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What is the National Study?

WHAT IS THE NATIONAL STUDY?
The NSLLP represents the most comprehensive effort to
understand the contributions of L/L programs to the experiences
of undergraduate students. Seeking to fill the void of literature
regarding how participation in a L/L program may affect students
on a range of student outcomes across different types of L/L

program and institutional contexts, the NSLLP represents the first
multi-institutional, multi-program, and multi-method research
project on these popular interventions in undergraduate education.

THE INTERACTIVE NATIONAL STUDY
Visit Living Learning Women in STEM to view the interactive version of the study.
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THE NUMBERS

The issue of women’s under-representation in STEM fields
has attracted the attention of higher education scholars and
practitioners for several decades. Some colleges and universities
have responded to the many challenges identified in the literature
by instituting programs and practices with the purpose of
making their campuses more welcoming to women in STEM .
However, despite significant gains in recent years,
persistent gender inequalities remain. For example, female
first-year students continue to be less likely than men
to express an interest in choosing a STEM major and
are underrepresented in a number of STEM fields.

The NSLLP represents the most comprehensive effort to
understand the contributions of L/L programs to the experiences
of undergraduate students. Seeking to fill the void of literature
regarding how participation in a L/L program may affect students
on a range of student outcomes across different types of L/L
program and institutional contexts, the NSLLP represents the first
multi-institutional, multi-program, and multi-method research
project on these popular interventions in undergraduate education.
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POSSIBLE REASONS
The literature points to a variety of sources in explaining
these inequalities, such as psychological factors, socialization,
and inadequacies in the K-12 and college preparation of
women. However, the question of higher education’s role
in making the educational climate less chilly for women is
especially important to consider. Increasingly, one program
colleges and universities are using to facilitate the success
of women in STEM is the living-learning program.

Gender Inequality in STEM

A SOLUTION – THE LIVING/
LEARNING PROGRAM
Living-learning (L/L) programs are some of the most popular
innovations in higher education today. The cornerstone of most
L/L programs is the purposeful blending of students’ in- and outof-class experiences to foster a sense of community, belonging,
and identity that is squarely attached to the institution’s core
educational mission. We define L/L programs “as programs

Possible Reasons

in which undergraduate students live together in a discrete
portion of a residence hall (or the entire hall) and participate
in academic and/or extra-curricular programming designed
especially for them”. L/L programs are thus driven by a strong
belief in the significant potential for learning to occur outside
of the college classroom, in the sphere of the residence hall.
Effective L/L programs have been described as making significant
contributions to building a stronger scholarly community among
undergraduate students and faculty by focusing on extending
the boundaries of active learning beyond the classroom, thereby
providing unique avenues for creativity, deep learning, and
innovation in pedagogy. As Shapiro and Levine stated, L/L
programs are built on the idea that “a significant amount of
what students learn during college comes from their experiences
of daily living, and there is natural overlap between students’
academic and social learning activities”. In L/L programs, the
residence hall comes to the fore as the environment that allows
students to engage in a variety of social and academic pursuits.

Crafting Successful Living-Learning Programs for Women in STEM: Building Blocks for the Future
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Their Potential For Women in STEM

Living/Learning Programs

Living/Learning Programs

Many of the environments and experiences facilitated by L/L
programs have been shown to foster the success of women
in STEM. Specifically, assessments of innovative efforts to
facilitate persistence and success for women in STEM disciplines
have found that the following activities are beneficial:

This report represents the first effort to merge theory, research, and
practice on the experiences of women in STEM in L/L programs at
the nation’s colleges and universities to answer critical questions
about how we can make L/L programs work for women in STEM.

THEIR POTENTIAL FOR
WOMEN IN STEM

•

sustained encouragement from positive faculty
and professional role models and mentors,

•

opportunities to learn collaboratively and
through hands-on research,

•

career exploration and planning,

•

connection to a female peer group,

•

learning linked to social and political issues, and

•

course content that is more inclusive of women.

L/L programs, through their student-centered practices
providing a supportive climate that emphasizes curricular and
co-curricular offerings and students’ meaningful interactions
with peers, faculty, and staff, thus hold special promise in
enriching the experiences of women in STEM disciplines.

MAKING THEM WORK
FOR WOMEN IN STEM

01.

How can L/L programs facilitate the success of
female undergraduates in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields?

02.

What practical approaches can institutions of higher
education adopt in their efforts to create new L/L
programs—and strengthen existing ones—with the purpose
of better meeting the needs of women in STEM?

03.

In essence, what makes a L/L program effective
in its efforts to further the advancement of its
female participants majoring in STEM fields?

This report presents empirical findings concerning the
experiences and educational outcomes of women in STEM
majors participating in various types of L/L programs. In doing
so, it aims to make available sound practical recommendations
that faculty and professional staff can use in strengthening
and developing L/L programs tailored to facilitating the
success of female undergraduates in STEM fields.
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Early Roots

Living/Learning Programs

Living/Learning Programs

The predecessors of L/L programs, residential colleges, date
back to the earliest higher education institutions in the United
States, taking their inspiration from the English college model
represented by Oxford and Cambridge. From the earliest
moments of higher education history, the idea of students
and faculty living and learning together within the walls of
the residence hall was understood as a centrally important
element of students’ educational experiences. And while the
residential college movement came under criticism at various
points in history, leading to the creation of large research
universities based on the German model of the university,
the potential of the residential learning experience was again
and again recognized. The most prominent manifestation
of this recognition was represented by the important role
attached to the residential experience at Ivy League institutions
and, later, by the growing popularity of L/L programs.

An additional source of influence in the recent L/L movement
can be traced to the increased importance assigned to the
educational potential of learning communities, communities
that stress the ideals of liberal education, connected knowledge,
student-centered education, democratic values, and frequent,
meaningful interactions between students and teachers.
The most widely recognized origin of modern-day learning
communities is Alexander Meiklejohn’s Experimental
College at the University of Wisconsin, which operated
from 1927 to 1932 and offered an organized educational
program for the first two years of college education .

EARLY ROOTS

MODERN DAYS
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TODAY’S L/L PROGRAMS
Today, L/L programs have become a popular presence on
college campuses across the United States. The National Study
of Living Learning Programs, conducted at 46 institutions
of higher education reported the existence of as many as
613 L/L programs. Most L/L programs existing currently on
college campuses came into existence in recent years .

2007
AGE
OF
LIVING
/
LEARNING
PROGRAM
2007
AGE OF LIVING / LEARNING PROGRAM

5555
%%
2929
%%
16%
16%

4 YEARS
< 4 <YEARS

4–9 YEARS

4–9 YEARS

> 10 YEARS

> 10 YEARS
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TYPES OF L/L PROGRAMS
L/L programs show considerable variation in their thematic foci.
So far, we have cataloged 41 different types of L/L programs,
which can be clustered in to 17 broad categories. These include:
•

Civic & Social Leadership Programs,

•

Honors Programs,

•

Leisure Programs,

•

Transition Programs (e.g., first-year experience programs),

•

Types of L/L Programs

Living/Learning Programs

CHALLENGES AND
OPPORTUNITIES
Levine Laufgraben and Shapiro depicted L/L programs
as holding “tremendous promise for creating intellectual
and social communities on campus”. However, they
also pointed to significant challenges, including:
•

establishing successful partnerships between
student affairs and academic affairs units,

Wellness Programs,

•

•

Disciplinary Programs, (e.g., sociology
programs, education programs) and

garnering financial and personnel support
for administering programs,

•

•

Women’s Programs.

ensuring the recruitment and involvement
of committed faculty members,

•

guaranteeing strong program leadership,

•

engaging students in the community represented by programs,

•

providing effective assessment practices, and

•

placing ample emphasis on programmatic innovation

Women in STEM majors participated in all L/L program
types. However, specific programs were offered with a
particular emphasis on STEM. These included:
•

women-only STEM-focused L/L programs, and

•

co-educational STEM L/L programs.

Crafting Successful Living-Learning Programs for Women in STEM: Building Blocks for the Future
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The purpose of this report is to bring into focus practical
approaches to building and strengthening L/L programs for
one student population, undergraduate women in STEM.
Above all, the recommendations presented in the manual are
rooted in the recognition that the development of effective
programmatic practices can only be achieved through an
understanding of both ways in which the potential of L/L
programs can be realized and the challenges addressed.

How This Report is Organized

HOW THIS REPORT
IS ORGANIZED
This report has five main sections, including this introduction:
Results From the National Study of Living Learning
Programs (Chapter 2), where you can learn more about
the research that was used to create this report.

Introduction to Student Learning and Development
Theory (Chapter 3), where you can learn more about how
students learn and develop during the college years,

Linking Theory and Practice (Chapter 4), where you
can see how results from the National Study can be
connected with learning and development theory to
create specific programmatic interventions, and

Building Blocks for Successful Living-Learning Programs
for Women in STEM (Chapter 5), where, after answering
a few questions about STEM L/L programs, we give
you a personalized prescription based on our Best
Practices Building Blocks to improve your program.

RESULTS FROM
THE NATIONAL
STUDY OF
LIVING-LEARNING
PROGRAMS

Results From the National Study of Living-Learning Programs

A Short History
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A SHORT HISTORY
Like most other assessments of L/L programs, the NSLLP began
as a single-institution study at the University of Michigan in 1999.
While developing the Michigan L/L assessment, it became apparent
that what was really needed was a multi-institutional examination
of L/L programs to mitigate the limited generalizability of
single-institution and single-program findings. With an initial
grant from the Association of College and University Housing
Officers International (ACUHO-I) from 2001-2005, a team
of researchers led by Dr. Karen Kurotsuchi Inkelas from the
University of Maryland began the development of a national
study of L/L programs. The original collaborative team included
Aaron M. Brower (University of Wisconsin), William J. Zeller
(University of California, Irvine), Mary Hummel (University
of Michigan), and Merrily Dunn (University of Georgia).

In 2007, the research team fielded the largest-ever NSLLP. With
generous funding from the National Science Foundation (NSF),
the Association of College and University Housing Officers
International, College Student Educators International (ACPA),
and Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education
(NASPA), that year’s National Study involved almost 50
institutions and more than 600 L/L programs nation-wide.

