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Abstract 

PREDICTIVE VALUE OF PERFORMANCE CRITERIA 

FOR FIRST-TIME SOPHOMORE RESIDENT ASSISTANTS 

By 

Dana A. Severance 

 

Housing professionals are increasingly compelled to consider hiring resident 

assistants (RAs) from a pool of applicants that includes students with less college 

experience than has traditionally been expected. The purpose of the study is to determine 

if the success of first-time sophomore RAs differs from that of first-time upper-class RAs 

according to performance evaluations by their supervisors. Performance evaluations of 

first-time resident assistants were compared to determine if any performance evaluation 

criteria predicted the sophomore or non-sophomore class standing of RAs post hoc. 

Performance evaluation data for first-time RAs were gathered from universities in the 

Mid-Atlantic region of the U.S. The reported performance criteria were relationships with 

residents, relationships with staff, residential community development, programming, and 

administration. The data were analyzed using binary logistic regression. Performance 

criteria did not predict an RA’s class standing. Supervisors of first-time resident 

assistants evaluated the performance of sophomore resident assistants substantially the 

same as their upper-class counterparts. This result will give housing professionals more 

confidence in selecting students to serve as resident assistants regardless of their class 

standing.  

Keywords:  Resident assistant, resident advisor, college sophomore, residence 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

At residential colleges and universities in the United States, resident assistants are 

ubiquitous, esteemed, and endangered. Housing professionals, often having served as 

resident assistants themselves as undergraduates, recognize the value of resident 

assistants as front line support in the challenging mission to orient, engage, and retain 

students through graduation. At the same time, a common refrain of housing 

professionals, regardless of how long ago they served in the position, is that the resident 

assistant job grows more demanding each year while their compensation has not changed 

appreciably in decades. Resident assistants are expected to act as counselors, mediators, 

community builders, campus resources, and group facilitators, all while pursuing their 

own undergraduate degrees in their primary roles as students (Blimling, 2010). However, 

students today enter college with a growing number of personal and emotional 

challenges, and the job of resident assistant has become progressively more stressful as a 

result (Brandt Brecheisen, 2015). Housing professionals are motivated to hire students 

who are highly prepared for the challenges resident assistants face, but they find it 

increasingly difficult to recruit advanced students for the job (Crandall, 2004). 

Statement of the Problem 

Housing professionals want resident assistants (RAs) who are more mature and 

experienced than the students they will serve and are therefore reluctant to select students 

who have not yet made all the necessary transitions to higher education. Because 

academically and socially mature candidates are harder to find, housing professionals are 

progressively more compelled to hire first-year students who apply for RA positions due 

to shrinking numbers of more experienced candidates (Schaller & Wagner, 2007). 

Selection processes for resident assistants for a given academic year most often take 
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place in the previous semester. Consequently, students may interview for the job after 

only one semester of college experience, making housing personnel skeptical about their 

potential effectiveness and concerned about their ability to handle the challenges of the 

position. The hiring of first-year students to serve as resident assistants in their 

sophomore year is a common but not yet validated practice; sophomore RAs experience 

the complexity of challenges in their own development while concurrently mentoring 

other students (Foote et. al, 2013; Schaller, 2005). The research literature provides no 

direct guidance regarding the efficacy of second-year students in the resident assistant 

role as compared to juniors or seniors. 

Purpose and Rationale of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to compare the performance of first-time resident 

assistants (RAs) to determine if any performance criteria can predict the sophomore or 

non-sophomore class standing of RAs ex post facto. Using such a prediction model 

would assist housing professionals in making data-informed hiring decisions that 

maximize the likelihood of an RA’s success on the job. The study further aims to assist 

housing professionals in determining the efficacy of their staff-intensive resident assistant 

selection processes. As stated by Jaeger and Caison (2006), “Although selection of RA 

candidates is time-consuming and ultimately determines who will serve in the critical RA 

role, the research examining the selection process is relatively non-existent” (p. 146). 

Significance of Study 

 The results of this research will prove significant to college and university student 

affairs staff, especially residence life professionals, as they endeavor to employ student 

staff who are most likely to perform successfully. Understanding whether sophomore 
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resident assistants perform differently from more advanced students will help regardless 

of the direction of the prediction. For those residence life professionals who find 

themselves compelled to hire sophomore resident assistants due to a sparsity of applicants 

in their pools, the results of this research may oblige them to increase the compensation 

for this position in order to solicit applications from more mature students. If the study 

reveals that no significant differences exist among RAs according to class standing or 

that sophomore RAs perform better, housing personnel may be considerably less 

concerned about hiring first-year students to serve in their sophomore year.  

Theoretical Framework 

Sophomore college students as a population are understudied, even though they 

have the strongest needs among upper-class students (Gahagan & Hunter, 2006; 

Pattengale & Schreiner, 2000). While virtually all colleges offer freshman-specific 

programs explicitly designed to assist with their transition from high school to college 

including First-Year Experience residence halls, only about one-third of schools report 

featuring sophomore-specific residence halls (Tobolowsky & Cox, 2007). The lack of 

sophomore-specific support programs has contributed to what was formerly known as the 

sophomore slump:  the period in which second-year students tend to report dissatisfaction 

with themselves, their relationships, and their institutions (Lemons & Richmond, 1987). 

The feeling of being untethered and even abandoned following the first college year is 

likely an unintended result of the withdrawal of the many services and programs that 

freshmen students enjoy. Schaller (2005) shares a typical quote from a sophomore: “I’m 

just kind of lost. As far as my friends, that’s all changing, my relationships with other 

people are changing, my family life is changing, my major’s changed like five times” 
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(p.17). 

While few education scholars have attempted to develop a theory related to 

sophomore transitions, Schaller posited four stages of exploration for sophomores:  

random exploration, focused exploration, tentative choices, and commitment (Schaller, 

2005). Based on her review of the literature and her own qualitative studies of 

sophomores, Schaller stated that these stages demonstrate themselves in three distinct 

issues with which sophomores deal:  how they view themselves, their relationships, and 

their academic experiences and decisions. She discovered in her research a prevalence for 

sophomores to remain in the random exploration stage that characterizes most students in 

their first year of college. Sophomores in the random exploration stage were aware that 

choices they would need to make in their lives were looming. However, they went about 

their lives in ways that allowed them to delay those decisions. A plurality of sophomores 

in her study were in the focused exploration stage in addressing areas of their lives; they 

began doubting their current relationships and academic experiences and began 

questioning previous choices they had made as freshmen, especially related to choosing a 

major. For Schaller, this represented the transition among second-year students in 

realizing that they need to be self-directed, to come up with their own answers, and to 

leave behind the artificial relationships they had developed with peers. The third stage, 

tentative choices, follows from this introspection. According to Schaller, students at this 

stage feel a new level of responsibility and begin to feel good about imagining their 

futures in more specific terms. Finally, Schaller found that few sophomores had 

proceeded to the fourth stage, commitment. These students were “planning for the future, 

clear about what they wanted, and unwavering in their sense of responsibility for their 
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own future” (Schaller, 2005, p. 20). Schaller concluded that students need encouragement 

to take responsibility for choices and their learning, to get involved in curricular and 

extra-curricular activities, and to build new relationships with peers based on intentional 

rather than superficial characteristics. 

The present study uses Bridge’s (1980) transition theory as a theoretical 

framework, the same employed by Schaller (2005) in designating the stages of 

commitment. Bridges described transition as the internal, psychological state of 

reorientation brought about by an external, environmental change. The theorist asserted 

that, while change is inevitable and can be rather sudden, successful transition is not 

automatic and is much slower (Bridges, 2009).  

According to Bridge’s theory, transition requires individuals to undergo three 

distinct and gradual processes: saying goodbye, the neutral zone, and moving forward. 

