 2006; Whitt, 
2006). Most relevant for this study, “a fundamental tenet of the CM is that students are 
not educational content and pedagogy experts, so campus educational experts should 
not give them the responsibility of designing learning experiences without proper sup-
port and guidance” (Kerr et al., 2017, p. 28). 
	 One important element of the curriculum model is the recommendation that stu-
dent staff are utilized in roles appropriate to their skill development (Kerr et al., 2017). 
In the sole peer-reviewed publication to date about the residential curriculum model, 
Lichterman and Bloom (2019) found that the guiding manual for the RCM at the in-
stitution in their study “provided positive structure and resources for the student staff 
members’ efforts to foster residential environments that were aligned with the cur-
ricular approach” (p. 60). Although scholars have found that the benefits of the RCM 
include better direction, structure, and inclusion of stakeholder voices, challenges have 
included concerns about whether or not a singular curriculum fits all residents and 
if student staff understand the language used in the documents guiding the model’s 
implementation (Lichterman & Bloom, 2019).

SOCIAL JUSTICE EDUCATION IN RESIDENCE LIFE

One of the most impactful learning experiences college and university students can 
have outside of the classroom is interacting with peers with different social identities 
(Hurtado, 2001), which happens even more intensely in residential communities as 
“campus housing communities are a microcosm of our larger campus climate and 
societal context” (Howard & Kerr, 2019, p. 81). Personal exposure to difference can 
contribute to critical thinking skills and an openness to diverse perspectives (Chang 
et al., 2006; Hurtado, 2001; Pascarella et al., 1996). Although social justice learning 
outcomes in an RCM have not yet been the focus of empirical research, Earnest and 
Pernotto (2019) documented that social justice living-learning communities can ef-
fectively bring students together in communities centered on principles of equity and 
inclusion. Along with the increasing complexity of the position, there have also been 
concerns that RA training is generally more focused on safety and security issues and 
less on diversity and social justice education (Koch, 2016). Although both are neces-
sary, the knowledge that student staff have of social justice is critical for community 
development and is one of the most effective ways to enhance the experiences of 
belonging for diverse populations. 
	 According to Hornak and colleagues (2019), the increased commitment to social 
justice education in residence life can be realized with the implementation of new 
student staff positions called inclusion assistants, whose role is “to better support stu-
dents with marginalized identities and create a more welcoming campus climate . . . as 
part of a residential curriculum” (p. 2). In this same study, many inclusion assistants 
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revealed that they felt overburdened by the new responsibilities for diversity and in-
clusion education and sought more consistent support from both their RA peers and 
professional staff supervisors (Hornak et al., 2019). Despite a history of social justice 
education and staff structures to support this learning in residence life settings, di-
versity and inclusion education remains consistently difficult to implement because 
ultimately engagement is voluntary for residents (Fassett & Kimmel, 2017; Quaye & 
Harper, 2014).

ROLE OF THE RESIDENT ADVISOR IN SOCIAL JUSTICE  
AND INCLUSION LEARNING GOALS 

The multifaceted roles and responsibilities of paraprofessional staff in residence life 
have been well documented in the literature (Benjamin & Davis, 2016; Blimling, 2011; 
Johnson & Kang, 2006; Manata et al., 2017; McLaughlin, 2018). Although their role 
is continually evolving (Lichterman, 2016), RAs remain an integral component of the 
RCM because they contribute to the delivery of the curriculum. Even before the advent 
of the residential curriculum model, RAs were a pivotal part of the effectiveness of 
residence life (Blimling, 2011; Johnson & Kang, 2006), and their importance has not 
changed under the RCM. Formerly, RA roles included a focus on two central responsi-
bilities: building community and planning educational and social programs (Benjamin 
& Davis, 2016; Blimling, 2011; Manata et al., 2017). Now, the residential curriculum 
model has transformed the traditional RA role, requiring different skills that focus 
more on student development (Boone et al., 2016) and facilitating interactions with 
residents, which involves critical counseling and listening skills, particularly if the out-
comes are related to social justice. Given this increasingly complex set of skills, it is 
important to recognize that RAs are undergoing their own process of personal devel-
opment while at the same time contributing to the development of their peers (Earnest 
& Pernotto, 2019; Johnson & Kang, 2006).
	 Only a few studies have been conducted on the role of RAs in the residential 
curriculum model. Brown (2018), for one, discussed how to transform RA position 
descriptions, selection processes, and training approaches to best meet the challenges 
of implementing the model. Lichterman (2016) explored how RAs perceive the transi-
tion to the RCM, and Sanders (2018) examined the impact of a curriculum model on 
student learning and how critical a part RAs play in this process. Benjamin and Davis 
(2016) examined how RAs contribute to their residents’ learning, while also increas-
ing their own knowledge of social justice and inclusion issues and of how to facilitate 
challenging conversations.