Results From the National Study of Living-Learning Programs
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Schools in the 2007 NSLLP

SCHOOLS IN THE 2007 NSLLP
INSTITUTION

CARNEGIE TYPE

<10

11-20

Arizona State University

Research University very high

}

Baylor University

Research University high

}

Bloomsburg University

Master’s Larger

}

Bowling Green State University

Research University high

}

Clemson University

Research University high

}

Colorado State University

Research University very high

}

Florida State University

Research University very high

George Mason University

Research University high

George Washington University

Research University high

Georgia Southern University

Research University

Illinois State University

Research University

Indiana University

Research University very high

Louisiana State University

Research University very high

}

Lynchburg College

Master’s Small

}

>20

}
}
}
}
}
}
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Schools in the 2007 NSLLP

Miami University (Ohio)

Research University high

}

Michigan State University

Research University very high

}

New Mexico State University

Research University high

}

New York University

Research University very high

Northeastern University

Research University high

Northern Arizona University

Research University high

}

Northern Illinois University

Research University high

}

Ohio State University

Research University very high

Oregon State University

Research University very high

}

Saint Joseph’s University

Master’s Larger

}

San Jose State University

Master’s Larger

}

Seattle University

Master’s Larger

Sonoma State University

Master’s Larger

}

Texas A & M University

Research University very high

}

Texas Woman’s University

Research University

}

University of Arizona

Research University very high

}

University of Colorado, Boulder

Research University very high

}
}

}

}

}
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Schools in the 2007 NSLLP

University of Florida

Research University very high

University of Idaho

Research University high

University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign

Research University very high

}

University of Maryland, Baltimore County

Research University high

}

University of Massachusetts, Amherst

Research University very high

University of Michigan

Research University very high

University of Missouri, Columbia

Research University very high

University of Richmond

Baccalaureate Arts and Sciences

}

University of San Francisco

Research University

}

University of South Carolina

Research University very high

University of Toledo

Research University high

}

University of Washington

Research University very high

}

University of Wisconsin, Madison

Research University very high

}

University of Wisconsin, Whitewater

Master’s Larger

}

Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University

Research University very high

}

Winthrop University

Master’s Larger

}

}
}

}
}

}
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What Concepts Did We Study?

The research team relied upon a conceptual framework known as
the Astin I-E-O college impact model to help guide the design of
the 2007 National Study. This model includes outcomes (student
characteristics after exposure to college), which are thought
to be influenced by both inputs (demographic and pre-college
characteristics, beliefs, and expectations) and environments (the
various programs, policies, relationships with faculty and peers,
and other educational experiences in which students are engaged).

WHAT CONCEPTS
DID WE STUDY?

(I-E-O)

ASTIN’S INPUT ENVIRONMENT OUTCOME MODEL
Inputs

Environment

Output

Results From the National Study of Living-Learning Programs
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Inputs

What Concepts Did We Study?

What Concepts Did We Study?

Because L/L participants come to college with diverse pre-college
perceptions and experiences, or inputs, they respond differently
to the campus environments that influence student outcomes.
The inputs measured by the 2007 National Study included:

The campus environments believed to
shape student outcomes included:

INPUTS

ENVIRONMENTS

Academic and social influences on L/L program participation

Demographics

Academic expectations about STEM courses

High school achievement

Academic major

Pre-college assessment of importance of college
involvement and perceptions of self-confidence

Co-curricular involvement
Confidence in STEM activities
Experiences mentoring others
Faculty interactions
Interactions with peers about diversity
Peer interactions
Perceptions of residence hall climate
STEM mentors
STEM professional development
Study group interactions
Time spent on leisure activities
Use of residence hall resources

Results From the National Study of Living-Learning Programs
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OUTPUT

Finally, the 2007 NSLLP measured a series of
outcomes that participating in an L/L are thought
to help students achieve. These included:
Estimations of academic and social transition to college
Perceptions of intellectual abilities and growth

Output

HOW WE EXECUTED
THE 2007 NSLLP
The 2007 NSLLP had four parts, each with a special focus
on the role that L/L programs may play in facilitating the
success of women in STEM fields. Those parts included:
01.

A survey of L/L programs to conduct a
trend analysis of programs’ features,

02.

A baseline survey of current L/L participants, focusing
on the immediate impact of L/L programs,

03.

A follow-up survey of participants from the 2004 NSLLP to
examine the potential long-term impact of L/L programs; and

04.

Report visits to L/L programs identified
as exemplary by the survey data.

Perceptions of self-confidence
Appreciation of diversity
Sense of civic engagement
Alcohol use and behaviors
Plans to return to institution
Self-reports of cumulative college grade point average
Overall satisfaction and sense of belonging
Drop-out risk

The survey data were collected in 2007, and the campus
report visits took place in 2008. It is important to
note that this report only presents the quantitative
findings from the 2007 NSLLP baseline survey.

Results From the National Study of Living-Learning Programs
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The Student Survey

THE STUDENT SURVEY
Using lists provided by participating institutions, two groups of
students were contacted: (a) those participating in L/L programs,
and (b) a comparison sample made up of students not participating
in a L/L program, but demographically similar to L/L participants.

Sample

Sample Size

Total
Responses

Response
Rate

Living-Learning
Sample

48,938

11,606

23.7%

Comparison
Sample

61,744

10,913

17.7%

Total

110,682

22,519

20.3%

After receiving approval from each institution, students were
contacted in Spring, 2007 via email to complete the Webbased student survey. Students had approximately five weeks
to respond to their survey invitation, and students who did
not respond or who had incomplete surveys received up to
three reminder emails asking them to complete the survey.
Schools were encouraged to offer an incentive (e.g., bookstore
or local business gift certificates) to encourage participation.
Data in the 2007 NSLLP baseline survey were weighted to ensure
that the characteristics of respondents match the characteristics
of the original sample provided to us by the participating
institutions. This helps ensure that accurate generalizations can
be made about the conclusions reached in this study. Institutions’
data were weighted by one or several of the following student
characteristics: gender, race/ethnicity, and class standing.

Results From the National Study of Living-Learning Programs
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THE WOMEN IN OUR STUDY
Most of the data on this report is based
on women from four groups:
Women participants in women-only STEM L/L programs,
Women participants in co-educational STEM L/L programs,
Women participants in any other type (“nonSTEM”) of L/L program, and
Women living in a traditional residence
hall (i.e., not in a L/L program).

There were a total of 14 women-only STEM L/L programs
in our study and 78 co-educational STEM L/L programs.
All other women in our study were either in traditional
residence halls, or in one of the almost 500 other L/L
programs in the study that did not have a STEM focus.

The Women in Our Study

Results from a Four-Campus Case Study

WHAT WE STUDIED

The NSLLP also conducted a case study of four institutions
in Spring 2008 to examine more closely the elements of
effective living-learning programs, particularly those
who cater directly to women in STEM majors. The
following research questions guided this study:
What are the empirically-based best practices for
developing, implementing, and assessing L/L programs?
How do students, staff, faculty, administrators, and
other stakeholders articulate these best practices?
What conceptual model best illustrates these best practices?

Results From the National Study of Living-Learning Programs
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The Reports for the Case Studies

Results from a Four-Campus Case Study

THE REPORTS FOR THE
CASE STUDIES

THE REPORTS FOR THE
CASE STUDIES

Because we wished to study exemplary L/L programs, we
used the 2004 and 2007 NSLLP survey data to help us identify
which programs included students with the strongest average
outcomes on a number of factors, including the transition
to college, cognitive development, and sense of belonging. In
addition, because the NSLLP consisted of over 600 different
L/L programs encompassing 41 different themes, we felt it
important to compare L/L programs of similar themes (i.e.,
comparing apples to apples) across the four campuses in
our case study. One theme in particular that we chose to
investigate was programming serving women in STEM fields.

Based on the above criteria, we selected
four campuses for the case study:
Mid-Atlantic University is a mid-sized public research university
near a city center in the Mid-Atlantic with a substantial minority
student enrollment, 17 percent of which is African American.
A residential campus, Mid-Atlantic has a substantial Housing
division, but there is a fluid movement on- and off-campus by its
students. Mid-Atlantic University hosts eight L/L programs on
its campus, including a women-only STEM-based L/L program.
Midwestern University is a mid-sized public residential
university in a small town in the Midwest known for its
curricular innovation. Midwestern University offers 15 L/L
programs, including a women-only STEM-based L/L program.

Results From the National Study of Living-Learning Programs
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Southern Mid-City University is a large public university
in the Southeast in a mid-sized city. Its Housing division
is quite large, and includes 13 L/L programs, one of which
was a women-only STEM-based L/L program.
Southern Rural University is a mid-sized public university in
a rural setting in the Southeast, but not in the same state as
Southern Mid-City. Southern Rural University also hosted
13 L/L programs (again, including a women-only STEMbased L/L program). All report visits occurred in the spring
of 2008, and each report visit lasted two or three days each,
with three NSLLP researchers conducting each report visit.

How we Collected and Analyzed the Case Study Data

Results from a Four-Campus Case Study

HOW WE COLLECTED
AND ANALYZED THE
CASE STUDY DATA

Prior to each report visit, respective institutional and LLP
webreports were thoroughly consulted. A gatekeeper was
identified at each report, typically a senior Housing/Residence
Life. This gatekeeper obtained various documents we requested,
and arranged our report visit schedule. All interviews and
focus groups were audio recorded and transcribed; in addition,
all NSLLP researchers at the reports took fieldnotes.
Analysis of the data followed Stake’s multiple case study
procedures. Data from the individual reports were coded
separately first, with NSLLP researchers meeting weekly
to compare and collapse codes as well as discuss emergent
findings. Then, individual case study reports were written
for each report. Then, to conduct the cross-case analysis, the
sub-groups shifted from a school, or case, perspective to one
that focused on particular themes. Examining these themes
as a set, a cross-case analysis was performed and written.

Results From the National Study of Living-Learning Programs
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HOW WE COLLECTED
AND ANALYZED THE
CASE STUDY DATA

Several procedures were implemented to develop trustworthiness
of the analytical procedures. First, both the individual school
reports and cross-case reports were edited by NSLLP research
team members who were different from the authors and
who did not have an intimate familiarity with the report.
Second, when possible, evidence was triangulated among
the interview, focus group, observation, and documentation
data. Finally, the gatekeeper at each institution was
sent a copy of the individual school reports and asked
to provide feedback as a form of member checking.

How we Collected and Analyzed the Case Study Data

THEMES FROM THE
MULTIPLE CASE STUDY
We identified 14 themes that emerged from the case study data.