First, people must step away from what is known and comfortable and let go of the way 

things were, as well as let go of their own perception of themselves and the way they 

used to be. They must relinquish old methods of behaving that may have been successful, 

and possibly relinquish their sense of identity and self-efficacy. As difficult and painful 

as this process may be, they must let go of the past before they can embrace the future, 

and experience endings in order to move forward. 

Once people have acknowledged the new reality brought about by change, they 

enter the neutral zone, an uncomfortable, disorganized state in which they may be 

flooded with optional directions to turn but without a clear sense of how to choose among 

the options. In Bridge’s theory, this neutral zone is a very important time when creative 

explorations can take place (Bridges, 2009). The uncertainty of this period can be 
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overwhelming and may cause people to give up and try to return to their former ways, 

even though this option is likely illusory. However, people with the necessary support 

systems who discover constructive interpersonal connections may use the neutral zone as 

a time of discovery, leading to an internal experience of new beginnings which may bring 

renewed energy and commitment to the future. 

Transition theory is useful as the lens through which to explore implications for 

educational practice – in this case, the efficacy of hiring sophomore resident assistants. 

Bridge’s theory predicts that sophomore resident assistants in their first semester of 

service who are unable to navigate through the difficult transition processes of the 

sophomore year while simultaneously dealing with the multiple challenges of the RA 

position are likely to perform poorly. Conversely, those who are able to successfully 

utilize available resources and develop a support network will move through the neutral 

zone, and are therefore likely to perform equally well compared to their upper-class 

counterparts. 

Research Question 

Considering that housing professionals are increasingly forced to consider hiring 

Resident Assistants from a pool of applicants that includes students with less college 

experience than was traditionally expected, the researcher seeks to provide evidence of 

the efficacy of hiring first-year students to serve as RAs in their sophomore year. 

Specifically, do resident assistants’ scores on performance evaluation criteria as 

determined by their college housing supervisors predict the sophomore class standing of 

first-time resident assistants? 
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Research Design Overview 

This study explores whether performance evaluation scores of first-time RAs can 

predict their sophomore or non-sophomore class standing ex post facto. The study 

employed a survey design to solicit data on first-time RAs in the study population, which 

is composed of member institutions in the Mid-Atlantic Association of College and 

University Housing Officers (MACUHO) who chose to report RA performance data 

specifically for the purpose of this study. Data collected on RAs’ class standing served as 

the dependent variable. First-time RAs’ evaluation scores on performance criteria 

comprised the independent variables. The criteria were derived through a content analysis 

of evaluation forms used by nine U.S. institutions outside of the Mid-Atlantic region.   

Using binary logistic regression analysis, the study sought to determine if there 

are any performance criteria which predict the status of a college RA as either in their 

sophomore year or beyond their sophomore year. According to Creswell (2008), the use 

of survey design is appropriate for assessing the characteristics of a population. Such 

design cannot explain cause and effect but merely describe trends in the data.  

The RAs’ success in the position was defined as an RA’s performance as 

documented by an institutionally-determined supervisor via mid-year evaluations after 

their first semester of service. The number and definition of these performance criteria 

were determined through content analysis of institutional performance evaluations (as 

described later), and the data for these predictor variables were scaled ordinal categorical 

values. The five evaluated categories of performance were relationships with residents, 

relationships with other staff, administrative skills, community development, and 

programming skills.  
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Because no standard set of evaluation criteria for RAs exists, the researcher 

collected a sample of evaluation forms used by institutions outside of the study 

population and conducted a content analysis of these evaluation forms to list and 

categorize the specific performance criteria of each institution’s evaluation form. 

Through an iterative process, the researcher refined the evaluation criteria to establish a 

list of five criteria which constituted the independent variables for the study. The 

researcher then constructed a survey instrument which was be used by participating 

institutions to report the performance of first-time RAs on the performance evaluation 

categories defined through the content analysis. 

The researcher gathered performance evaluation scores of RAs at institutions 

within the study population. Via email, the researcher invited all residential staff 

members at each MACUHO member institution to participate in the study by providing 

the data which constitute the dependent variable and the multiple independent variables. 

The email briefly described the study’s problem, its purpose, and the anticipated value of 

the results for participant institution and to the field of college housing as a whole. The 

recruitment email defined the terms involved in the study and provided detailed 

instructions for the return of the data via the survey. Participating reporters were 

informed that the data provided about each RA must be free of individual identifiers, 

such as names or room numbers, to protect the anonymity of the students. 

The researcher used IBM SPSS Statistics (version 22.0) to analyze the data. 

Binary logistic regression was employed to explore the predictive value of the multiple 

independent variables on the binary dependent variable, sophomore or non-sophomore 

class standing.  
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The null hypothesis is that no performance evaluation criteria can predict the 

sophomore or non-sophomore class standing of first-time resident assistants. The 

alternative hypothesis is that certain performance evaluation criteria can predict the 

sophomore or non-sophomore class standing of first-time resident assistants. 

Assumptions 

One assumption of this study relates to the phenomena of sophomores. With 

limited previous research on this population, the researcher makes the assumption that 

there is a common experience among traditional-age second-year college students that 

can be captured by survey inquiry and reported via a supervisor.  

The study depends on accurately gathering data from housing professionals 

regarding the performance of their staff members. The researcher assumes that housing 

professionals would not be unduly concerned about whether the reported data could 

influence the reputation of their department or their institution. This concern will be 

moderated by assurances of confidentiality by the researcher, along with the coding of 

responses, the withholding of institutional identifiers, and the careful protection of RAs’ 

individual identities.  

Limitations 

This study is limited by a number of factors, and therefore the validity of the 

results must be interpreted accordingly. Any findings relating to the experience of 

resident assistants are necessarily limited to the individual RAs whose data were gathered 

for the study; the ability to extrapolate this to other RAs at other institutions is limited 

due to differences in selection, training, and evaluation of staff members at diverse 

campuses. 
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Inherent in a regional sampling approach like this one is the concern that results 

cannot be assumed to be generalizable to the population of first-time RAs. Residential 

professionals must therefore carefully consider the entirety of the study’s design to decide 

if the results apply to their setting. 

Most significantly, researcher bias must be taken into account as a threat to the 

validity of this study. For 15 years, I have been the Director of Residence Life at an 

institution of this type, and my biases may influence my perception of the data collected. 

In addition, one of my responsibilities is to shape departmental priorities and hiring 

policies based on incumbency in the director position, and this personal subjectivity may 

further contribute to researcher bias. While institutional data from my current university 

is included in the master data set, this data were collected from personnel folders and 

submitted through the online instrument without any involvement on my part. The study 

is also limited by the relatively small amount of previous research on the experience of 

sophomore resident assistants. Finally, since no external audit was involved in the 

analysis of the data, the potential for researcher bias is also heightened.  

Delimitations 

In order to be included in the study’s data set, resident assistants must be 

traditional-aged students who began attending college directly after graduating high 

school. Data for non-traditional resident assistants were excluded from the data set due to 

the likelihood that life experiences of resident assistants prior to their service may 

confound the data.  

Definitions 

A Resident Assistant (RA) is a full-time undergraduate student who lives in a 
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college or university residence hall to assist other students in their living unit. RAs are 

responsible for informing residents of the rules and regulations related to living in the 

residential community and for observing and documenting violations of these policies. 

RAs also serve as peer counselors on an informal basis, and assist roommates and 

neighboring residents in mediating interpersonal concerns. In addition, RAs are 

responsible for informing students of university resources and activities. Blimling (2010) 

lists ten roles of resident assistants:  student, role model, problem solver, conflict 

mediator, campus resource, trained observer, community builder, group facilitator, 

counselor, and administrator. Compensation for resident assistants depends on the 

institution, and can include hourly pay or stipends, waivers of room fees, and waivers of 

board fees. Also depending on the institution, resident assistants may be referred to as 

Resident Advisors, Community Assistants, Hall Counselor, or other similar titles. In this 

study, a first-time RA was defined as a traditional-aged (18-21 year old) student who 

began service in the fall semester of either 2013 or 2014, and had never served as a 

resident assistant before.  