METHODOLOGY

Using a hermeneutic phenomenological approach (Van Manen, 1990), this study ex-
plored the lived experiences of RAs involved in the delivery of the residential curricu-
lum model, with a focus on resident interactions related to social justice and diversity. 
Hermeneutic phenomenology (Van Manen, 1990) was most appropriate for this study 
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because the goal was to increase the understanding of individual RA experiences of a 
phenomenon (delivery of social justice education in an RCM) through the conscious-
ness of the experiencer (Van Manen, 1990; Van Manen & Van Manen, 2021). Because 
the lived experiences of RAs and IAs who are involved in meeting learning goals relat-
ed to social justice and inclusion have received little attention, hermeneutic phenom-
enology was a useful methodological foundation for the study (Donalek, 2004). In 
alignment with phenomenology, RAs’ and IAs’ perceptions of their experiences were 
centered throughout the data collection, analysis, and discussion. 

Site Selection

Recruitment for institutional sites included two approaches: first, a representative 
from ACPA (College Student Educators-International) sent out a call for participating 
institutions from the previous ICA (Institute on the Curricular Approach) attendee 
lists, and, second, we posted an announcement about the study to the Residential 
Curriculum and Curricular Approaches Facebook group, which yielded five initial 
sites. The criterion-based selection process (Patton, 2002) for sites required residen-
tial living programs that had implemented an RCM with social justice and inclusion 
learning goals in their curriculum within three to five years of the time of data collec-
tion. The rationale for this selection method is that all participants would only have 
experience in the RCM (not the transition to the RCM) and have sufficient experience 
(at least one semester) of working in the RCM. The purpose of this broad selection 
approach was to achieve geographic representation in the United States and then to 
achieve diverse participant representation across institutional types. Due to the pause 
in data collection because of the COVID-19 pandemic, one of the original five sites 
did not continue in the study, and an alternative fifth site was identified in the second 
phase through network sampling after another call to the Facebook group did not 
yield a fifth site (see Table 1). 

Giving Them Grace

TABLE 1

Site Characteristics

	 Region	 Size and type	 Racial demographic	 Campus setting

	 Institution 1	 Mountain West	 Mid-sized, public	 Predominately White 	 Suburban

	 Institution 2	 Midwest	 Mid-sized, private	 Predominately White 	 Urban

	 Institution 3	 Northwest	 Mid-sized, public	 Predominately White 	 Suburban

	 Institution 4	 Midwest	 Large, public	 Predominately White 	 Urban

	 Institution 5	 West	 Large, public	 Diverse (more than	 Suburban 
				    51% racial ethnic  
				    minoritized students)
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Participant Recruitment

Once the residence life sites confirmed that they met the study criteria, we invited all 
RAs and IAs from the five institutions to participate in the study. We gained access to 
them through gatekeepers (Andoh-Arthur, 2019), who were full-time residence life 
professionals who served as assistant directors or directors. The gatekeepers shared 
participant recruitment materials with their student staff and encouraged participation 
by allowing RAs and IAs to serve as members of the focus group in lieu of attending a 
staff meeting. They also provided us with the RCM documents used for student staff 
training from their institution to ensure that we were using the institution-specific 
wording in the interview protocol. The gatekeepers’ role was to support participant 
recruitment, not to gather or analyze data.