ACADEMIC AFFAIRS – STUDENT
AFFAIRS PARTNERSHIPS
We initially theorized that effective living-learning programs
would be supported by a formal, institutionalized partnership
between Academic Affairs and Student Affairs. Overall, creating
and maintaining partnerships remained a challenge across
all the institutions. Each institution approached partnerships
between Student Affairs and Academic Affairs in a unique
way that reflected the larger institutional culture and context.
We expand upon this theoretical proposition in greater detail
in a subsequent section, under “Parallel Partnerships.”

Results From the National Study of Living-Learning Programs
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Themes from the Multiple Case Study

CHAMPIONS

RESOURCES

We theorized that effective L/L programs would have champions
and allies at multiple levels, including among students, faculty,
and administrators. While champions were identifiable at
all four institutions, there was considerable variation in the
roles played by these individuals and in their relevance at the
institution-wide and program-specific levels. At three of the four
institutions studied, high-level administrators were specifically
mentioned as influential allies for their L/L programs. Faculty
members were also mentioned as champions, particularly of
individual L/L programs at Mid-Atlantic University, Midwestern
University, and Southern Mid-City University. The other group
most frequently identified as champions of L/L programs were,
unsurprisingly, staff in residence life and housing and programspecific staff. Few areas of distinction were noted among the
institutions. The most apparent was that although we had
theorized that champions would include individuals from
multiple levels, students were not often identified as champions.

Resources for L/L programs were examined across three domains:
financial, space, and staff. Financial support was the most
salient and discussed resource among all constituents. Most
comments related to financial support were framed around
specific living-learning programs, rather than the entire entity
of programs at a school. Whereas some programs had robust
financial resources, other programs were scarcely funded.
In addition to discussing the volume of funding, sources of
financial support were also highlighted; while most L/L programs
garnered funding from Housing or Residence Life Programs,
they were differentially funded by academic sources, which
tended to lead to the disparity in total budgets. Space allocation
(e.g., rooms large enough for social gatherings, availability of
computer labs) was more salient for students rather than staff,
although both mentioned the importance of space distribution.
Personnel resources were not readily discussed, although a
few comments were made regarding specific programs.

Results From the National Study of Living-Learning Programs
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STRUCTURE
Although we understood that L/L program structures would vary
widely when we developed theoretical propositions, we theorized
that effective L/L programs would purposefully train, designate
responsibilities, and maintain routine communication with
living-learning stakeholders. Areas of responsibility within L/L
programs were discussed from a variety of lenses. Most responses
focused on delineation of roles among paraprofessionals (i.e.,
student staff such as RAs). Many programs ran with relatively
small staffs, and the uneven balance between numerous
responsibilities and few personnel may have fostered an unhealthy
working environment for some living-learning staff. Discussion
of effective communication included dialogue across Student
and Academic Affairs stakeholders, as well as across staff levels
(e.g., from L/L program directors to hall directors to RAs).
Although not highly discussed, several comments were made in
regard to staff training for L/L programs. All responses related
to training overwhelmingly emphasized the insufficiency of
training for staff. Although residence life staff received training
for residential living in general, no schools or programs discussed
specific training for L/L program staff. Similarly, faculty
reported hardly any training at all for their L/L program roles.

Themes from the Multiple Case Study

FACULTY INVOLVEMENT AND
FACULTY-PEER INTERACTION
From their inceptions, L/L programs on the campuses within
our study have relied on faculty to champion their creation,
design program experiences, and advocate for their continued
existence. A commonality among the institutions was the
involvement of faculty in the L/L programs’ administrative
components: faculty maintained formalized, positional roles
by serving as L/L program directors. Faculty also tended to be
involved with L/L programs administratively through advisory
councils or boards. Not surprisingly, a prevalent form of faculty
involvement within L/L programs included teaching courses.
Another common theme among the institutions was the
diversity of involvement among faculty within the co-curricular
aspects of the L/L programs. Although faculty members’
motivations for becoming involved with L/L programs on the
four campuses were not explicitly explored, it was evident that
some faculty possessed great enthusiasm for their involvement.
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Across all the cases, the interactions between students and
faculty primarily occurred within the academic context of the
L/L program, such as classes and other programmatic elements
of the program that were sponsored by the academic college
or department. While some individual faculty took on greater
mentoring roles outside the confines of the official livinglearning programming, the great majority of the student-faculty
interaction did not occur in informal or co-curricular contexts.

COMMON INTERESTS
We theorized that L/L program students should share
common interests, and in general, students’ motivations to
join L/L programs included: a desire to be with likeminded
peers who share their academic interests, a wish for social
acceptance, and a hope to ease the transition to college by
joining a community that makes a large university feel more
intimate. Often, these motivations worked in tandem as well:
the shared academic interests of students led to feelings of
safety and social acceptance among like-minded peers.
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LEARNING OUTCOMES
AND ASSESSMENT
Most schools had begun discussing learning outcomes and
assessment as an important venture, but at the time of the
report visit, very little action had occurred. Many personnel
affirmed the need and importance of learning outcomes, but few
explicit learning outcomes were clearly articulated. Within one
school, other measures (i.e., graduation rates, obtaining Honors
certificates) were incorrectly labeled as learning outcomes, thus
we inferred that they may have been unfamiliar with defining
and assessing learning outcomes for L/L programs. Due to our
decision to focus on programs emphasizing civic engagement
and international/cultural experiences, among others, it is no
surprise that numerous L/L programs in our study informally
articulated the importance of fostering cultural competence, the
appreciation of cultural diversity, and increased engagement with
one’s community as learning outcomes for their students. However,
as was previously noted, most programs had not established
formal mechanisms to observe or measure these outcomes.
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ACADEMIC SUPPORT, SOCIAL
SUPPORT, AND PEER INTERACTION

throughout their college experience. Students reported feelings
of acceptance, approval, and understanding from fellow residents
and in some cases expressed that their halls were the only places
on campus where they felt comfortable being themselves.

Regardless of whether a L/L program was focused on a particular
academic or curricular theme, the general sentiment was
that students benefited academically from involvement in the
community. The proximity of peers who were studying similar
fields, enrolled in the same courses, or interested in related
topics and issues helped to provide students with an abundance
of physical and human resources. From an ease in forming
study groups to an open ear after a difficult test or project,
having neighbors and hall mates who were engaged in similar
studies helped students to overcome academic challenges which
might have otherwise been overly daunting or difficult.

CURRICULAR PROGRAMMING

In addition to the extensive academic support that students
received as a result of their involvement in L/L programs,
they also enjoyed varying degrees of social support within the
community. Students reported a high level of companionship
and camaraderie with their fellow residents due to similar
curricular and co-curricular interests. The friendships and bonds
that were formed as a result of involvement in L/L programs
were of extreme importance and significance to these students

In determining the structure and level of curricular programming
that accompany the L/L program experience, administrators
considered the existing course load and other academic demands
placed on the students enrolled in the program. However, in
those programs where enrollment in the curricular offerings
was optional, administrators found it difficult to maintain a
level of consistency or cohesion in their courses from year-toyear. These inconsistencies had a seemingly negative effect
on the perceived quality of the programming options.

While some universities placed a larger emphasis on the
integration of a curricular component into L/L programs
at the meta-level, other institutions left decisions on the
incorporation of curricular programming up to specific
programs. Among those institutions that placed a strong
emphasis on the inclusion of curricular programming into their
L/L programs, the diversity and array of opportunities ran the
gamut from highly involved to more passive programming.
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CO-CURRICULAR PROGRAMMING

LIVING-LEARNING FADS

Whereas co-curricular programming in many L/L programs
focused around academic or curricular-based themes, programs
in other communities showed that residents preferred a more
informal, social program structure. A common component of
co-curricular programming was that it was almost entirely
student-run and developed within the communities. The
presence of these self-initiated events helped to ensure that
the co-curricular programming met the needs of the specific
residential populations. By providing students with this sense of
initiative and ownership over their co-curricular programming,
the programs became both more organic and more rewarding
for the students who were planning and participating in them.
As was the case with the curricular programming in these L/L
programs, the variety and diversity of co-curricular programming
ran the gamut from solely academic to purely social.

One finding that emerged from Southern Rural University’s case
that reflected a unique attitude toward L/L programs by a senior
administrator. This high-level Student Affairs administrator
noted that the themes around which L/L programs were created
often reflected fads of the times; this individual suggested that as
new fads arose, new L/L programs should be created to supplant
those programs whose themes were no longer in fashion. This
administrator indicated an openness to hear and cultivate
new and fresh ideas from faculty and others, accompanied
by a willingness to re-evaluate and eliminate older programs
for the sake of keeping the L/L programs vital as a whole.
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PARALLEL PARTNERSHIPS
While effective L/L programs do exercise some form of an
Academic and Student Affairs partnership, the form of that
partnership can vary significantly. Some, like Southern Rural
University, had very well integrated and coordinated efforts.
Others, most notably Mid-Atlantic University, operated with
what we have characterized as a “parallel partnership,” in which
the Academic and Student Affairs units divided their labor based
on their level of expertise. Parallel partnerships allowed each
unit to “do what it does best,” often translating to community
building, discipline, and hall programming being handled
by Housing, and courses, faculty involvement, and academic
programming being handled by the Academic department in
the partnership. Regarding Southern Mid-City University’s
partnership between Academic and Student Affairs, one staff
member discussed that L/L programs operate with, “University
Housing providing the residence halls, Residence Life staff, and
administrative support, while one or more faculty members direct
each Living-Learning Community and design its curriculum.”