 For the purposes of this study, a sophomore is defined as a student who has 

completed two semesters or fewer of full-time college study at the beginning of the fall 

semester in which the RA began their position at a four-year public or private college or 

university. This definition is sustainable regardless of the fact that sophomore status at 

some institutions can be defined based on the number of credit hours the student has 

achieved, including credit hours earned prior to matriculation or at other institutions.  

Organization of the Study 

 The report of the study is divided into five chapters. The preceding chapter 



12 

presented an overview of the research problem related to the efficacy of hiring 

sophomore resident assistants, the purpose, significance, and methodology of the study, 

and the underlying theoretical framework. Chapter Two provides a review of the 

scholarly literature relevant to the study, especially related to resident assistants in 

general and to sophomores RAs in particular. Chapter Three comprehensively delineates 

the research methodology and thoroughly explains the operational design of the study. It 

also describes known threats to validity and reliability and the measures in place for 

ethical protection. Chapter Four examines and describes the results of statistical analyses 

of the data, and Chapter Five discusses the implications of those results for theory and 

practice.  
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Chapter 2 – Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

 This chapter presents a review of the literature in higher education to provide 

context for the study’s major focus areas. First, a brief history of residence halls in the 

United States and their expansion from dormitories to co-curricular learning centers will 

be described. Next, the evolving phenomenon of resident assistants and their increasing 

responsibilities will be explored. Third, the literature related to sophomore college 

students will be reviewed, specifically relating to how the challenges and needs of 

second-year students differ from students of other class standings. Finally, a review of 

research findings related to sophomore resident assistants will be presented. 

Residence Halls 

 The model of U.S. residence halls as an integral part of college life had its start in 

the colonial era, when newly-founded colleges emulated and adapted the Oxford model 

of residential colleges. Seven of the original nine colonial colonies, including Harvard, 

Yale, Dartmouth and William and Mary, were founded by graduates of Oxford or 

Cambridge in England, who sought to model their new institutions on the residential 

college model in which they had been enculturated (Blimling, 2010). In this model, 

collegiate systems called upon faculty members to serve as role models and mentors as 

well as scholars. A primary goal of the English model of higher education at that time 

was to shape students’ moral character as well as their intellect in order to develop both 

scholars and gentlemen of the English gentry. However, the translation of this model to 

American soil was difficult for two main reasons. First, colonists had begun to reject the 

English class system, and educating new generations of aristocracy did not fit as well 
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with the pioneering and democratic approach of the colonists. Early American colleges 

drew students as young as 13 from far-flung towns in wide geographic areas of the 

colonies, and colleges were therefore obligated to offer room and board to students. This 

is related to the second major reason that the Oxford model did not convert well to the 

colonies. In England, deans and other staff were hired to address matters like proctoring 

the dormitories and addressing student conduct violations. In the American model, 

residential faculty were obligated scholarly faculty free to attend to all of these duties. 

While English faculty were free to mentor, guide, and form friendships with their 

students in a relaxed social atmosphere, colonial faculty became early agents of in loco 

parentis, intentionally shouldering paternalistic control over all aspects of students’ lives 

in order to promote their moral development (Schroeder & Mabel, 1994). The resulting 

conflict between students and faculty led to an untenable relationships. According to 

W.H. Cowley (1934), “the faculty member living in the dormitory became the student’s 

natural enemy. Circumstances made him a martinet, and conscientiously he lived up to 

his responsibilities” (p. 712). These factors combined to keep the English residential 

college model from translating well to the early American setting. 

While dormitories were generally provided for students through the nineteenth 

century, faculty considered them obligatory at best, objectionable and even dangerous at 

worst. For example, in 1852, the University of Michigan’s President Henry Tappen 

closed one of the university’s residence halls, stating: “The dormitory system is 

objectionable in itself. By withdrawing young men from the influence of domestic circles 

and separating them from the community, they are often led to contract evil habits and 

are prone to fall into disorderly conduct” (as cited in Blimling, 2010, p. 6). Tappen and 
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other college presidents began experimenting with application of the Prussian system of 

education, which viewed student housing and any other extra-curricular activities to be 

outside the purview of the college. This coincided with the continued evolution of 

American colleges away from religious and moral education toward a focus on secular 

education. This movement to the secular was aided both by the gradual suspension of 

religious affiliations among private colleges and the passing of the Land Grant College 

Act, which helped established non-affiliated state-funded schools focused on agricultural 

and industrial innovations in the growing nation. According to Blimling (2010), “With 

the lessened concern for student welfare and a freeing of students from the control of 

clerics, much of the violence associated with student behavior vanished” (p. 7).  

Into the late 1800s, the value of the residential college model still held the interest 

of progressive educators, who believed that college could pursue both intellectual and 

character education. For reasons of the demand for housing, the desire to standardize 

students’ social settings and behavior, and the appeal of building college spirit, presidents 

like Arthur Hadley at Yale and Woodrow Wilson at Princeton began to revive the old 

Oxford model. College began to cite the civilizing influence of living among a culturally 

diverse student population and the socializing influence of group living as reasons to 

revitalize residential facilities. Residence halls again began to take a core position in the 

education program by the beginning of the twentieth century. (Blimling, 2010).  

 Though regulation of student behavior, especially that of women, remained a 

necessary aspect of residence hall governance, the societal changes following World War 

I and changes in faculty priorities led student services in general to be increasingly 

provided by non-faculty administrators. U.S. courts began to codify the tenet that college 
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staff should act in loco parentis concerning “the physical and moral welfare and mental 

training of pupils,” allowing college personnel to “make any rule or regulation for the 

government or betterment of their pupils that a parent could for the same purpose” 

(Blimling, 2010, p. 14). The interest of colleges in molding student behavior and 

administrators’ goals in that regard were described in a treatise first produced in 1937 by 

the American Council on Education entitled The Student Personnel Point of View. 

Extolling the critical role of colleges and universities in perpetuating and enriching 

western culture, the document enumerated the 23 services to be provided by institutions 

through professional, non-faculty employees. These included: “Orienting the student to 

his educational environment,... assisting the student to clarify his occupational aims and 

his educational plans in relation to them,… supervising, evaluating, and developing the 

extra-curricular activities of students,... (and) providing and supervising an adequate 

housing program (American Council on Education, 1937, p. 3).  

 After World War II, the field of public education found itself under siege from 

multiple directions due to the significant changes occurring in U.S. and international 

politics. The spread of influence by the Soviets and the Chinese led Americans to fear the 

expansion of communism and the loss of freedom among nations that Allied troops had 

fought to defend. The return of veterans from the war led to concerns about the 

burgeoning workforce and the risk of economic disaster that could be caused by mass 

unemployment. The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, better known as the G. I. Bill, 

helped address these concerns by providing numerous benefits to returning veterans. 

These included payments for college tuition and living expenses, which drove a boom in 

college housing construction in the 1950s and 1960s (Schroeder & Mabel, 1994).  
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During this period, the prospect of atomic war generated fear about the potential 

loss of the America’s status as a world power and cultivated widespread apprehension 

about whether America could stay ahead in the arms race. In attempting to address each 

of these foreboding challenges, the consensus was that public education was critical. 

However, with the possible exception of the educators themselves, nearly everyone 

agreed that the current approaches to public education were, at best, insufficient to 

address these challenges and, at worst, a causal agent in America’s pending ruin as the 

leader of the free world. Critics from all sides challenged the progressive approach and 

methods of contemporary education, but the consensus held that public instruction of 

youth was crucial in a variety of ways in helping to meet America’s defense needs in the 

face of threats to national security. The convergence of these two challenges ultimately 

led to significant changes in the federal role in public education, including the 

proliferation of interest in public higher education (Schroeder & Mabel, 1994). 