Participant Demographics

Our study included 56 resident advisors and two inclusion assistants (see Table 2, pages 

17-21) from five different institutions across the United States (only one of the insti-
tutions had the IA position). We sought geographic diversity and yielded participants 
from the West Coast, Northwest, Mountain West, and Midwest. As is typical in RA and 
IA roles, all but one participant were past their first year in college, with 16 second-year 
students, 22 third-year students, 17 fourth-year students, and two fifth-year students. A 
total of 22 participants had completed one semester as an RA at the time of data collec-
tion, followed by 13 past their first year as an RA or IA, 13 with at least three semesters 
of experience, four with at least two years of experience, and five with five semesters 
of experience. The participants included 40 women and 18 men; 44 identified as het-
erosexual or straight, and 14 identified as either gay, lesbian, bisexual, or pansexual, 
with no participants identifying as transgender. A total of 26 participants identified as 
White, 12 as Black/African American, 12 as multiracial or biracial, and eight as Asian 
American. Participants included 14 first-generation college students and 44 continu-
ing generation students; in terms of socioeconomic status, using Pell eligibility as the 
metric, 26 of the sample were not Pell eligible, 22 were Pell eligible, and the remaining 
participants were unsure. The overwhelming majority (54) were U.S. citizens, and the 
sample also included two undocumented students and two international students.

Giving Them Grace

. . . the residential curriculum model has transformed 
the traditional RA role, requiring different skills that 
focus more on student development and facilitating 
interactions with residents, which involves critical 
counseling and listening skills, particularly if the 
outcomes are related to social justice.
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Data Collection

The first step in the data collection process involved gathering information about the 
participants’ social identities and work experience through a demographic survey (the 
participants chose pseudonyms to maintain anonymity). Participants were offered an 
incentive to then take part in a 60–90-minute focus group and were offered two dif-
ferent time options for this. Two researchers were present at the focus groups to serve 
as facilitators, note takers, and logistic coordinators, and a third-party vendor recorded 
and transcribed the sessions. We followed a structured focus group protocol but also 
used follow-up questions to encourage participants to expand on relevant issues. The 
data collection procedures were altered mid-study due to the pandemic travel restric-
tions, and the differences between the two approaches are listed in Table 3. 

Giving Them Grace

TABLE 3

Two Approaches to Data Collection Due to COVID-19 Pandemic

		  Pre-COVID-19 pandemic	 During COVID-19 pandemic  
		  (in-person focus groups)	 (virtual focus groups)

	 Number of focus groups	 4 in-person (2 institutions)	 6 virtual (Zoom; 3 institutions)

	 Completed	 At the start of the focus group	 Via an online survey completed 
	 demographics sheet	 on paper	 before the focus group

	 Incentives	 Free meal during the focus group	 $25 Amazon gift card

Data Analysis and Trustworthiness

We employed Van Manen’s (1990) four-step data analysis approach in line with phe-
nomenological research: “transcription,” “bracketing and phenomenological reduction,”  
“listening to the interview for the sense of the whole,” and “delineating units of general 
meaning” (Hycner, 1985, pp. 281–282). All focus groups were recorded and transcribed 
for data analysis purposes. Utilizing an open coding approach (Corbin & Strauss, 
2008), both researchers independently coded the data and then collaborated by using 
focus coding to make connections between related ideas (Charmaz, 2006). The com-
bined codes led to the development of four themes (Saldaña, 2021).
	 Trustworthiness was promoted using several approaches throughout the study. 
First, we provided a positionality statement so that readers could understand the re-
searchers’ backgrounds. Next, we used member checking (Lather, 1986), whereby the 
participants had the opportunity to provide feedback or confirmation of the findings 
generated from the data. By explaining the procedures employed to collect data for this 
study, the researchers established credibility (Patton, 2002). Confirmability was sup-
ported through the inclusion of data to support the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 



Volume 51, No. 1 • 2024 23

Researcher Positionality

It is necessary to inform readers of the professional and social identities that inform 
our worldview, research agendas, and practice. This research was conducted by a fac-
ulty member in a student affairs preparation program with past student affairs admin-
istrative experience in residence life, but not with RCMs. She identifies as a White, 
cisgender, heterosexual woman who has worked at Predominantly White Institutions 
of all sizes, as well as a Hispanic-Serving Institution, in a variety of functional areas 
before becoming a faculty member. The second researcher is an upper-level student 
affairs professional with experience developing and implementing an RCM. She iden-
tifies as a multiracial Latina/White, cisgender, straight woman who has worked at both 
Predominantly White and highly diverse public institutions.

LIMITATIONS

The interruption to our data collection caused by the COVID-19 pandemic served as a 
limitation to this study because we were unable to gather data in a consistent manner 
with all participants. Additionally, given the topic of study, much changed in terms of 
social justice and inclusion in the U.S. before and after the pandemic, which could 
have potentially altered the data gathered at the research sites before the pandemic. 
Finally, the participants were selected based on a departmental leader providing access 
to their RA and IA staff. While we found great diversity and candor in participants’ 
responses about their experiences, institutions that were not confident in their RCM 
structure may have chosen not to volunteer their RAs and IAs for participation in the 
study, thus influencing the participants’ experiences.