Themes from the Multiple Case Study

The parallel partnership appeared to be equally as
effective as the integrated partnership, assuming regular
communication between both units. As a senior residential
life administrator at Mid-Atlantic University said,
The best thing we can do for these living-learning communities
is to first of all provide really good communities, and that’s
what we’re good at, that’s what we excel at, that’s what we’re
supposedly experts in, so let’s spend our energies there and let
the academic folks design the academic … learning part of it.
A senior Academic Affairs officer at Southern Mid-City
University offered this perspective on parallel partnership:
Academic Affairs and Student Affairs certainly are still
somewhat separated, but we know that ultimately the
program can’t work without the collaboration of the two.
At their best, the parallel partnerships reflected mutual respect
and trust and offered efficiency and flexibility so that each
partner could enhance their own areas of responsibility. When
not at their best, however, parallel partnerships permitted
mistrust and lack of communication to detract from the
effectiveness of the L/L programs’ development and operations.
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There were some areas of distinctiveness within these broad
themes. For instance, we found that at Southern Rural
University, much of the energy and initiative for building and
maintaining strong collaborative ties were provided by housing
administrators, in particular senior leaders. At Southern
Mid-City University, where we found parallel partnerships,
we found that the academic program provided both the
curricular and co-curricular content of the L/L programs.
One initiative found on three of the four campuses that
facilitated greater collaboration across units and promoted open
communication was the advisory council. At Southern Rural
University, Mid-Atlantic University, and Midwestern University,
these councils typically included representatives from Academic
Affairs, Student Affairs, academic programs, L/L program staff,
and students. These councils also encouraged collaboration
among L/L programs. Overall, these councils allowed trust
to develop and the broader L/L programs to flourish.
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HYPERBONDING
As discussed in Academic Support, Social Support, and Peer
Interaction, we found that L/L program participants developed
strong peer communities that may have been initially built upon
similar academic interests, but typically blossomed into robust
social networks or even oases of social acceptance. However,
in some L/L programs, the student participants demonstrated
an over-exaggerated sense of social connection. In these L/L
programs, the participants were so satisfied with their L/L program
peer groups that they began to isolate themselves from the rest of
the broader campus. Thus, one potentially disadvantageous side
effect of the heightened peer effect that we found is something
that we termed “hyperbonding.” While this increased level of
interaction was not always negative, its presence exemplifies a
potentially challenging social consequence of living-learning
participation. For example, in L/L programs at all four institutions,
students expressed concerns that they might not be able to
successfully make friends on campus outside of their L/L program.
Similarly, many staff noticed that some communities became
insular to the point where students were uncomfortable interacting
with peers from other programs or communities. A student at
Mid-Atlantic University described this connection in saying that
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“it’s such a close community that you’re so much in your
comfort zone, that you don’t want to take a risk of like going
out and meeting new people.”

“Looking around at my closest group of friends here after
only two semesters of school, I can tell that these meaningful
friendships will last a lifetime.”

In some instances, this extraordinary social connection served
to heighten friendships and create a community in which
students were committed both to their fellow residents and to
the community as a whole. This was most frequently observed
in L/L programs focused on global cultures or international
issues. In pairing international students with domestic students
who expressed an interest in global cultures, these programs
brought together residents who held a similar interest but may
have had little else in common. In contrast, L/L programs that
focused on a particular area of study or field of interest tended
to attract a very homogeneous population of students.

Similarly, one RA spoke of a culture in which outgoing students
would leave their linens and other necessities for the incoming
group of international students. Moreover, many residents used
these friendships and networks to branch out and make social
connections with other like-minded individuals at the institution.

As residents in the aforementioned international or cultural
L/L programs brought a diverse array of backgrounds and
interests to the community, hyperbonding in these settings
was more constructive and took the form of dedicated
and committed connections between residents. Students
told stories of friendships that endured even after one
or more of the residents had moved back to their native
country. Throughout the interview process, many students
commented on making friends “for life.” One student said,

In contrast, the relative lack of diversity within other L/L
programs, like women in STEM L/L programs, led residents to
become more insular and self-confined to this smaller social
circle. While this intense connection was a strong support
system for students, it also resulted in negative consequences,
such as disruptiveness in classes and acting out within the
residential community. This was of particular concern within
L/L programs in which participants were required to take the
same academic courses as their fellow residents. As a result, the
intense social bonds between neighbors and peers carried over
into the academic setting, with little distinction between living
quarters and classroom. One staff member noted that residents
in these programs appeared to be more “chatty” and social both
within the residence hall and within the academic classroom.
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Another negative consequence of hyper-bonding was isolation,
as students came to over-rely on support from their livinglearning peers to the exclusion of others at the university. This
relationship support dependence also manifest with L/L program
staff, particularly among residential advisors (RAs). One RA
commented that L/L program participants call upon their RAs
more frequently than traditional residence hall students, noting
that students often do not discuss issues or grievances with
anyone outside of their immediate support circle. He said,

in STEM. Despite the benefits of single-sex women in STEM
programs, the fact that most of these communities included
only female students made the experience quite different from
what the women were likely to encounter after college. Although
this structure appeared to be the norm, some L/L programs
intentionally included male students in the community both
to create a more diverse social and residential environment,
and to provide interested men with the opportunity to
learn more about issues faced by women in STEM fields.

Last year when I was an RA in the regular housing, I left my
number outside my door like, “If you need me, call me,” and they
called me a couple of times when they actually needed me, and
now I receive text messages at like 12:30 1:00 in the morning
like, “Where are you? I need you to go talk to the neighbors,”
and I’m like, “It’s 12:30. Go call the RA on duty,” but…I respond
to it, but they just, it’s just a lot more. They just need me more.

Sometimes, hyperbonding among residents resulted in
disciplinary difficulties, when students disrespected the personal
boundaries of individuals, spread rumors about others through
an already tight-knit community, or participated in illicit
activities. In addition to the over-reliance on living-learning
peers for friendship, this hyperbonding was observed within
the classroom as living-learning students were reported to
be cliquish because of their out-of-classroom relationships,
making non-L/L program student collaboration intimidating
and sometimes disrupting the flow of classroom dynamics.

Students expressed difficulty in forming relationships outside
of the L/L program, as if they had become so comfortable in
their immediate environment that they were afraid to branch
out for fear of what they might find. As a result, it was difficult
for residents to become fully immersed in the larger social
community at the institution. This isolation proved to be
particularly noticeable in L/L programs with a focus on women
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RESIDENT AND PEER ADVISORS

As a senior residential life administrator
at Mid-Atlantic University said,

While effective L/L programs do exercise some form of an
Academic and Student Affairs partnership, the form of that
partnership can vary significantly. Some, like Southern
Rural University, had very well integrated and coordinated
efforts. Others, most notably Mid-Atlantic University,
operated with what we have characterized as a “parallel
partnership,” in which the Academic and Student Affairs
units divided their labor based on their level of expertise.

One potentially powerful source of peer interaction that
remained largely untapped in more than one case involved
the use of resident advisors (RAs) or peer advisors (PAs).
For the most part, RA or PA roles within L/L programs
were defined identically as RA or PA roles in any traditional
residence hall context. Several stakeholders, including RAs or
PAs themselves, noted that much more could have been done
to integrate the in- and out-of-class connections of the L/L
program by using the RA/PA as the conduit.

Parallel partnerships allowed each unit to “do what it does best,”
often translating to community building, discipline, and hall
programming being handled by Housing, and courses, faculty
involvement, and academic programming being handled by the
Academic department in the partnership. Regarding Southern
Mid-City University’s partnership between Academic and
Student Affairs, one staff member discussed that L/L programs
operate with, “University Housing providing the residence
halls, Residence Life staff, and administrative support, while
one or more faculty members direct each Living-Learning
Community and design its curriculum.” The parallel partnership
appeared to be equally as effective as the integrated partnership,
assuming regular communication between both units.

One RA at Southern Mid-City University articulated her
awareness of the difficulties of being in a specific L/L program.
Regarding her role, she said, “I think sometimes keeping them
positive about their classes [is harder ... [I just remind them,
‘“Hey, this is a great opportunity for you. You gotta stick with
it.’” Moreover, administrators and students at Mid-Atlantic,
Midwestern, and Southern Rural Universities noted that
community building and mentoring was vastly more effective
when the RA or PA was a former participant in that L/L program.
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Discussions regarding living-learning program structure
revolved around several main issues. Many practitioners,
especially paraprofessionals like the RAs and PAs, described
their frustration with vague and ambiguous role definitions.
For example, at Southern Rural University, the RAs and the
PAs in the L/L programs were employed for different purposes.
Although students had difficulty differentiating between the
paraprofessional roles, they found all to be useful. Similarly,
staff at Midwestern University defined the first year advisor
role as complicated and overwhelming, albeit significant and
crucial for the programs’ successes. Similarly, professional staff
commented that the multiple responsibilities associated with
their job were often difficult to juggle. Finally, it is important to
note that RAs and PAs assigned to living-learning floors were
often given no additional training about the unique qualities of
L/L program students versus traditional residence hall residents.
Rather than receiving formal training, one STEM
L/L program RA viewed her meetings with program
administrators as an informal orientation, saying:
I met with [program administrators] before the semester
began to kind of go over the goals of the community and just
kind of get to know them also, just to make sure that we’re
all on the same page as far as goals and aspirations for the
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program, and it helped serve as kind of an orientation for me.
Lack of training might help to explain why the RAs and PAs
deemed to be the most effective were often former participants
in those L/L programs: these students already had a working
knowledge of the respective living-learning programs.
Asked if an academic background in a STEM field was a
prerequireport for a STEM L/L program RA, the assistant firstyear advisor of an L/L program at Midwestern University replied,
Typically that’s one criteria that we do look for, but it’s not
required…An interest though is required, and so we do have
a fourth-year RA who actually used to be in [the STEM
L/L program] when she was a first-year student, but now
has changed to business and will graduate with a business
degree…so it’s more of an interest or a desire to be a part of the
community that we kind of definitely look for, but then if they
do have a science background, that’s just an added bonus.
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However, we might infer that RAs or PAs without such
previous experiences may be at a disadvantage when
working with a L/L program population. Although RAs
can demonstrate a commitment to program missions
outside of their academic discipline, professional staff often
sought to select RAs with similar degree programs.
In Chapter 2, we presented Astin’s (1993) “input-environmentoutput” (I-E-O) college impact model, the conceptual framework of
the NSLLP. After a description of the research methods utilized in
the quantitative and qualitative portions of the study, we discussed
the major findings of our analyses, describing the demographic and
academic background characteristics of the sample, differences
in outcomes for women participating in four kinds of residential
settings (women-only STEM L/L, coeducational STEM L/L, nonSTEM L/L, and traditional residence hall), and the results of
multivariate statistical analyses examining specifically the L/L
program-related and other college environments that influence
the attainment of various social and academic outcomes among
women in STEM fields. The final section of chapter 2 discussed the
findings of the qualitative multiple case study of high-performing
L/L programs at four institutions of higher education. Specifically,
results concern the major themes of “academic affairs-student
affairs partnerships,” “champions,” “resources,” “structure,”
“faculty involvement and faculty-peer interaction,” “common
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interests,” “learning outcomes and assessment,” “academic support,
social support, and peer interaction,” “curricular programming,”
“co-curricular programming,” “living-learning fads,” “parallel
partnerships,” “hyperbonding,” and “resident and peer advisors.”
Chapter 3 reviews relevant developmental theories with a specific

focus on the areas of vocational, cognitive, moral, and identity
development. These theories not only help explain the findings
from the quantitative and qualitative portions of the NSLLP,
but also assist L/L program professionals in creating effective
L/L programming and environments that help women in STEM
students succeed during their college careers and beyond.