 In early 1957, President Eisenhower formed the Committee on Education Beyond 

the High School. In its recommendations, the group, comprising college and university 

leaders, called for a modern revolution in education. They endorsed increasing the 

number and qualifications of high school and college teachers, increasing opportunity for 

all students to attend college, and providing more federal financial aid. This nascent 

movement toward federal funding of public education was accelerated by the news in 

October, 1957, that the Soviets had succeeded in launching a satellite into orbit. In 1958, 

Congress passed the National Defense Education Act, which provided loans for college 

students and established a fellowship program with special preference for those wishing 

to become college teachers (Spring, 2003). 
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Through the 1960s, as the desirability of an undergraduate degree became more 

prevalent for U.S. high school graduates, students, their parents, and even their 

prospective employers grew to expect college faculty to give more attention to the 

undergraduate teaching mission. Along with this movement came a renewed appreciation 

for the value of student learning outside the classroom. Progressive educators of the past 

such as John Dewey promoted student activity, group work, and cooperation over rote 

learning, and advocated for a close relationship between students and teachers (Spring, 

2003). The pragmatic approach of early progressives is reflected in the revival of 

residential learning community initiatives starting in the 1970s. As Terenzini and 

Pascarella (1994) noted,  

If undergraduate education is to be enhanced, faculty members, joined by 

academic and student affairs administrators, must devise ways to deliver 

undergraduate education that are as comprehensive and integrated as the ways 

students actually learn. A whole new mindset is needed to capitalize on the 

interrelatedness of the in- and out-of-class influences on student learning, and the 

functional interconnectedness of academic and student affairs divisions. (p. 32)  

There was a growing recognition that residence halls offered an ideal setting for delivery 

of programs and services designed to improve both academic success and social 

adjustment of students, especially those in their first year (Luna, 2008). New designs for 

residence halls began including classroom space, and the live-in staff members were 

increasingly seen as integral to supporting students’ developmental goals, such as 

establishing academic competence and expanding positive interpersonal relationships 

(Shapiro & Levine, 1999). As for positive outcomes for students, Brower and Inkelas 
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(2010) cited the following: “the more often students interacted with peers and faculty, 

and the more strongly they felt supported academically and socially by their residence 

hall environment, the stronger was the likelihood that they achieved the learning 

outcomes” (p.41). Effective living-learning programs were characterized by a strong 

partnership between academic and student affairs professionals and by clear academic 

learning objectives, and aimed to profit most from the community-based setting to 

consistently create learning opportunities for students. 

Starting in the 1980s, researchers sought to determine the long-term value of 

living-learning programs in assisting with retention of students beyond their first year 

(Pike, 1999; Stassen, 2003). According to Vincent Tinto, a preeminent voice in 

persistence theory, “When students fail to successfully integrate into the institutional 

environment, they are less likely to be engaged by it and are more likely to succumb to 

any number of factors that will increase the chance that they leave the institution without 

successful degree completion” (as cited in Purdie & Rosser, 2011, p. 98). Alexander 

Astin (1993) found students’ place of residence to be "probably the most important and 

pervasive environmental influence on the student's persistence in school” (p.4). 

Accordingly, the relationship of living-learning programs to student retention is a key 

area of study.  

Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, (2008) sought to determine the 

relationship between student engagement, academic achievement and persistence beyond 

the freshman year. They found student engagement was the second strongest determinant, 

following prior academic achievement. In addition, they discovered that living on campus 

was significantly related to academic achievement and retention into the sophomore year. 
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This followed a previous literature review by Kuh and associates which determined that 

“living on campus had the greatest total effect (i.e., the combination of direct and indirect 

effects) on learning outcomes of any institutional characteristic” (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, 

Bridges, & Hayek., 2006, p. 53). These authors conclude that “residence halls can be a 

powerful vehicle for incorporating students into college… This research corroborates that 

educational interventions in residence halls can have a positive effect on the quality of 

students’ interaction with peers and faculty, which in turn enhances achievement and 

persistence” (Kuh et al., 2006, p. 63). 

Considerable research has led student affairs professionals to conclude that living 

in a campus residence hall has a positive impact on student outcomes. Thompson, 

Samiratedu, and Rafter (1993) found that academic progress and college retention are 

significantly greater if students reside on campus, regardless of race or gender. They also 

observed that the effect was strongest for students who were admitted conditionally due 

to the need for remedial courses.  

Shushok, Scales, Sriram and Kidd (2011) cite the seminal work of Ernest 

Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini (2005), How College Affects Students, which supports 

claims of other benefits of living on campus. These authors list the differences that first-

year students experience while living on campus:   

Such differences include more participation in extracurricular activities, more 

frequent interactions with peers and faculty members, more positive perceptions 

of the campus climate, higher satisfaction with the college experience, greater 

personal growth and development, more effort and involvement in both the 

academic and social experiences in college, and a higher rate of persistence and 
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degree completion. (Shushok, Scales, Sriram and Kidd, 2011, p. 14) 

Requiring first-year students to reside on campus has been shown to positively 

affect student and university outcomes. Schudde (2011) compared national student data 

from two large U.S. Department of Education databases and used propensity score 

matching to evaluate the causal effect of living on campus on retention of students at 

their institutions. Her conclusion was that there was a 3.3 % increase in probability of 

persisting to the sophomore year for freshmen who lived on campus, and that campus 

initiatives requiring freshman to live on campus increase the likelihood of their retention. 

Schudde also notes the work of Thompson et al. (1993), who found that on-campus living 

improves academic outcomes for students regardless of race, gender, or admission type, 

but that the effect is largest for high-risk developmental students who were admitted with 

lower academic credentials. A study of the impact of on-campus living conducted by the 

Office of Research and Evaluation at the University of California, Irvine, found that 

residential students reported greater satisfaction with their overall social experience and 

their sense of belonging. They were more likely to study with peers outside of class and 

were more likely to persist to their sophomore year. In addition, the researchers noted that 

commuter students at the university were more likely to work off-campus than residential 

students, a factor shown to have a negative impact in general on student retention. Their 

report summarizes a frequent theme in the study of student persistence:  “Retention to the 

second year does not appear to be a function of students’ academic performance but 

rather a function of the degree to which they feel connected to the University and part of 

the social network” (University of California Irvine, 2007, p. 8).  

Section summary. Residence halls have been a prominent feature of U.S. college 
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life since the colonial period and have become an integral component of traditional 

college campuses. According to the relevant literature, living on campus is positively 

associated with four-year completion of degree, higher GPA, higher levels of contact 

with faculty outside of class, greater participation in campus activities, and a higher level 

of satisfaction with students’ overall college experience (Kauffman, 2008).  

Resident Assistants 

For student affairs professionals today, it is difficult to imagine residence halls 

without the ever-present, steadfast, and much-loved resident assistant (RA). Key human 

resources, students in this role have been called “front-line troops” (Upcraft & Pilato, 

1982, p. 2), “the cornerstone of the operation of residence life departments” (Bailey and 

Grandpre, 1997, p. 40), “staff in the trenches” (Arvidson, 2003, p. 31) and “the vanguard 

of the field of student development” (Blimling, 2010, p. 31). The resident assistant 

position helps fulfill many of the major goals and values of student affairs professionals. 

Resident assistants live and serve in the midst of other residents, offer guidance and 

support to their peers, are vigilant in upholding community standards and personal safety, 

and maintain accountability for the university through reporting inappropriate or 

dangerous behavior. By the same token, the residence hall environment serves as a living 

laboratory for mature students to learn and practice problem-solving, mediation, and 

leadership skills that they may transfer to their lives and careers after graduation.  