FINDINGS

The findings of this study are organized into four main thematic areas: RA and IA 
self-efficacy, recognition of residents’ developmental differences, the influence of their 
identities on their social justice role, and their learning experiences.

Self-Efficacy of Resident Advisors and Inclusion Assistants 

Though participants understood their role in the delivery of the social justice and in-
clusion components of their RCM, they experienced differing perceptions of self-effi-
cacy related to their ability to fulfill that responsibility. Perceived self-efficacy “is a judg-
ment of one’s ability to organize and execute given types of performances” (Bandura, 
1997, p. 21). Some RAs recognized their lack of knowledge about issues of diversity, 
but those who felt they were more knowledgeable became peer educators not only for 
their residents, but also for their fellow student staff. 
	 Participants who felt unsure about their abilities facilitating conversations with 
residents that were focused on social justice revealed that they felt intimidated, ap-
prehensive, and uncomfortable. Their lower self-efficacy resulted from both gaps in 
knowledge and their perceptions of how their social identities would be viewed by 

Giving Them Grace
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residents. Kelly described her expectations for what she should be able to do in her role 
to facilitate the social justice curriculum.

You’re a step above a resident. So, you should be the one who’s knowledgeable and 

guiding the conversation and just feeling like you might not have the knowledge to 

conduct the most meaningful conversation as possible, it can definitely make having  

the conversation intimidating.

This feeling of incompetence was echoed by Lana but was more specifically related to 
her identity as an RA who is White: 

Okay, I really dislike having these conversations sometimes. But as being the facilitator 

to those conversations, because I can only go so far being who I am. I’m White, so I can’t 

and I don’t want to talk on other people’s cultures. I want them to share that. So that 

they’re the ones giving it and I’m not just here on my high horse being like, this is what  

it’s actually like.

Those RAs who viewed their role not just as providers of information, but also as facil-
itators of conversations noted how social justice conversations required a high level of 
skill as well. As Lucy explained,

I think another challenge on top of having issues with turnout is keeping the residents  

who do come engaged with the topics because a lot of times people feel really 

uncomfortable talking about social justice. And in large group settings there’s always  

a fear of saying something wrong or not being knowledgeable enough to share, so I think 

that is something that’s super challenging like trying to make people feel comfortable 

enough to share their ideas.

	 In addition to the perceived challenges of limited knowledge about how to lead 
conversations about diversity, some participants acknowledged concerns that peer RAs 
were not committed to social justice education. As Adam noted,

And so, and I know that there’s some people on my staff who don’t care about it, believe 

in it. And so, I think that’s something that is a challenge that perhaps I wasn’t expecting. 

Even if you don’t necessarily care about it or are passionate about it or want to act on it, 

I think just being willing to engage in that conversation, perhaps even explain why you 

don’t think it’s important. 

Agreeing that fellow RAs were not prepared for social justice and inclusion work, Iris 
shared her desire to contribute more to support her peer RAs in those responsibilities. 

I think coming into it, even from my own peers, I was like “Oh yes, fellow RAs, you’re going 

to be educated like I am.” And then I was painfully taken aback sometimes by my peers, 

which is probably why I wanted to get into the social justice role and be that educator for 

not only residents, but also like my coworkers as well.

The perceptions of self-efficacy in facilitating social justice education varied among the 
participants due to differing levels of interest, knowledge, and facilitation skills, as well as 
the perception of how their own social identities made them qualified to educate others.

Giving Them Grace
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Recognition of Residents’ Developmental Differences 

In addition to differences in their own abilities to facilitate social justice interactions in 
the RCM, the participants recognized differences (based on their previous exposure to 
the topics) in their residents’ desire and ability to engage in social justice learning in 
the residential setting. Thinking about social justice from a learning perspective, par-
ticipants at all sites perceived that many residents simply lacked an awareness of and 
exposure to diversity. This group of unengaged learners either demonstrated a passive 
lack of desire to engage in diversity learning or were actively resistant to learning. The 
RAs also described two other groups: residents who lacked knowledge but expressed 
some openness to learning and those who were both eager to continue learning about 
social justice and prepared to begin advocating for change and disrupting issues of 
inequity on their campus. The participants discussed how these different groups of 
residents impacted their experiences in delivering the social justice curriculum. 