UNDERSTANDING
CHANGE
IN STUDENTS:
THEORY

Understanding Change in Students: Theory

38

Vocational Personalities

In this section, we briefly review theories that help describe how
students change during the college years, tailoring our observations
for those who work in STEM settings. First, we focus on theories
that help explain how students develop their career plans. Then,
we turn to theories that may be particularly relevant to women,
whether or not they intend to major or work in a STEM field.

in scientific inquiry and individual problem solving,

Career Development

the enterprising type (E), characterized by an
interest in leading others and an orientation
toward achievement and attainment, and

VOCATIONAL PERSONALITIES
In his Theory of Vocational Personalities and Work Environments,
John Holland argued that a person’s success and happiness at work
depends on how well she fits with the workplace environment
that is made up of the “vocational personalities” of coworkers .

the artistic type (A), characterized by creativity,
generativity, and imagination,
the social type (S), characterized by
engaging with, and serving, others,

the conventional type (C), characterized by an interest in
administration or systemization, typically in office settings.

REALISTIC

The six vocational personalities that Holland identified
are listed below. Holland also arranged the types along
the arcs of the circle, indicating types he thought
were more closely related to one another.
the realistic type (R), characterized by an interest in
mechanical systems, natural settings, and physical work,

INVESTIGATIVE

!
CONVENTIONAL

HOLLAND

(

the investigative type (I), characterized by an interest

"
ENTERPRISING

SOCIAL

ARTISTIC
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Social Cognitive Career Theory

It is important to remember that Holland’s notion of personenvironment fit works in both directions. Although misfit can
suppress performance (and therefore satisfaction), alignment
between personality and environment may enhance it: vocational
and academic environments encourage the expression of
domain-appropriate behaviors and values by providing a venue
in which behaviors and values can be learned and rewarded .

These various forms of learning factors have a powerful ability
to influence beliefs about personal capacity for success (selfefficacy) and to shape expectations for the future if a various
career path is chosen (outcome expectations), which help drive
personal interest in the activities related to a specific field and,
ultimately, an individual’s unique occupational trajectory,
including their goals and the steps taken to achieve them.

Career Development

Lent and his colleagues were quick to note that, although
vocational development happens “within” a person, external
factors are also influential. Sometimes, these outside forces are
helpful, such as positive messages about an individual’s ability,
the importance of earning a degree, or opportunities to explore
different disciplines and the workplace. Other forces may be
limiting, including social messages that demarcate the professions
on the basis of demography, economic conditions that alter
individuals’ work-related utility judgments, and culture. Not
surprisingly, these factors are often particularly salient when a
choice-point looms, such as when a student is choosing a major .

SOCIAL COGNITIVE
CAREER THEORY
In Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT), scholars Lent, Brown,
and Hackett argued that, like all forms of learning, choosing
a particular vocation is a social process. They believe that a
person absorbs social messages about certain jobs (e.g., “basic
research does not improve the human condition”), observes
others’ vocational choices and evaluate the consequences (e.g.,
“most women I see who have chosen to go on the tenure-track
are not raising a family”), and develops self-judgments, realistic
or otherwise, about his or her own capacity to achieve vocational
successes (e.g., “I guess my high school calculus teacher was
right, I’m just not meant to do something that involves math”).
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PERRY’S THEORY
Starting in 1954, William Perry and his colleagues began
longitudinal work at Harvard and Radcliffe, documenting
changes in undergraduates’ ways of thinking. Students
were interviewed at the end of each school year, ultimately
yielding descriptions of students’ change over time .
What emerged was a description of this change as being marked
by nine “positions,” points of stability in an otherwise forwardevolving process. The first of these six positions described different
ways of making meaning, while the final three focused on the
interplay between cognitive complexity and ethical development.
Perry’s first position is referred to as basic dualism. In this position,
the individual views knowledge as absolute, with right and wrong
answers existing to all questions. Importantly, knowledge resides
in acknowledged authorities. The learner’s role is to acquire
that knowledge, primarily through memorization. Because they
cannot be authorities, peers have no role in the learning process.

Perry’s Theory

Perry’s second position is called multiplicity pre-legitimate.
This stage is typified by the learner’s growing awareness that
authorities appear to disagree about the nature of some knowledge.
Because the learner still has not developed agency for his or her
own ability to validate knowledge claims, the goal of learning is
to not simply memorize a single right answer, but to determine
the appropriate right answer for the present authority.
Perry’s third position is referred to as early multiplicity. At
this stage of development, the learner is increasingly aware
of uncertainty in certain domains of knowledge, even among
authorities. A belief that absolute knowledge is possible, however,
still remains. As a result, uncertainty is viewed as a problem to
be solved. In this stage, the goal of learning is the acquisition of
techniques that will help the student discover right answers.
Perry’s fourth position is called late multiplicity. Confronted
with an overwhelming number of cases in which certainty is
impossible, the learner comes to see all truth as unknowable. This
new perspective is typically operationalized in one of two ways:
(a) an inclusive stance that argues that because all knowledge is
potentially equally valid, no one can be shown to be absolutely
wrong or (b) an oppositional stance arguing that because no
truth can ever be found, no one else’s views can be shown to be
more right than one’s own. Not surprisingly, students who adopt
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more oppositional stances have less use for authorities or peers
in their learning, while those who adopt more inclusive stances
are more likely to value others’ views in the learning process.
In Perry’s fifth position of relativism, the learner acknowledges
that, although uncertainty exists, not all knowledge claims
are of equal value. The relative “rightness” of knowledge can
vary between individuals and, within one individual, between
contexts. As a result, the goal of learning is not to unquestioningly
adopt the perspective of others, but instead to learn how to
discern between competing knowledge claims. In this stage,
faculty and peers are important components of the learning
process, as both serve as potential sources of knowledge claims
to consider and as partners with which to test those claims.
Perry’s sixth position, commitment foreseen, serves as the bridge
between those developmental positions that Perry viewed as
cognitively-focused and those he viewed as being ethical in nature.
No specific changes to knowledge structures are hypothesized
to occur in this stage. Instead, students begin to recognize that,
as they reach personal determinations about what knowledge is
“right for them,” they also implicitly have identified a personal
ethic that should guide future behaviors and actions.

Women’s Ways of Knowing

As Perry’s theory became more well-known and used more
frequently, other authors began to critique his work. In positions
seven through nine, known collectively as commitment, learners
make choices, have those choices challenged, and continue
to refine their own personal perspectives and beliefs.
In particular, some wondered about its applicability to women:
although both men and women participated in Perry’s initial
data collection, only information from the Harvard men was
used in the theory’s description. Not surprisingly, work to better
understand the cognitive development of women began.

Cognitive Development

WOMEN’S WAYS OF KNOWING
Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule offered a response
to Perry’s model in their book Women’s Ways of Knowing. To
understand the cognitive development of women, they argued, it
is necessary to begin from the standpoint that women’s learning
is grounded not in a particular place (e.g., the classroom), but
in a particular context: the interpersonal relationship.
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Women’s Ways of Knowing

To develop their theory, Belenky et al. interviewed a diverse
group of women, ranging from students enrolled at Ivy
League institutions to women using rural health care clinics.
Each interview began with a simple question: “Looking
back, what stands out for you over the past few years?” Using
recent events to explore what meaning women had made
from their experiences, the authors developed a model of
women’s development that included five “perspectives.”

Belenky et al.’s third perspective of subjective knowers is
distinguished by the centrality of women’s own experience to
making and evaluating knowledge claims. While this represents
a significant shift in a woman’s ability to see herself as capable
of making meaning on her own, subjective knowing has at
least one negative consequence: Because only knowledge
claims that are consistent with a woman’s own experience are
viewed as valid, others’ discrepant views are discounted.

The first perspective identified by Belenky et al. was that of the
silent knower. The rarest form of knower, women who operated
from the silent perspective expressed a profound vulnerability.
They felt as if they had no voice, and that all knowledge came
from outside authorities. These women reported little hope
of understanding what authorities presented, and believed
that what was presented to them as truth had to be obeyed.

Women who employ Belenky et al.’s fourth perspective, procedural
knowing, stand in stark contrast to their peers who are subjective
knowers. While subjective knowers rely almost entirely upon
intuition, procedural knowers are reasoned and analytical. This
perspective is entitled “procedural” knowing because its focus is
on the actual mechanism by which women gather knowledge.
Two subtypes were identified. The first, the separate knower,
operates from a position of objectivity, keeping the thing to be
known at a distance until it can be mastered. The second, the
connected knower, operates from a position of “fusion,” becoming
acquainted with what is to be known until it can be understood.

Belenky et al.’s second perspective was that of the received
knower. Women operating from this perspective were
conscious of their own voice, but did not believe they
could create knowledge themselves. Received knowers
saw themselves as being fundamentally empty of
knowledge—even self-knowledge—and described knowledge
acquisition as listening to others to receive truth.

Belenky et al.’s fifth perspective, constructed knowing, represents
a middle-ground between subjective and procedural knowledge.
Described by the authors as “an effort to reclaim the self by
attempting to integrate knowledge that they felt was personally
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important with knowledge they had learned from others,” , women
operating from this perspective view knowledge as something
that is self-constructed, and what is known is intimately joined
to one’s sense of self. The authors noted that women operating
from the perspective of constructed knowing were typically highly
reflective, and guided by an ethic that called them to assist others.
Belenky et al. offered the reader a number of caveats to consider
as they weigh the use of the theory presented in Women’s Ways
of Knowing. Importantly, they did not view the perspectives
as being stage-based: one need not begin in silence, for
example, before adopting the perspective of a received knower.
Second, they noted that because they interviewed no men as
part of their work, they cannot evaluate its applicability to
men. Finally, they acknowledged that their five perspectives
are unlikely to capture the experience of all women.