The military allusions found in the descriptions of the resident assistant position 

are fitting. While the RA position is a valuable educational opportunity, it can also prove 

exceedingly stressful and unsettling for students. Blimling (2010) lists the broad 

customary roles of resident assistants: problem solver, conflict mediator, role model, 
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campus resource, trained observer, community builder, group facilitator, counselor, 

administrator, and student. While these roles have evolved little since the 1980s, 

professionals in the field generally acknowledge that the implementation of these roles 

has grown considerably more complicated. Even a generation ago, professionals were 

alarmed about student staff having to deal with social issues such as alcoholism, suicide, 

homophobia, racism, and date rape (Dodge, 1990). Arvidson (2003) described the 

evolution of RA responsibilities: “… the understanding of the nature of RA roles appears 

in the last 30 years to have shifted from clerical assistant to paraprofessional and from 

cop to counselor” (p. 34).  

College personnel widely recognize that first-year students enter college with a 

growing number of personal and emotional challenges (American College Personnel 

Association, 2001), and the job of resident assistant has become progressively more 

stressful as a result. Horvath and Stack (2013) note that today’s entering students bring 

with them increasingly complex and grave behavioral issues and a diminished ability to 

resolve interpersonal conflicts. The RA job is further complicated by rapid changes in 

technology and social media, over-involvement of parents in the mundane minutiae of 

their young adult students, and steadily increasing responsibilities brought about by new 

legislation and government regulation (McKuskey, 2013). Though residence life 

professionals typically prepare resident assistants for the demands of the position through 

supervision and extensive pre-service and in-service training, the job is indeed stressful 

and fraught with hazards, both personal and institutional.  

Beginning in the 1970s, Alexander Astin, who has written extensively about what 

matters in college, extolled the benefits of living on campus, reinforced the practice of 
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hiring student peers to serve as resident assistants, and advocated for an increase in their 

responsibilities (Astin, 1977; 1993). Other key authorities in higher education such as 

Pascarella & Terenzini (2005) found, like Astin, that involvement in leadership positions 

is positively related to student retention and academic achievement. On the other hand, 

emotional burnout caused by the stressors of the resident assistant position are also well-

documented (Hetherington, Oliver & Phelps, 1989; Miller & Conyne, 1980; Nowack, 

Gibbons, & Hanson, 1985; Paladino, Murray, Nugent, & Gohn, 2005).  

Some researchers have explored the characteristics of a successful resident 

assistant. Denzine & Anderson (1999) found these to include academic ability, leadership 

experience, high levels of motivation, and group communication skills. More recently, 

Jaeger and Caison (2006) acknowledged the deficiency of research around predicting at 

the time of selection who will be successful in filling the position. They also note that 

college students and their environments are rapidly changing:  “What we knew five and 

ten years ago may no longer be considered the necessary characteristics of an effective 

RA today” (p. 146). Using a multivariate research design and logistic regression analysis, 

the researchers investigated the predictive ability of emotional intelligence and 

competence variables in selecting successful resident assistants. Emotional intelligence is 

characterized by the ability to perceive, evaluate, and manage one’s emotions (Jaeger & 

Caison, 2006). According to their findings, problem solving ability and flexibility were 

significant indicators of RA performance. More compellingly, those RAs with high 

emotional intelligence scores were 11 times more likely to be identified as outstanding 

RAs.  

Section summary. For more than 40 years, resident assistants have been essential 
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constituents in the experience of life in the residence halls, both as human resources for 

the provision of service to other residents as well as beneficiaries themselves in the 

educational living laboratories of leadership and life-skill development. The existing 

literature regarding resident assistants portrays both the benefits and drawbacks of these 

paraprofessional student positions, though the general conclusion is that students who are 

employed in these positions are more likely to achieve academically and to be retained by 

the university through graduation. While considerable attention has been paid to 

understanding the roles of resident assistants and their collective experience, very little 

research has been documented regarding effective selection of students who will 

ultimately prove successful in the position. Research concerning differences in 

performance of RAs according to their class standing is absent from the literature.  

Sophomores 

While the experience and retention of first-year students has been addressed 

thoroughly in the literature, sophomores are understudied, even though they have the 

strongest needs among upper-class students (Gahagan & Hunter, 2006; Juillerat, 2000; 

Kawczynski, 2009; Pattengale & Schreiner, 2000). At most institutions, sophomore status 

is considered to be achieved only once a student reaches a certain number of earned 

credits, usually 30. However, the scholarly literature related to sophomores generally 

defines them more broadly as students in the second year of college because students at 

this level are likely to face similar issues (Gardner, 2000; Hunter, Tobolowsky & 

Gardner, 2010; Keup, Gahagan, & Goodwin, 2010).  

Gahagan and Hunter (2010) cited recent data from the American Council on 

Education that nearly two-thirds of first-time college students choose to live in campus 
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housing. While virtually all colleges offer freshman-specific programs specifically 

designed to assist with the transition from high school to college, including first-year 

experience residence halls, less than one third of schools report featuring sophomore-

specific residence halls. In fact, the enrichment of the first-year experience may leave 

second-year students with a feeling of abandonment by the institution (Powers, 2008). 

Schaller (2005) shares a quotation from a typical sophomore: “I’m just kind of lost. As 

far as my friends, that’s all changing; my relationships with other people are changing, 

my family life is changing, my major’s changed like five times” (p.17). This may 

contribute to what was previously described as the sophomore slump:  the period in 

which second-year students tend to report dissatisfaction with themselves, their 

relationships, and their institutions, leading to the increased likelihood that they will fail 

to persist in their college education (Lemons & Richmond, 1987; Morgan & Davis, 

1981). The feeling of being untethered and even neglected following the first college year 

is likely an unintended result of the withdrawal of the many services and programs that 

freshmen students enjoy (Schaller, 2007). As Hunter et al. (2010) stated, “there is no 

reason to believe that students who survive the first year of college are suddenly 

successful in their second year” (p.15).  

According to Lemons and Richmond (1987), the concept of the sophomore slump 

was first introduced by Freedman (1956), who noted the appearance that sophomores 

were the least satisfied of all students. This perception of the dissatisfied sophomore was 

reinforced by others, including Margolis, who called the sophomore slump “an identity 

crisis involving a student’s social, academic, and personal self” (as cited in Lemons & 

Richmond, 1987, p. 15). Lemons and Richmond considered the existing literature and 
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concluded that the sophomore slump was a validated phenomenon and recommended that 

student affairs staff recognize the unique nature of the sophomore experience and plan 

accordingly.  

Wilder (1993) addressed the issue of college attrition among sophomores by 

identifying two subpopulations of students based on the trajectory of their grades 

following their freshman year. Wilder identified students who achieved at least a 2.75 

grade point average in their first year, and she divided the population into decliners 

whose grade point averages dropped by at least 20% by the end of their second year and 

maintainers whose grades were sustained or improved during that time. Using 

discriminant analysis, Wilder found that the greatest discriminating factors between 

decliners and maintainers were commitment to academics, absenteeism, educational 

goals, extra-curricular activities, and quality of interactions with academic advisors. 

Wilder noted that the strongest relationship was found between sophomores’ academic 

success and their level of commitment, though this concept was left poorly defined or 

differentiated. Wilder’s recommendations for practice have since met with general 

concurrence among professionals advocating for retention of sophomores, including early 

academic alert systems, special academic and social programs intended specifically for 

sophomores, and improvement of academic advising through training of faculty.  

Schaller (2000) acknowledged that the developmental and transitional goals of 

first-year students were well-established in the literature, while those of sophomores were 

defined only obliquely through anecdotal evidence and transition theory in general. 