	 Unengaged learners. For RAs and IAs who took their role with the social justice 
curriculum seriously, the unengaged learners were the most challenging because they 
seemed to lack a sense of awareness, comfortability, courage, or interest. As David stated, 

In general, especially with [the social justice] conversation, it has more or less met  

my expectations that my residents don’t really want to talk about it. They don’t think  

they have privilege; they don’t understand why we have to do this. 

For Tad, the difficulties arose due to residents’ lack of exposure to diversity topics. 

The residents on my floor, they come from backgrounds where they probably didn’t have 

much outside exposure to certain groups of people. So, trying to make sure that they keep 

the environment safe for groups of people they may have not interacted with in the past 

is a conversation I’ve had. And it’s kind of difficult just to have that conversation. Because 

they just haven’t seen certain things about the world before besides on the internet.

	 Ultimately, some RAs came to recognize differences in residents’ developmental 
readiness to engage with social justice learning and found ways to incorporate these 
differences into their approaches. Jumbo shared,

And I think some of the challenging parts is we can’t expect all of our residents to have the 

same amount of knowledge as we do because we’re trained to have this knowledge. And 

all these people have come from different places, and so we don’t necessarily know their 

educational background and also sometimes you will get frustrated. Because we can’t 

change their minds, or we can’t make them believe something that they don’t believe 

because they’re all adults now.

Giving Them Grace
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Iris identified a group of residents as those most in need of the social justice curricu-
lum and thus altered the outcomes of the curriculum in order to accommodate them: 

Having residents who don’t want to get into it yet is why it’s really important to have  

those first steps of facilitation and being like “Hey, I need you to think about it this way.” 

And then that way maybe they’ll hear it again. We call it planting seeds.

Like Iris, Monique sought to create an environment that residents would perceive as 
a safe place to ask questions but noticed that some feared the appearance of being un-
aware, which would inhibit their engagement with the curriculum.

I would hope I’m at least making residents more comfortable talking about it because 

there’s obviously a lot of stigmas around a lot of different topics. So, I’m pretty much,  

I’ll talk about anything to anybody. So having that demeanor and showing my residents 

that “Hey, you can have these conversations and you can ask questions.” I think it’s an 

issue people have when they don’t know something. They don’t want to ask because  

they don’t want to look stupid or whatever. 

In response to unengaged learners who resisted their attempts to achieve RCM social 
justice and inclusion learning outcomes, the RAs and IAs tempered their expectations 
about their influence, which was a demonstration of their own learning.

	 Open learners. Fortunately, RAs and IAs noticed a second group of residents who 
were open to learning about social justice but may not have previously engaged with 
the issue. David recalled his experience with these residents: “The biggest thing for me 
is that a lot of people came in very closed-minded saying, ‘What is social justice? What 
is privilege?’ And by the end they were kinda thinking about it a little bit.” Similarly, 
Anabelle recognized that she was making a difference. “I love watching them think 
critically. Like genuinely, I literally had this during a one-on-one conversation. So, they 
would say ‘Oh, I just haven’t thought about how that impacts me or I’ve never really 
thought about it.’”

	 Activist learners. Although less frequently described, Suzan recognized a third type 
of resident who was highly engaged with social justice issues, and she appreciated 
these interactions because they revealed important information about her residents’ 
identities and experiences.

That’s crazy that I can have these conversations with them and they’re so in tune  

and aware of what social justice issue impacts them. Some of these conversations  

would be two hours long because they would be so passionate and they had so much  

to share, and I thought that was amazing. And so eye-opening to see where our residents 

come from.

As these narratives reveal, the developmental differences in residents’ awareness of 
and comfort with social justice learning greatly influenced the approaches RAs and IAs 
took to achieve the RCM’s social justice learning goals. 

Giving Them Grace
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Influence of Their Own Identities on Their Social Justice Role

Participants had learned to recognize how their own salient social identities, particular-
ly their race or ethnicity, impacted conversations with their residents. The participants 
who identified as being from historically marginalized communities understood that 
the expectation to facilitate conversations around diversity had different implications 
for them. Cade, for example, expressed initial distrust regarding his role in educating 
residents about social justice: 

I was extremely skeptical when I got into it. Just because I was looking at it. I’m like,  

I’m a Latino man, and all my bosses are White. I’m like, how are they gonna’ know what 

it’s like? So, I did let my bias get to me with that. But once I actually got in, and we have 

other staff come and talk to us about cultural stuff. And we actually get into further depth 

with it. I started to be like, “Okay, I can see it actually working out.”