An Important Factor for Women in STEM

Moral Development

AN IMPORTANT FACTOR
FOR WOMEN IN STEM
Although moral development may seem an unlikely topic to
discuss in the context of promoting women’s success within
the STEM disciplines, our interviews with women suggest
that it is relevant: We have been impressed by the number of
participants who have told us that they gravitated toward fields
and specialties where their work results in direct, observable
benefits to others. Understanding processes of moral development
as a mechanism for understanding how students, staff, and
faculty—male and female alike—engage in the classroom, the
laboratory, and the workplace is, in our view, important as we
consider how best to engage those parties in meaningful change.
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KOHLBERG’S THEORY
Because Kohlberg viewed the underpinnings of moral reasoning
as depending heavily upon an individual’s cognitive structures,
his theory—like that of Perry—characterized development
as stage-wise, invariant, and hierarchical. It describes
three levels of moral reasoning, each with two stages.
In Kohlberg’s first level, referred to as pre-conventional
morality, the individual’s moral perspective is concrete (e.g.,
tangible) and highly focused on the self. That level’s first stage,
heteronomous morality, is characterized by adherence to rules
out of fear of sanction. Importantly, the consequence of a moral
judgment on others is largely irrelevant. In the second stage,
instrumental morality, moral reasoning is still self-focused,
but rather than ignoring others, moral action is designed to
maximize individual gain while minimizing harm to others.
Kohlberg’s second level, conventional morality, is characterized
by moral reasoning that evidences a realization that one has
responsibilities as a member of a social group. His third stage,
interpersonally normative morality, is akin to the Golden Rule.
Moral reasoning and actions are designed to be consistent with the

Kohlberg’s Theory

rules and expectations of important reference groups, ensuring
that one is seen as a member in good standing. Kohlberg’s fourth
stage, social system morality, represents a shift away from receiving
approval from important others or key groups, and toward an
awareness that one has a responsibility to meet the obligations
of the larger society (or social system) in which one lives.
Kohlberg’s third level of moral reasoning, post-conventional
morality, is marked by a perspective that moral reasoning is
driven by a set of superordinate values that are “prior to society.”
Referring to his fifth stage, human rights and social welfare
morality, Kohlberg poreportd that individuals reason on the
basis of an awareness of a larger social contract which demands
the protection of human rights not simply because those rights
are enshrined in law, but because doing so is critical to the
maintenance of a just society. In the sixth and final stage, universal
ethical principle morality, Kohlberg argued that individuals
reason according to some number of universal principles that are
greater than any artifact of culture, including law, tradition, or
custom. (It should be noted that this sixth level has never been
documented empirically, although frequently cited exemplars
include Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and Mohandas Ghandi.)
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GILLIGAN’S THEORY
Like Perry’s theory of cognitive development before it, Kohlberg’s
theory of moral reasoning was eventually exposed to critique
that it was not inclusive of women’s development. Carol Gilligan,
one of Kohlberg’s graduate assistants, became concerned when
research began to reveal that, in tests of moral reasoning using
identical dilemmas, women consistently scored lower than men.
Wondering whether the theory was in some way flawed, she
began her own research focused on women’s moral reasoning.
In Gilligan’s work, two fundamentally different portraits of
men and women emerged as they negotiated interpersonal
relationships. Specifically, Gilligan noted that “male and
female voices typically speak of the importance of different
truths, the former of the role of separation as it defines
and empowers the self, the latter of ongoing processes of
attachment that creates and sustains the human community”
(p. 156). If a man’s moral reasoning is predicated upon rights
and justice, Gilligan contended, a woman’s is based in care.

Gilligan’s Theory

Gilligan’s theory describes three stages, as well as the transitions
from one stage to the next. In the first stage, referred to as
Orientation to Individual Survival, the woman operates from an
egocentric position, focused solely on her own needs and desires.
As she transitions to the second stage, however, the woman
becomes increasingly aware of her attachments to important
others, as well as society’s expectation for her to demonstrate
care to them if she is to receive society’s approbation. This is
referred to as the transition “From Selfishness to Responsibility.”
In the second stage, Goodness as Self-Sacrifice, the pendulum
swings from interest in caring only for one’s self to an
overwhelming interest in care-taking for others. Maintaining
strong interpersonal relationships is key in this stage, and
women often give so much of themselves to others that there is
little energy to attend to one’s own needs or desires. Transition
from this stage, referred to as From Goodness to Truth, signals
a shift to a way of being that cares both for self and others.
In this transition stage, the self—previously subordinated to
others—is legitimized, as is women’s capacity to freely choose
how those interpersonal relationships are negotiated.
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In the final stage of Gilligan’s theory, The Morality of NonViolence, women come to adopt non-violence as their ultimate
moral principle. Holding self and others in equal esteem, at this
stage women operate in such a way so as to avoid causing harm.
Brabeck has contrasted the moralities of care and justice, which,
respectively, underlie Gilligan’s and Kohlberg’s theories. Whereas
the morality of care is concerned with relationships, harmony, and
justice, the morality of justice focuses upon the rights of self and
others, fundamental fairness, and legalities. Personal moral agency,
Brabeck noted, is typified by connection and attachment when care
organizes one’s moral actions, while separation and individuation
are implicated within justice-driven approaches to morality.

Women’s Sense of Self

JOSSELSON’S THEORY
While the theories reviewed above focus on an individual’s
development in discrete domains, such as vocational identity,
cognition, and moral reasoning, Ruthellen Josselson sought to
identify, more generally, how women come to craft a sense of self.
Her work was based upon that of James Marcia , who argued that
identity was forged through self-exploration and commitment
to an identity. The interaction of those processes resulted in

Josselson’s Theory

four identity states: (a) achievement, typified by a process of selfexploration and ultimate commitment, (b) foreclosure, defined
as commitment without substantive exploration, (c) moratorium,
described as a time in which the individual is presently searching
but has yet to make a commitment, and (d) diffusion, which
reflected both a lack of exploration and commitment.
Josselson argued that, for women, those processes were constrained
by gender role expectations. Specifically, she noted: “Society, in
making certain ways of being possible and others impossible or very
difficult, is a powerful agent in shaping identity”. To understand
how society influenced women’s identity development, Josselson
interviewed 60 women who were seniors in college in 1974, and
then conducted follow-up interviews in 1984 and 1996. What
emerged were four gender-specific portraits of Marcia’s ego states.
Pathmakers, Josselson’s term for Marcia’s identity achievers,
were described as pragmatic and reasonable, confident
in the choices they had made in their personal and
professional lives. Pathmakers reported identities that,
while connected to earlier definitions of self, were the freely
chosen products of past developmental choice-points and
represented healthy individuation from family and peers.
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In stark contrast, Josselson’s Guardians—those women Marcia
would have characterized as being in a state of foreclosure—
reported identities that were the product of their relationships
with others. The absence of a personal search for self meant
that these women had internalized traditional gender role
expectations, which for women centered on a responsibility to
family. Because of their wholesale, uncritical acceptance of an
external value system, Josselson argued that Guardians tended
toward self-assurance, and were often rigid and perfectionistic.
Women who were still actively constructing their identity were
referred to as Searchers in Josselson’s theory. Like those in
Marcia’s moratorium, Searchers had not committed to an identity
because they had not yet identified their “right” self. Josselson
noted that these women were imaginative, often with grand
dreams for how their life would unfold, and highly idealistic.
Some Searchers, Josselson noted, became entwined in the process,
exhibiting little forward progress in crafting a sense of self.

Josselson’s Theory

Finally, Josselson described Drifters, women who neither actively
confronted the task of searching for self nor the responsibility for
committing to a way of being, akin to Marcia’s diffuse identity
state. She noted that some Drifters exhibited characteristics of
their Searcher or Guardian peers, exhibiting genuine confusion
over how to craft their identity or the belief that something (or
someone) would act in their life to chart its path, respectively.

CONNECTING
THEORIES
OF STUDENT
DEVELOPMENT TO
KEY FEATURES OF
LIVING LEARNING
PROGRAMS
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In this section, we describe connections between the student
development theories and NSLLP findings presented earlier, with a
central focus on the ways in which the various theories explain our
key findings and the implications they hold for L/L programming.

Lessons from

HOLLAND’S THEORY OF
VOCATIONAL PERSONALITY
For many faculty, staff, and paraprofessionals already working in
living learning programs, the basic lesson of Holland’s Theory
of Vocational Personality is no surprise: a given student’s
“fit” with his or her academic and social environment can
have a substantial impact on whether or not that student will
flourish. Indeed, the general dictum that fit breeds comfort, and
comfort success, is borne out by the results presented earlier:
students’ reports that their hall was academically supportive
was related to a wide range of important STEM outcomes, as
was their frequency of conversations with peers about academic
issues and other measures of hall social environments. This
simple lesson has powerful implications for designing livinglearning programs, which work best when there is a coherent,
educationally-purposive culture shared by all participants.

Holland’s Theory of Vocational Personality

Specifically, we encourage practitioners to:

ACCURATELY AND ACTIVELY
MARKET THE FEATURES AND
GOALS OF YOUR PROGRAM TO
POTENTIAL INCOMING STUDENTS
Given the level of commitment membership in a living-learning
program represents, potential incoming students need access
to realistic portraits of participants’ day-to-day lives. We
recommend this go beyond posting prior-year curricula or
participant biographies to a program webreport, although both
of these can be useful to some students. Depending on the
culture of your institution, potential strategies may include:
•

collaborating with the Housing office to host “overnight”
programs, in which interested students spend the
evening in the residence hall among current students,
getting a preview of life in the community, or

•

working with colleagues in Admissions to have student
representatives from your program available on “junior/
senior visit” days or high-school outreach trips.
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Develop strong selection processes
Equally important in ensuring participant-program fit is the
development of selection processes that allow practitioners
to learn about the traits, interests, and goals of potential
participants. In that way, program directors can help ensure
student expectations and interests are in line with what the
program can reasonably deliver. While the rigor of that selection
process must be carefully matched to program goals and
objectives, useful strategies include asking students to include a
resume of their prior experiences with their program application,
writing a brief essay about how they hope to contribute to
the community, or conducting phone or in-person meetings
with potential participants during the admissions process.

Holland’s Theory of Vocational Personality

Develop and maintain norms that promote
social and academic support, both in
the hall and in the classroom
Because students’ sense that their learning community is
academically and socially supportive is strongly linked to so many
important outcomes—including smooth transition and sense
of belonging—it is critically important that professional and
paraprofessional staff work with learning community members
to develop supportive hall norms. Most residential communities
already have systems in place to create community standards,
but in our experience staff members may give the process of
setting norms and developing systems to maintain them only
cursory attention. It is important to remember that students
who opt to participate in learning communities often have
very high expectations. As such, staff may find it necessary to
spend more time than usual setting and attending to norms.
In particular, staff members are encouraged to address issues
about creating environments conducive to study and, as
appropriate, mutual assistance on projects and assignments. It
is also of paramount importance that staff spend time attending
to issues of multiculturalism and diversity, as our research
suggests this issue, above any other, contributes to students’
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sense that their residential community is socially supportive.
Finally, staff working with residential learning communities
must remember that participants often fail to make distinctions
between what happens in the residential community and what
happens in the classroom. As a result, staff must be prepared to:
01.

assist in the norms-setting process in the classroom, and,
to the extent that they are physically separate spaces

02.

be willing to address in the residential community
floor what happens in the classroom.