Schaller conducted a study of second-year college students using hermeneutic 

phenomenology, seeking for the first time to describe their experience as sophomores and 
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to find experiences that distinguish students in that stage from other students. She 

conducted focus groups and individual interviews with 19 second-semester sophomores 

at a private, four-year, residential college. She concluded that the sophomore year 

experience was distinguished by a diminished sense of excitement and novelty, career-

oriented stress, and a sense of being on the cusp of a transition between childhood and 

adulthood. She found four major themes in what sophomores seek:  healthy relationships, 

a sense of self, a connection to academics, and a sense of balance. Schaller’s study was 

characterized by a small sample size, a limited study population, and a fairly subjective 

methodology. It has served as an exploratory study to generate additional research around 

the experience of sophomores, and it should be broadly replicated in order to test and 

further explore the conclusion that Schaller drew.  

Using the data from her study, Schaller (2005) posited four stages of exploration 

for sophomores:  random exploration, focused exploration, tentative choices, and 

commitment. These stages demonstrated themselves in three distinct issues that 

sophomores deal with:  how they view themselves, their relationships, and their academic 

experiences and decisions. She noted from her research that a number of sophomores 

remain in the random exploration stage, which also characterizes most students in their 

first year of college (Schaller, 2010). Students in this stage were aware that life choices 

they would need to make were looming, but they went about their lives in ways that 

allowed them to delay those decisions. Most of the sophomores in Schaller’s study were 

in the focused exploration stage; they began doubting their current relationships and 

academic experiences and questioning previous choices they had made as freshmen, 

especially related to choosing a major. For Schaller, this represented the transition among 
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second-year students to realizing that they need to be self-directed, to come up with their 

own answers, and to leave behind the artificial relationships they had developed with 

peers. The third stage, tentative choices, follows from students’ introspection in stage 

two; according to Schaller, students at this stage feel a new level of responsibility and 

begin to feel good about imagining their future in more specific terms. Finally, Schaller 

found that few sophomores had proceeded to the fourth stage, commitment. These 

students were “planning for the future, clear about what they wanted, and unwavering in 

their sense of responsibility for their own future” (Schaller, 2005, p. 20). Schaller 

concluded that students need encouragement to take responsibility for choices and their 

learning, to get involved in curricular and extra-curricular activities, and to build new 

relationships with peers based on intentional rather than superficial characteristics.  

Graunke and Woolsey (2005) conducted a survey of second-semester sophomores 

to investigate the effects of their experiences and attitudes on academic success as 

measured by grade point average (GPA). They found that a sophomore’s sense of 

commitment to an academic major, their satisfaction with faculty interaction, and their 

belief that faculty cared about their success were all significant predictors of GPA. The 

authors concluded that institutions should invest in programs focused on major and career 

decision-making and increase faculty interaction with sophomores to improve students’ 

chances of success. Though the researchers had a return rate of 48% from among a large 

sample of over 2200 sophomores, the reliability of this study is diminished by a sample 

representing only one Midwestern university.  

 In 2007, the National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and 

Students in Transition conducted a survey of sophomores at 26 four-year institutions and 
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achieved a sample size of over 2,800 student respondents (Schreiner, 2010). Schreiner 

describes numerous findings of The Sophomore Experience Survey. Aside from 

satisfaction with their overall college experience, the strongest indicator of intent to 

graduate among the participants was a belief that tuition was a worthwhile investment, 

followed by frequency of satisfaction with faculty interaction. In addition, engaged 

learning, characterized by focused attention and active involvement in learning, was 

highly indicative of student satisfaction, success, and retention. Schreiner also noted that 

satisfaction with peers was the strongest predictor of overall satisfaction, and that 

students’ involvement in campus activities was most highly correlated with high levels of 

peer satisfaction.   

Kennedy and Upcraft (2010) took a critical look at the extant research and 

broadened the scope of the so-called sophomore slump. They asserted the position that it 

was a multidimensional phenomenon involving one or more of the following 

characteristics:  academic deficiency, often due to low grade point average from the 

freshman year; academic disengagement from faculty, classmates, and major; 

dissatisfaction with a lack of caring from advisors and a feeling of isolation from the 

campus community; indecision about major and career choice and experiencing resultant 

anxiety; and developmental confusion centering on shifts in sense of identity, spirituality, 

values, and purpose.  

 Section summary. Sophomores are the subject of much less research than first-

year students, though they have been shown to have the strongest needs among upper-

class students. Sophomores find themselves faced with precarious transitions with fewer 

institutional support mechanisms provided for them. A major focus of existing research 
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has been the issue of retention of sophomores (Xueli & Kennedy-Phillips, 2013). 

Findings point to the critical role of sophomores’ commitment, especially to their major 

field of study and to their relationships with faculty and staff. Other studies point to 

sophomores’ overall satisfaction with their college experience, which has been found to 

be shaped most strongly by involvement in campus activities and satisfaction with their 

peers. Questions remain about the impact of serving as an RA on sophomores’ overall 

sense of commitment and satisfaction.  

Sophomore Resident Assistants 

The resident assistant (RA) position has been a popular option with students who 

wanted to stay engaged in campus life, develop their leadership skills, and reduce their 

college expenses. Traditionally, applicant pools were large enough to garner a staff of 

juniors and seniors with a few sophomores who were deemed especially mature (Brandt 

Brecheisen, 2015). Schaller & Wagner (2007) note a number of factors that help to 

explain the necessity of housing professionals to select more sophomores as resident 

assistants. Other leadership positions and hourly on-campus jobs have become more 

readily available. Also, on many campuses, off-campus apartments hold more appeal than 

deteriorating on-campus facilities. Contemporary student lifestyles tend toward more 

freedom over responsibility, and older students are likely to want to avoid becoming a 

resident assistant due to what is commonly called “life in a fishbowl,” the feeling 

expressed by RAs  that everyone knows their business and that RAs cannot even appear 

to breech university  policy without risking the loss of their position. Finally, fewer 

upper-class students may apply for the RA position because they do not need the limited 

financial aid that the position offers.  
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An exhaustive literature review yielded three studies focused on the experience of 

sophomore RAs. Schaller and Wagner (2007) noted the recent tendency for housing 

professionals to find themselves hiring more sophomores for resident assistant positions. 

The authors conducted a phenomenological study of sophomore RAs at a private 

university to determine how the hiring of sophomores impacts them. Using qualitative 

methods, the researchers interviewed sophomore resident assistants over the course of 

two years. Noting prior research by Benedict and Mondoloch (1989) as well as responses 

of their own study participants, the authors note that the class standing of a sophomore 

RA’s floor residents can have negative implications: “working exclusively with first year 

students can provide a toxic environment for sophomore RAs” (Schaller & Wagner, 

2007, p. 49). The authors found that the demands placed on sophomore RAs in the first 

six weeks to support freshmen disrupt the RA in making the transition to their own 

sophomore year. In this study, female-identified students reported experiencing the 

position differently from those male-identified. Specifically, women reported 

interpersonal issues related to having too many connections to maintain and a subsequent 

difficulty meeting everyone’s expectations, while men found the job to be a barrier to 

building new relationships. Schaller and Wagner reported that, as applicants for the 

position, respondents knew that the job involved confronting their peers but 

acknowledged that they underestimated how this would shape their relationships with 

other residents. Sophomore RAs reported addressing these issues by simplifying their 

relationships through using self-imposed rules to guide their behavior, such as distancing 

themselves from residents who violated policy. As a practical matter, the authors state 

that, though supervisors may be reluctant to encourage RAs to get involved in other 
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organizations due to time management issues inherent in extra-curricular over-

involvement, sophomore RAs who felt isolated from their peers also found themselves 

challenged in meeting their own sophomore developmental goals.  

Though representing seminal work in describing the experience of sophomore 

RAs, the results of Schaller and Wagner’s study are moderated by a number of 

demographic limitations, including a very small sample size. Their participants identified 

as 90% Caucasian and only 7% African-American or Latino, and the sample was drawn 

from a single private, four-year institution. In addition, the institution representing the 

study population had a requirement that all first-year and second-year students to live on 

campus with few exceptions. This policy may have bearing on the size of the institution’s 

RA applicant pool and perhaps the overall performance of sophomore RAs because rising 

sophomores were not permitted to explore off-campus living options after their first year.  