	 Other participants with historically marginalized identities recognized both the 
benefits and challenges of their role in facilitating these conversations. As Annabelle 
noted, being marginalized herself was an advantage in her ability to connect with 
residents.

And, it’s helped me a lot that I’m so outspoken about my own identities and also the thing 

that I’m passionate about because then I have residents with those identities coming up  

to me feeling much more free to talk about them. 

Maker, on the other hand, perceived his identities as a barrier in discussions where 
residents were so concerned about saying the correct thing that they would avoid en-
gaging in the content. 

And it’s not because they don’t have their own opinions or their own understanding of the 

world and diversity; inclusion and social justice is because me being in this is the actual 

situation that happened like being in a Black studies class or being in like a group, where 

I’ll be the only African-American or LatinX person in the room and we’re talking about this 

and everyone’s just kind of like looking at me like okay. It’s okay to say or and it’s like you 

can say your opinions and it’s just I guess the challenges helping them understand that it 

is a safe space. To be understood, to be heard and like I don’t expect everyone to know 

specifically what’s perfect to say, what not to say, what’s offensive, what is not offensive.

	 Iris recognized that the pressures and expectations associated with her identities 
and her responsibility for educating others led her to make decisions about how to 
fulfill the role while maintaining her own well-being. 

Especially like having marginalized identities in our role, knowing when, so I don’t  

wanna say like pick and choose our battles, but sometimes we just mentally cannot 

handle it and so sometimes putting those boundaries up and being like I cannot handle 

the situation right now, especially when it’s a situation that’s related to one of your 

identities and then understanding that, especially in the social justice roles, knowing  

when to take that step back to take care of yourself.
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RAs and IAs with historically marginalized social identities were challenged by the 
responsibility of educating others while personally experiencing their own feelings of 
oppression. For this reason, supervisors must be able to acknowledge the challenges 
faced by student staff by recognizing that the role of social justice educator can cause 
additional stress or harm. 

RA and IA Learning Experiences 

Like their residents, RAs and IAs are students in the process of learning about their 
identities, and their role in promoting the RCM’s social justice learning outcomes 
served as an opportunity to recognize their own areas of personal and professional 
growth. Many of them indicated, for example, that they had learned to engage their 
active listening skills. As Ashley explained, 

I would just say listening to understand rather than listening to respond. Because I want  

to hear their thoughts on things, and I want to give them feedback in a way that might 

give them some ideas to look into. But it’s not my place to push my opinion on them.  

It’s more that I want them to develop their ideas for themselves and giving them the 

resources to help them do that.

Zuri learned to recognize that active listening sometimes requires the ability to infer 
deeper meaning in the communication: 

And then actively listening because sometimes you kind of have to know what the resident 

is saying when they’re not actually saying it and kind of like pick up the pieces and what 

they’re trying to say because they don’t always have the language.

In addition to recognizing what she refers to as “the value of silence,” Kelly noted how 
the simple skill of listening improved her facilitation skills. 

I think for myself that patience and knowing the value of silence was something that  

I had to learn really well and incorporate during the conversations because I don’t like 

a room to sit in quiet. But these are really heavy topics. And sometimes you have to let 

people think or let them ramble before they can find where they’re going.

	 Beyond specific tangible skills, some participants developed new behaviors. Iris 
learned patience and grace, which proved to be a useful approach with her residents. 

So I think that my viewpoint on where people are coming from and their backgrounds and 

how that influences their education on social justice has changed because I have a better 

understanding and more patience and giving them grace, but still being more like a calling 

in rather than calling out when educating people about social justice related topics.
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Many participants commented on noticeable improvements in their ability to be empa-
thetic, patient, and understanding. As Emily said, “Because if somebody doesn’t know 
something, instead of getting frustrated, trying to see it through their eyes.” This em-
pathy and patience also applied to their becoming more open to understanding their 
own biases during social justice conversations. Monique saw the learning as reciprocal:

It’s a two-way street. And so I caught myself when we’re doing the identity activity  

and talking about different things. They would check different parts and I would make  

an assumption and then I listened to what they said, and I’d realized that I had made  

that assumption. And so, I was catching myself there too. So, it was really beneficial  

both ways. 