Holland’s Theory of Vocational Personality

Promote vocational exploration
Programs that expose students to the work of their chosen
discipline can help students assess their “fit” with STEM itself
and the broad array of work roles within the STEM enterprise,
such as basic science, applied research, production activities, or
service to end-users. Alumni panels and workplace visit days may
be appropriate interventions for first-year students in STEM,
with options for extended placements like internships and coops being offered to second-year students and beyond. Indeed,
results in Table 6 suggest this sort of activity is linked to higher
levels of professional self-confidence, and belief in the likelihood
of STEM degree completion, entering graduate school in a
STEM field, and getting a good job in the STEM workforce.
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SOCIAL COGNITIVE
CAREER THEORY (SCCT)
Perhaps no other theory highlights the importance of the
environment in academic and vocational development as clearly
as SCCT. Developed by Lent et al. , SCCT points to the important
connections between academic and career-related development and
a myriad of contextual factors, such as programs, educational and
other experiences, and interactions with a variety of individuals.
The results of our study indicate that contextual experiences play
an enormous role in the development of women in STEM majors
who participate in L/L programs. Following are some highlights
from the NSLLP results, suggesting powerful ways to enhance
L/L programs in order to support women in STEM fields:

Social cognitive career theory (SCCT)

Encourage academic and career-related
discussions among L/L participants
Academic and career-related discussions with peers are clearly
associated with a range of important outcomes, from smooth
academic and social transition to college to the likelihood a student
attaches to attend graduate school in a STEM field and getting a
good job in STEM. From a practical perspective, programming
that stresses formal and informal peer interactions should be
emphasized, giving women in STEM crucial opportunities and a
safe environment to discuss the opportunities and challenges they
face in their curricular and co-curricular engagement in college.
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Social cognitive career theory (SCCT)

Facilitate interactions among L/L
participants and faculty members

Create academically and socially
supportive residence environments

Interacting with faculty members around issues related to
courses appears to be almost as influential in the development
of female STEM majors as academic and career-related
discussions with peers, holding a positive association with
six outcomes (smooth academic transition; professional selfconfidence; academic self-confidence; and likelihood to finish
STEM degree, to attend graduate school in STEM, and to get
a good job in STEM). These findings point the importance
of not only faculty involvement in L/L programs, but also
creating opportunities for students to discuss their courserelated experiences (in both courses offered in L/L programs
and in the regular college curriculum) with faculty members.

Arguably, discussions with peers and faculty members are greatly
enhanced in the context of academically supportive residence
halls, as indicated in our findings. Indeed, students who noted
that their residence hall was academically supportive also
indicated a smoother academic and social transition; a stronger
sense of belonging, professional self-confidence, and academic
self-confidence; and a higher likelihood they attached to getting
a good job in a STEM field. A socially supportive residence hall
environment (indicated in the outcomes of academic and social
transition and sense of belonging) is also important for L/L
programs, strengthening the chances that women in STEM majors
will have a successful postsecondary experience and career.
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Create a variety of focused programs that address
L/L participants’ academic and social development
L/L programs can support the experiences of women in
STEM fields through focused programming. For example,
providing opportunities to visit the work settings of STEM
professionals is especially important from the perspective of
professional self-confidence and the likelihood of finishing an
undergraduate degree in STEM, attending graduate school in
STEM, and getting a good job in STEM. In addition, involving
women in STEM in high school outreach activities is also
effective in easing students’ social transition to college, and
enhancing their sense of belonging and professional selfconfidence. Lastly, seminars and lectures organized by L/L
programs provide important ways to improve women in STEM
majors’ academic transition and critical thinking skills.

Moral and Ethical Development

Lessons From Perry’s Theory of

MORAL AND ETHICAL
DEVELOPMENT
Perry’s theory of moral and ethical development is especially
useful in explaining why some living learning program
environments lead to positive social and academic outcomes
among undergraduates, while others provide lesser benefits.
College students’ and, in particular, L/L student participants’
development is represented along the continuum of stages
outlined by Perry, from dualism through commitment
foreseen. Understanding these developmental stages provides
L/L program practitioners with valuable knowledge related
to planning various programs and opportunities for students.
Following are several suggestions linking findings from the
NSLLP with student development theory and L/L practice:
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Moral and Ethical Development

Encourage course-related faculty
interactions and make opportunities

Create academically and socially
supportive climates

Because the majority of L/L program participants are firstyear students, many of them are at the dualist stage in Perry’s
developmental schema, where knowledge is often viewed as
right or wrong. As dualists, many L/L participants view faculty
members as experts in the field who can present them with all
the right answers. This explains why L/L participants tend to
benefit from course-related interactions with faculty, as such
interactions give students the opportunity to learn more about
the subject matter from experts to whom they look up as the
absolute bearers of relevant knowledge. Faculty mentorship, on
the other hand, harbors a type of student-faculty interaction
that may reach beyond course content and it is likely that
students at the dualist stage may not be ready to engage in
such mentoring interactions with faculty. This, however, does
not mean that opportunities for faculty mentoring should not
be created for those students who have advanced beyond the
dualist stage. In fact, such opportunities should be available
and encouraged with a view to students’ future development,
as they become more open to relativist views of knowledge.

Interacting with faculty members around issues related to
courses appears to be almost as influential in the development
of female STEM majors as academic and career-related
discussions with peers, holding a positive association with
six outcomes (smooth academic transition; professional selfconfidence; academic self-confidence; and likelihood to finish
STEM degree, to attend graduate school in STEM, and to get
a good job in STEM). These findings point the importance
of not only faculty involvement in L/L programs, but also
creating opportunities for students to discuss their courserelated experiences (in both courses offered in L/L programs
and in the regular college curriculum) with faculty members.
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Moral and Ethical Development

Create academically and socially
supportive residence environments

Intentionally integrate L/L program
activities in the classroom and beyond

As undergraduates advance through the stages of development
proposed by Perry, they open up to different perspectives on
what knowledge means, becoming more interested in diverse
viewpoints and gradually accepting the importance of relativistic
views of knowledge. Academically and social supportive residence
hall environments play a central role in strengthening students’
developing beliefs in diverse perspectives and such environments
are crucial in supporting L/L participants’ growing interest in more
relativistic notions of knowledge and learning. In order to achieve
these goals, worthwhile activities for L/L programs include:

Helping students see that learning can occur anywhere,
including in and outside of the classroom, is also in line with
the movement Perry described in students’ development
toward a relativistic view of knowledge. It is, therefore,
important for L/L program practitioners to recognize that
learning can take place in student rooms and lounges, during
workshops, on cultural outings, while confirming community
service, etc. With this in mind, L/L programs should:

•

•

Creating opportunities (e.g., lectures, workshops, or
meetings) for students to engage in conversations
around complex issues in a supportive environment,
with the participation of faculty members,
Establishing support for diversity as one of the
foundational values of L/L programs through mission
statements and student-centered activities.

•

Take a broad view of knowledge and design a variety
of opportunities for students to be exposed to an
engage in learning in a wide range of setting, including
those in the classroom and outside of it.

•

In the context of STEM specifically, it is especially
important to involve women in professional STEM
settings, where they can gain a more hands-on
understanding of their fields and future professions.
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WOMEN’S DEVELOPMENT
Above, we reviewed theories of women’s cognitive development,
moral development , and identity development. Perhaps the
most important lesson from these theories for L/L program
practitioners is that women’s development can take many
shapes and forms, suggesting that a one-size-fits-all model will
not address the needs of all undergraduate women in STEM
fields. For example, while some women students might act with
strong confidence in their academic and professional choices
(Josselson’s pathbreakers), others might be engaged in a more
intense process of identity exploration (searchers) during their
college years. These theories, then, underscore the importance
of flexibility in L/L programming for women in STEM, taking
into account various pathways of cognitive, moral, and identity
development. Findings from the NSLLP have identified a
variety of L/L practices that afford practitioners this flexibility,
while drawing on some of the major tenets of Belenky et al.’s ,
Gilligan’s , and Josselson’s theories. The following bullet points
summarize the various ways in which L/L programs can align their
practices with women’s development theories in contributing to
important social and academic outcomes among participants:

Women’s Development

Create opportunities for learning in both
academic and non-academic contexts
L/L programs offer a variety of academic learning opportunities
in the setting of classes, interactions around course issues with
faculty and peers, and lectures. For female students, however,
learning in non-academic contexts may be just as important.
Strategies that address this aspect of women’s development include:
•

Organizing informal events in conjunction with classes
and lectures that allow students to discuss issues raised
in academic settings in a more informal environment,

•

Involving faculty members more broadly to be involved
in social events organized by L/L programs,

•

Promoting visits outside of campus, to the work setting of
STEM professionals or professional workshops off campus.
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Strengthen opportunities for interpersonal learning
Although individual learning remains important for all college
students, interpersonal learning is especially important for
women. In order to create these environments, it is important to:
•

Encourage women’s engagement in discussions with
peers and faculty members around a variety of issues
concerning their studies and other matters,

•

Involve resident advisors (RAs) and peer advisors (PAs) in a
broad range of informal and formal activities and events.

Create environments where women feel
academically and socially supported and where
they have opportunities to reach out to others
Academically and socially supportive residence halls emerged as
some of the most powerful contributors to women’s social and
academic outcomes. Creating such environments through careful
planning is thus paramount in L/L programs. In addition, women
also benefit from opportunities where they can act as support
mechanisms to others. Outreach activities to high schools, for
example, represent an off-campus activity that engages women in
learning in novel ways, encouraging them to develop a stronger selfconfidence and sense of belonging. Other strategies may include:

Women’s Development

•

Setting up peer mentoring plans within L/L
programs where women who participated in earlier
years can mentor program participants,

•

Making opportunities for L/L program participants to
reach out to the college community, to other women
interested in STEM fields who would benefit from
interacting with women involved in L/L programs.

In women-only STEM L/L environments, consider
involving men in some programs and activities
Although not all women-only STEM L/L programs in the
NSLLP involved men in their programs and activities, our
findings from the qualitative case study showed that doing so
can create a supportive environment, where women in STEM
majors can engage in social and academic pursuits alongside
men who support their advancement. Men may participate
in specially planned events around academic and career
issues or in a range of social activities in L/L programs.