Kauffman (2008) conducted a qualitative study of traditional-aged sophomore 

RAs at three Midwestern universities. Kauffman conducted 27 interviews in an effort to 

describe the experience of sophomore RAs. All subjects reported an overall positive 

experience, listing benefits such as better time and priority management, improved 

leadership skills, and enhanced confidence. Participants described challenges including 

lack of respect from other students and having to deal with the administrative tasks of the 

job, along with personal aspects such as loss of sleep and less time for family and friends. 

Sophomore RAs noted an overwhelming sense of being on the job 24 hours a day, as well 

as a feeling of “living in a fishbowl” which necessitated making changes to their social 

lives to avoid compromising positions. The author noted a number of limitations to the 

study, including the fact that participants volunteered to take part and that perhaps non-



34 

participants would have reported negative experiences at a higher rate. The author also 

noted that the design of the study offered no opportunity to compare the experience of 

sophomore RAs to that of students in other class standings.  

Brandt Brecheisen (2015) observed that the previous studies of the sophomore 

RA experience noted above were strictly qualitative with a limited study population. She 

used existing data from a national survey instrument to look for associations among 

attributes found in prior studies of sophomores and of RAs in general. Specifically, she 

considered attributes ascribed to sophomores (gender, GPA, and expectations), RA 

position attributes (training, work-life conditions, and the role of the supervisor) and 

outcomes (job satisfaction, turnover intention, and RA self-efficacy). The data were 

drawn from the results of the 2004-2005 RA Survey, an annual project of the Association 

of College and University Housing Officers – International (ACUHO-I) and Educational 

Benchmarking Incorporated (EBI). The sample included 1,443 sophomore RAs from 61 

institutions across the U.S. Brandt Brecheisen found that gender was a non-significant 

factor and that data for student GPA was skewed positively, with 75% of students 

reporting at least a 3.0 average. This last finding is unsurprising, considering that high 

academic achievement is typically a prerequisite for selection as an RA. The author noted 

a higher rate of intention to return to the position in this study compared to the two 

previous studies of sophomore RAs. Nearly 69% of participants reported planning to 

return to the position, compared to only 56% found previously (Kauffman, 2008; Schaller 

& Wagner, 2007). Of those RAs not returning, nearly 16% indicated that they were able 

to return but chose not to. Among these “voluntary leavers,” Brandt Brecheisen noted 

that they were significantly less satisfied with the position than those who intended to 
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return but reported a higher mean grade point average than those returning. It is not 

possible to conclude whether the stressful realities of the job or some other factors led 

students to voluntarily leave the position, and the author suggests this question as a 

subject for future research. Finding “voluntary leavers” with higher GPAs than returners 

runs counter to the literature regarding overall sophomore retention by institutions 

(Graunke & Woolsey, 2005; Pattengale & Schreiner, 2000). Brandt Brecheisen (2015) 

speculated that retention of sophomore RAs may be more dependent on students’ 

prediction of their future academic performance, on the basis of the time and effort 

required by the position conflicting with the curricular and extra-curricular demands of 

one’s major.  

Similar to the limitations of other studies of sophomore RAs, Brandt Brecheisen 

(2015) acknowledges that future research should gather data from non-sophomore RAs as 

well in order to isolate the experience of sophomores. In addition, the respondents in the 

study comprised primarily satisfied RAs, and the author suggests that engaging input 

from unsatisfied sophomore RAs would also be worthwhile in future research. 

Section summary. Taken together, the three studies relating to sophomore RAs 

demonstrate common elements, many of which overlap with the literature regarding 

sophomore students in general. For example, students in these studies who were not yet 

committed to a particular major were more likely to report that the RA position was a 

distraction to their academics, while high achieving students, as measured by grade point 

average, reported that the demands of the position made them struggle to keep up with 

their schoolwork demands and career-oriented extracurricular activities. Those who 

successfully addressed the dual pressures of the job responsibilities and their academics 
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reported improving their time and priority management skills and thus improving 

academically (Brandt Brecheisen, 2015). 

Another common theme is the difficulty of maintaining peer relationships outside 

of position. While this is a general concern among sophomores (Gahagan & Hunter, 

2006; Schaller, 2000), RAs tend to blame this in part on the time constraints of the 

position and to a desire to avoid social settings that may include alcohol and therefore put 

their jobs at risk. Brandt Brecheisen (2015) points out, however, that RAs often form new 

and lasting relationships with fellow staff members, perhaps mitigating some of the 

relationship adjustment issues commonly reported by sophomores. The authors in all 

three studies also recommend specialized supervision of and personalized support of 

sophomore RAs beyond what is provided to RAs in general. 

Sophomore RAs in these studies reported discomfort and difficulty with 

confronting their peers, especially confrontation regarding alcohol-related behavior. 

Furthermore, sophomore RAs tend to report feeling that training programs were not 

sufficient to prepare them for this part of the job. Brandt Brecheisen (2014) found a 

strong correlation between satisfaction with training and reported self-efficacy on the part 

of sophomore RAs. Training of resident assistants includes topics such as campus 

resources and referrals, interpersonal relationship skills, time management and 

leadership. Brandt Brecheisen suggests that “RA training for a sophomore RA evolves 

into preparation to navigate their sophomore year” (p. 134).  
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Chapter 3 – Research Design and Methodology 

This study sought to determine if sophomore/non-sophomore class standing 

among first-time resident assistants (RAs) could be predicted by RAs’ performance 

evaluation scores. For housing professionals, it is increasingly difficult to identify 

students who are academically and socially mature enough to handle the challenges of the 

high-profile student leadership position. However, housing professionals are 

progressively compelled to hire first-year students who apply for resident assistant 

positions due to shrinking numbers of more experienced candidates (Schaller & Wagner, 

2007). Selection processes for resident assistants for a given academic year most often 

take place in the semester previous to their starting the position. The hiring of first-year 

students to serve as resident assistants in their sophomore year is not yet a validated 

practice; sophomore RAs experience the complexity of challenges in their own 

development while concurrently mentoring other students (Foote, et al., 2013; Schaller, 

2005). The research literature provides no direct guidance regarding the efficacy of 

second-year students in the RA role as compared to upper-class junior and senior 

students. The purpose of the study is to determine if the success of first-time sophomore 

resident assistants differs from that of first-time upper-class resident assistants according 

to performance evaluations by their supervisors.  

Research Design 

The study employed a survey design to solicit census data of RA performance 

scores from supervisors to compare the performance of sophomore RAs to that of upper-

class RAs. Using logistic regression, the study ascertained if there were any performance 

criteria which predicted the status of a college RA as either in their sophomore year or 
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beyond their sophomore year. According to McMillan (2004), the use of survey design is 

appropriate for identifying the characteristics of a population and describing relationships 

in the data. Unlike experimental design, survey research design does not involve 

manipulating conditions. Therefore, analysis of resulting data can describe trends and 

relationships but not provide explanations for what is observed (Creswell, 2008).  

The class standing of first-time RAs served as the dichotomous, categorical 

dependent variable of the study. The construct RA success was defined as an RA’s 

performance as documented by an institutionally-determined supervisor: Independent 

variables included in the multi-variate construct were the individual criteria of an RA’s 

performance. The number and definition of these performance criteria was determined in 

the course of the study, and the data for these individual performance criteria were 

categorically scaled score measures. Data for three other variables were collected for 

demographic purposes only: the RA’s gender identification, the job status of the RA 

following the first semester of service, and the predominant class standing of the 

community of resident students served by the RA. Each of these variables is described in 

later sections. 

Research Question   

What is the relationship between the binary dependent variable (sophomore/non-

sophomore class standing) of resident assistants and five independent variables of post 

hoc supervisor evaluation scores (relationships with residents, relationships with staff, 

community development, programming, and administration)?  More specifically, do 

resident assistants’ scores on performance evaluation criteria as determined by their 

college housing supervisors predict the sophomore class standing of first-time resident 
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assistants? 