Maker echoed Monique’s experience as he recognized the potential of personal biases 
to affect his objectivity:

The interactions with my residents with regard to the topic has given me the ability  

to differentiate between my own biases and then actually what the situation is about.  

So, I don’t go into this situation with the mindset or seeing this situation through the lens  

of my own experiences with that specific group or with that specific community. 

In general, though at times the social justice work was challenging, the RAs and IAs 
appreciated the skills they learned from their experience. 

DISCUSSION

Educating students in residential settings about identity, diversity, and inclusion is 
critical to their ability to become citizens prepared to address issues of power, privilege, 
and oppression in the larger world. These are responsibilities shared by both profes-
sional and student staff; in the residential curriculum model, professional staff trained 
in developmental theory design the learning experiences (Kerr et al., 2017), while RAs 
play a key role in facilitating the plans. Not surprisingly, several RAs reported varying 
levels of preparedness for this role, and some felt intimidated by the challenge or were 
unsure of their abilities. Although they received training about how to facilitate the 
social justice discussions and address incidents of bias in their residential communi-
ties, many remained uncertain about their abilities until they began to actually practice 
their skills. Having experience in the real context of their positions increased their 
self-efficacy and their confidence in being able to continue engaging with social justice 
education. Other studies have shown that student staff frequently experience increases 
in self-efficacy related to their response to crises (Benjamin & Davis, 2016) but are 
challenged by the responsibility of teaching interpersonal skills while at the same time 
learning about themselves (V. Johnson, 2003; Johnson & Kang, 2006). 
	 RAs and IAs developed strong internal resources and recognized that they were 
growing alongside their residents (Earnest & Pernotto, 2019; Johnson & Kang, 2006); 
being unsure of how to facilitate social justice conversations led to the development 
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of new skills and behaviors and an examination of their own biases. Because of the 
delicate balance involved in ensuring that student staff feel prepared as social justice 
facilitators while being simultaneously challenged because of their lack of experience 
and knowledge, professional staff must provide a high level of support.
	 Participants also recognized and respected that residents differed in their levels 
of social awareness—which ranged from being uninvolved to being open and even 
becoming activists—and were thus encouraged to develop different approaches to ed-
ucating each group. These views aligned with Lichterman and Bloom’s (2019) finding 
that the curriculum should be designed to meet residents where they are developmen-
tally, as opposed to setting predetermined outcomes that may be unachievable. 
	 Participants recognized that their own social identities influenced their experienc-
es in educating residents. RAs and IAs with historically marginalized identities needed 
to maintain a sense of balance by also taking care of themselves and preserving their 
own mental well-being while performing what is often referred to as emotional labor 
(Hochschild, 1983), especially if they were students of color at Predominantly White 
Institutions (Foste & Johnson, 2021; S. Johnson, 2022). One way that RAs and IAs 
with marginalized identities managed the stress of their work was to call upon supervi-
sors or peer staff for support. Peers and supervisors with privileged identities should be 
particularly attuned to this experience so that they can provide additional help, though 
the level of understanding needed to support RAs and IAs with underrepresented 
identities can be difficult to achieve (Haywood & Sewell, 2016; Quaye et al., 2020). 
	 For RAs and IAs with nonmarginalized identities, challenges remained as they 
questioned their ability to educate residents while they themselves were still learning; 
this uncertainty reflects what Helms (1990) referred to as the “pseudo-independence” 
and “immersion” stages of the White racial identify development model (p. 56). Some 
White RAs in the study noted that they felt anxious or hesitant to speak about social 
justice issues when educating residents about specific racial identities other than their 
own (Cook & McCoy, 2017; Foste & Irwin, 2023; Foste & Ng, 2022; S. Johnson, 2022). 
However, these challenges can be overcome; understanding how the social identi-
ties of RAs and IAs influence their unique ability to support residents’ social justice 
learning must be at the forefront of the support provided by professional staff (Soria 
& Roberts, 2022).

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Based on the findings in this study and previous literature, recommendations for se-
lection, training, and supervision of RAs and IAs are provided in order to ensure that 
student staff are prepared to facilitate discussions focusing on social justice in their 
residential communities. 