BUILDING BLOCKS
FOR SUCCESSFUL
LIVING-LEARNING
PROGRAMS FOR
WOMEN IN STEM

Building blocks for successful living-learning programs for women in STEM
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A SHORT QUIZ

In order to learn more about your living-learning program,
we would like to ask you a series of questions about your
program. The questionnaire should only take 10-15 minutes to
complete. We are not storing any of your responses; instead,
we are only using them to compare your living-learning
program to our best practices model later in this chapter.
The questions are based on answers for one living-learning
program as an entity. If you oversee more than one livinglearning program, it would be best to take the quiz multiple
times rather than pooling your responses into one response.
These questions will cover key areas of L/L programming,
including: program goals and objectives, space requirements,
staffing and reporting, faculty involvement, funding, academic
focus, and activities/resources embedded in the program. (These
are also the areas we have identified as critical to successful
outcomes for women in STEM as a result of the NSLLP.)

A Short Quiz

Before you take the quiz, though, take a few minutes to read the
section below. In it, we introduce our “building blocks” model for
strengthening L/L programming for women in STEM. Reading
this section will help you put the results of the quiz to better use.

The Best Practices

BUILDING BLOCKS MODEL
Our research suggests that the components identified above
represent key needs for any successful L/L program for women
in STEM. We often represent them with a visual model, viewing
them as building blocks that can be arranged in a stacked
pyramid. We do so because it mirrors a familiar presentation of
Maslow’s well-known hierarchy of needs . It also communicates
the notion that each successive layer builds on those that precede
it, and that the absence of a more foundational component
increases the likelihood a later one may be unstable at best.
At the base of the pyramid is the LLP infrastructure, or those
aspects of living-learning programming that their foundation must
exist for more sophisticated aspects of programming to subsist and
flourish. Just as in Maslow’s hierarchy in which individuals require
basic physiological needs in order to survive (e.g., food, water,
shelter, sleep), LLPs require: a) a set of clearly articulated goals
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and objectives that should directly relate to the program’s theme;
b) adequate fiscal and human resources to effectively run the
program; and c) a collaboration between Residence Life or Housing
units and the relevant Academic Departments supporting the LLP.
Based on the findings from our case study, we suggest that
collaborations between Housing and Academic Units are
contextually-bound, and should follow the working relationships
that are most optimal for their unique contexts. For some
institutions, where there is precedent for and an embracement of
a strong integration of roles and responsibilities between faculty
and Student Affairs staff, a fully integrated type of collaboration
may be best. For other institutions where no such precedence
exists or where the Student and Academic Affairs spheres orbit
somewhat separately, a more parallel partnership, where the
two divisions maintained boundaries in their roles (Housing
responsible for community building and discipline while Academic
departments responsible for the curriculum and academic
advising) might be best. In either case, however, it is crucial that
both divisions communicate regularly and trust one another.
In this case, resources include both financial and personnel
sources. First, analyses of the case studies did reveal that
champions played a significant role in L/L program successes.
The most common champions for L/L programs included

Building Blocks Model

institutional leaders, but even more often, the directors of the
programs themselves. In addition, we found that different L/L
programs had radically different budgets, sometimes even at the
same institution. And, not surprisingly, those programs with
smaller or stretched budgets were often not able to fulfill all
of their desired objectives. Thus, if campuses are considering
whether to develop new L/L programs in current stark economic
and budgetary times, they must consider whether they have the
resources to support those programs. If they do not, it may be
better to not offer the L/L program at all than to ask more of the
program than it can deliver with severely limited resources.
Resting on top of the L/L program infrastructure on the pyramid
is the academic environment. The elements that form this layer
of the pyramid include: a) courses for credit that the L/L program
offers or co-lists with an academic department; b) academic
advising performed by faculty members; and c) a residence
hall climate that is academically and socially supportive.
One of the keys to successful living-learning programming that
we identified in the case studies is co-registration in common
courses among the participants, especially if those courses were
part of a major sequence related to the theme of the program. For
example, one of the greatest sources of support that women in
STEM majors relayed about their women in STEM L/L experience
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was that they were living among other women who got it, or
understood their academic challenges. These women were,
largely, taking the same courses and then going back to their
residence halls and doing their homework or studying together.
Their exams were on the same schedule, so their residence hall
environment was appropriately quiet when they needed to study
and celebratory when the exams had concluded. In essence, their
shared classroom experiences became part of the social fabric
of their residence environments. Unfortunately, analysis of the
L/L program data from the quantitative portion of the NSLLP
revealed that fewer than half of the L/L programs offered any form
of coursework as part of their program experience . Moreover,
many of the L/L programs offered a course in conjunction with
their programming, but the course did not garner any credit. In
those cases, the level of student motivation naturally fell. Thus,
our model recommends that L/L programs build in opportunities
for students to take courses together that satisfy requirements for
their major and that are relevant to the L/L program’s theme.
The results of our multiple case study showed that faculty
involvement is considered an important, if not crucial, aspect
of effective L/L programming. In terms of faculty roles and
responsibilities in the programs, the case study findings and
the quantitative analyses of the NSLLP data revealed that the
most common forms of faculty involvement in L/L programs

Building Blocks Model

was teaching courses and advising students. Not surprisingly,
then, L/L program students in the NSLLP survey data reported
significantly higher levels of course-related interaction with
faculty members than non-L/L program students (1.96 versus
1.92, respectively, where 2.00 = a few times per term). However,
somewhat surprisingly, while L/L program students were
statistically more likely than non-L/L program students to have
engaged in a mentoring relationship with a faculty member,
their mean response to this survey question was 1.50, which
fell between never (1.00) and a few times a semester (2.00).
Moreover, the non-L/L program mean response for the same
question was 1.46. Thus, it would appear that L/L program
students interacted with faculty most commonly regarding
course-related or academic advising issues, and less commonly
in the context of mentoring relationships. This may be because
most L/L program participants are first-year students, and
thus their initial interactions with faculty may not yet lead to
more mature, mentoring types of relationships. Accordingly,
our model recommends that the student-faculty interactions
optimal to effective programming are generally organized
around specific course or academic advising, which in turn may
lead to more sustained mentoring relationships in the future.
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Finally, the last blocks in the academic environment layer of
the pyramid relate to the level of support that L/L program
students perceive academically and socially in their residence
environments. The multiple case study findings certainly
indicate that some of the most influential aspects of L/L program
environments are the peer climates in the residence halls so
much so that some may tip the balance and become instances of
hyperbonding. That notwithstanding, peer-to-peer interaction
in the residence halls was mentioned by L/L program students as
the single most positive aspect of their programming, and from
the quantitative analyses, we found that students’ perceptions of
academically and/or socially supportive residence hall climates
were significantly associated with student outcomes ranging
from the transition to college, sense of belonging, appreciation of
diversity/multiculturalism, and commitment to civic engagement.
The third level of the pyramid consists of the co-curricular
environment. Generally speaking, the co-curricular activities
best suited for a particular L/L program are ones that directly
relate to and enhance its theme. The survey results from the
NSLLP found that the most popular required co-curricular
activities in the L/L programs studied were orientation
programs, group projects, and team building pursuits, and the
most popular optional co-curricular activities offered included
cultural outings, multicultural programming, and study groups.
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However, analyses investigating the relationships between
specific co-curricular activities and student outcomes, such as
the transition to college, overall sense of belonging, and sense
of civic engagement, showed that four co-curricular activities
in particular were most often linked to more positive outcomes
among women in STEM: participating in study groups, outreach
to K-12 schools (buddies, peer tutoring, etc.), visits to work settings
(corporations, labs, governments, etc.), and career workshops.
The final level of the pyramid represents intentional integration.
This concept represents the extent to which all of the other
blocks in the pyramid are in alignment with the L/L program’s
goals and objectives and integrated with one another. First, it is
important that all of the L/L program’s elements (or blocks) align
with program goals and objectives: a strong Academic/Student
Affairs partnership is optimal, but not if it operates in opposition
to or unconscious of the program’s mission. However, it is also
important that the other blocks in the pyramid align with one
another. For example, in the women in STEM L/L program at
Southern Rural University, the timing of milestones (e.g., exams
and major assignments) in the introductory mathematics and
science courses were coordinated with augmented tutoring
hours. At Mid-Atlantic University, the women in STEM L/L
program made use of multiple generations of current and former
participants to integrate programming: junior and senior women
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who were alumni of the program became big sisters to the firstyear and sophomore current participants, offering advice, academic
assistance, and networking opportunities. The current women in
STEM L/L participants at Mid-Atlantic made trips to local public
middle schools, in turn, to sponsor a Science and Technology Day,
designed specifically to fuel middle school girls’ interests in STEM
topics. And, powerfully, one of the women in STEM majors from
our Mid-Atlantic University focus group was so influenced by that
Science and Technology Day that she now, as a college student,
is participating in that very same women in STEM L/L program
and serving as a role model for today’s middle school girls.
Finally, we encourage readers to imagine that assessment is the
mortar between each block that holds the pyramid together.
Effective L/L program assessments not only assess discrete
parts of their programs (e.g., their courses, their staﬀ), but
also assess the extent to which all facets of their program: a)
align with the program’s goals and objectives, and b) integrate
with the other elements of their programs. Indeed, this is
why the block representing Clear Goals and Objectives is the
cornerstone of the model. Despite acknowledged efforts by
the L/L programs we studied in the case study to step up their
assessment efforts, most were only in the beginning phases of
designing and executing their assessment plans. Accordingly, as
L/L programs contemplate the types of assessments they might
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pursue, we recommend that they plan for efforts that examine:
01.

the effectiveness of the discrete elements of their program;

02.

the extent to which the L/L program’s elements are
aligned with the program’s goals and objectives; and

03.

the level of integration of the various
elements to form a cohesive program.

Once you’ve taken the quiz, consider you results
in the context of the building blocks model:
•

What parts of your pyramid are missing or weak?

•

How strong is the mortar that binds the pyramid together?

•

Who can assist you in strengthening each piece of
the pyramid, and how can you move forward?

To take the quiz, go to:
http://www.livinglearningwomeninstem.com/chapter-five.html
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Thank you

THANK YOU
for taking time to learn more about living-learning programs and
how they can be used to support women in STEM disciplines.
The scholarship of living-learning programs and STEM education
is always changing, so we urge you to remain involved.

To learn more, visit:

Dr. Karen Kurotsuchi Inkelas, University of Virginia

Women in Engineering ProActive Network

ACUHO-I