Hiring and Selection

Social justice education requires both knowledge of diversity and inclusion topics and 
specific skills to reach residents who demonstrate varying levels of engagement with the 
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learning. This education should begin during the hiring and selection process, when 
the purpose of the RCM and the role of RAs and IAs in the social justice educational 
component can be made clear to applicants (Johnson & Kang, 2006). The commitment 
of future staff should be assessed early on because “advancing diversity and inclusion 
in the residence halls requires all staff to be invested in the work” (Hornak et al., 2019,  
p. 6). Based on the learning areas indicated by participants in this study, selection pro-
cesses could be more intentional about including evaluation of a candidate’s active lis-
tening skills and empathetic behaviors. Even before the selection process, departments 
should clearly identify the skills and perspectives needed to facilitate conversations with 
residents about their social identities, support students from various identities, and 
address bias incidents (Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019). Then those skills and perspectives 
should be assessed throughout the selection process in multiple ways, such as written 
responses, oral responses, and approaches to case studies (Berg & Stoner, 2016). 
	 Given the increasing complexity of RA roles, if some aspects of the social jus-
tice and inclusion work cannot be given the necessary attention, departments should 
consider creating IA positions specifically staffed by students prepared to fulfill these 
responsibilities (Hornak et al., 2019; Williams et al., 2021). This strategy could also 
be helpful in addressing the existing inequities in hiring RAs from minoritized back-
grounds (Healea & Hale, 2016). As demonstrated in the present study, RAs and IAs 
demonstrated enhanced passion and commitment to the social justice role in the 
RCM, as well as advanced content knowledge and skills. 

Training

Robust training is needed to enhance the competency and confidence of RAs (Koch, 
2016; Lichterman, 2016; Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019), and participants agreed that the 
training process can enhance their feelings of efficacy by providing scenario-based 
experiences that allow them to practice necessary skills in facilitating social justice 
education. If RAs feel intimidated by any part of their role or if they feel that some 
conversations are just too “challenging” or “scary,” they should be assured that they are 
supported. Once training is completed, ongoing diversity, equity, and inclusion edu-
cation and opportunities for skill development should be provided to RA and IA staff 
throughout the year (Foste & Irwin, 2023; Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019). 

Supervision

In terms of ongoing supervision, professional staff should explore each staff member’s 
comfort with and knowledge of the outcomes intended for their residents (Stauffer 
& Kimmel, 2019) and then provide additional support as needed. Some RAs will 
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require ideas for passive programs, whereas others will need additional experience  
in role-playing scenarios. Others may need help in identifying and responding to 
symptoms of racial battle fatigue that can result from residents over-relying on them 
to be proponents of social justice (Quaye et al., 2020). 
	 Ensuring that RAs continue to receive feedback as they develop their communi-
ties, professional staff can share the assessment data they gather as part of the social 
justice components of the RCM (Stauffer & Kimmel, 2019). This practice will ensure 
that RAs have a clear map of what areas of social justice learning are most critical and 
can help normalize the idea that social justice requires continual, intentional practice 
for everyone working with college and university students. 

CONCLUSION

RAs and IAs who are implementing social justice education in the RCM face several 
challenges in developing critical facilitation skills and maintaining a balance between 
their dual roles as educators and learners. This study can inform future areas of re-
search related to their responsibility in social justice education. Because they play 
such pivotal roles in residents’ learning and interactions, their own unique experienc-
es and voices should be highlighted in order to continue ensuring that they are a part 
of guiding RCM practice.  
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

	 1.	 Ongoing support through supervision is mentioned as one of the key components 

to ensuring that inclusion assistants (IAs) feel adequately prepared to navigate 

conversations about social justice. As a department, how do you show your commitment 

to social justice when major events are directly impacting your student community?  

(For example, a newsletter might help in continuing the conversation with students.)

2.		 Every student is at a different level of knowledge about social justice. When a resident 

advisor (RA) or an IA is navigating a conversation that results in a potential bias incident, 

what policies and procedures are in place for the staff member to reestablish community 

after harm is done?

3.		 How is student progress or development tracked after engaging with social justice 

material from RAs or IAs?

4.		 The article mentions changes in viewpoints about social justice before and after  

the COVID-19 pandemic. With this came an increased use of social media. How do  

we prepare staff to address instances of misinformation or misrepresentation?

5.		 What strategies as supervisors do we use to help staff reaffirm their abilities to facilitate 

conversations about social justice?

Discussion questions developed by Paige Daniels, University of North Texas
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