Sample 

The research population of the study was all first-time resident assistants at U.S. 

colleges and universities. The study sample entailed conducting a census of first-time RA 

evaluation scores. Taking a census tends to improve the likelihood of receiving enough 

responses to allow detailed cross-tabulations of sample characteristics (Creswell, 2008). 

Characteristics of responding institutions can be used to test how closely respondent 

institutions’ characteristics match all institutions in the U.S. using goodness-of-fit chi-

square tests.  

The study sample was colleges and universities within the membership of the 

Mid-Atlantic Association of College and University Housing Officers (MACUHO). This 

association comprises all institutions of higher education in Delaware, the District of 

Columbia, Maryland, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia. MACUHO 

encompasses a wide distribution of institutional types and sizes which reasonably and 

practically can represent all U.S. higher education institutions (http://www.macuho.org, 

2014). According to Krathwohl & Smith (2005), when choosing a setting, “to study a 

proposition that is presumed to be universally applicable, you can use anyone… except 

where the choice of participants… might favor or disfavor it” (p. 89). Surveying 

MACUHO institutions was also a matter of some convenience. Because the researcher 

has been a member and leader in the association for 15 years, choosing this setting 

increased the likelihood of surveys returns and thereby improved the study’s validity. 

A delimiting feature of the study’s population, first-time RAs, is their status as a 

traditional-aged student who began attending college directly after graduating high 
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school. Data for non-traditional resident assistants were excluded from the data set due to 

the likelihood that life experiences of resident assistants prior to their service may 

confound the data. The sampling frame is the set of supervisory housing professionals 

who rated the mid-year performance of first-time resident assistants. The first-year RAs 

themselves serve as the units of observation. 

Demographic Variables 

 Demographic variables used to describe first-time Resident Assistants included 

their gender identification, their job status following their initial evaluation, and the 

predominant class standing of the residents that they served. 

Gender identification. The gender identification of each resident assistant was a 

categorical demographic variable with three possible values: female, male, and 

transgender.  

Job status. The job status of each RA following the first semester of service was 

collected as a categorical demographic variable. Institution reporters were asked to list 

the RA’s job status as one of four values: terminated, resigned, probationary, or 

continuing.  

Class standing of residents served. On college campuses, resident assistants 

may be assigned to a floor community of residents who are first-year students, upper-

class students, or some blend of the two. Respondents reported the predominant class 

standing of the residents on the RA’s floor community, defined as the simple majority of 

the floor’s residents. Therefore, class standing of residents served was a dichotomous 

categorical variable, listed as either predominantly first-year residents or predominantly 

upper-class residents. 
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Dependent Variable 

The single dichotomous categorical dependent variable was the class standing of 

first-time resident assistants. RAs with sophomore class standing were assigned a value 

of 1, while those with non-sophomore class standing were assigned a value of 0. 

Sophomore class standing was defined as having completed two semesters or fewer of 

full-time college study at the beginning of the fall semester in which the RA began their 

position. Non-sophomores were those who had completed three or more semesters of 

study at that time.  

Independent Variables 

Respondents reported the evaluation scores of each first-time RA on five 

categories of expected performance. These performance categories were determined 

through a content analysis of evaluation forms used by nine institutions outside of the 

Mid-Atlantic region. The procedure for determining these performance criteria is 

described at length below. The content analysis resulted in the following five 

performance criteria:  relationships with residents, community development, 

programming, administration, and relationships with staff. Each performance criterion 

was reported on a four-point ordinal scale with a range of 0 to 3.  

Data Source and Collection Procedures 

The source for the study’s data were the performance scores of first-time RAs as 

previously documented by the professional supervisory staff of each institution and the 

independent variables described above. Specific procedures for collection and assignment 

of data are described in the sub-sections below. The data from each institution were 

compiled into a master database by the researcher. The researcher collected this data 
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through a census survey of institutions in the study population, and recoded and 

standardized the raw data to prepare for data analysis.  

Instrument design. To prepare the survey instrument, the researcher collected a 

sample of evaluation forms used by student housing personnel to score their new RAs’ 

performance at the end of the first semester of service. The researcher collected nine 

evaluation forms from institutions outside of the Mid-Atlantic region. The researcher 

listed and categorized the specific criterion headings of each institution’s evaluation 

form. Through an iterative process, the specific categories were combined and reduced to 

a list of five primary performance criteria:  relationships with residents, community 

development, programming, administration, and relationships with staff. Tables 1-5 list 

the evaluation criteria that appeared on at least two of the sample evaluation forms, and 

also show the frequency with which each criterion appeared.  

Participant recruitment and data collection. The researcher contacted the 

MACUHO Director of Strategic Initiatives and the current President to get permission to 

send the invitation to participate to all of the members in the MACUHO membership 

directory database. The database includes the names and addresses of all housing 

professionals in the region who registered as members of the association. The President 

sent an email invitation to the professional staff at each member institution. The email 

first expressed support and approval for the study, encouraging members to participate as 

part of MACUHO’s commitment to advancing academic scholarship in the field of 

college housing. Next, the invitation briefly described the study’s problem, its purpose 

and the anticipated value of the results for participant institution and to the field of  
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Table 1 

Frequencies of Component Criteria: Community Development 

Component Criterion F 

community development 6 
acts as a role model 6 
balances responsibilities 4 
academic development 3 
is known to students 2 

 
Table 2 

Frequencies of Component Criteria: Relationships with Residents 

Component Criterion F 

duty rounds/on call 8 
availability 6 
resolves conflicts 6 
communication 6 
student conduct involvement 6 
confrontation 6 
individual contact 5 
relationships with students 4 
helping skills 4 
enforces policy 4 
adheres to policy 4 
crisis management 4 
stays calm 4 
knows residents 3 
inclusive 3 
welcomes diversity 3 
emergency procedures 3 
outreach 2 
accessibility 2 
approachability 2 
counseling skills 2 
listening skills 2 
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Table 3 

Frequencies of Component Characteristics: Administration 

Component Criterion F 

administration 9 
timeliness 9 
attendance at meetings 6 
time management 4 
accuracy 3 
check in/check out procedures 3 
front desk expectations 3 
punctuality 3 
organizational skills 3 
follow through 3 
paperwork 2 
incident report writing 2 

 
Table 4 

Frequencies of Component Criteria: Relationships with Staff 

Component Criterion F 

keeps supervisor informed 9 
positive attitude 9 
mentors other staff 6 
relationships with staff  5 
supports other staff 5 
active engagement in meetings 4 
accepts feedback 4 
responds to requests 3 
training involvement 3 
supports mission of department 3 
leadership on staff 2 
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Table 5 

Frequencies of Component Criteria: Programming 

Component Criterion F 

programming 9 
distributes information 5 
makes referrals 4 
campus resource 4 
bulletin boards 4 
hall council support 3 
posts notices 3 
collaboration 2 
creativity 2 
passive programming 2 

 

college housing as a whole. The recruitment email also stated the necessary caveats as  

prescribed by the researcher’s institutional review board relating to confidentiality and 

informed consent. Appendix A contains the invitation letter. 

The survey instrument was designed and implemented using the online 

application Survey Monkey. The invitation email included a unique link associated with 

description of the study and its purpose as well as the necessary disclaimers regarding the 

voluntary nature of participation. The second page of the survey included a definition of 

the terms involved along with full instructions on submitting data. Records for up to 100 

RAs could be submitted by any responding participant supervisor. Appendix B contains 

the full document soliciting institutional participation in the study, distributed June 24, 

2015. 

Data preparation and recoding. The researcher used IBM SPSS Statistics 

(Version 22.0) to analyze the data. In order to conduct analyses on the combined 
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institutional data sets using IBM SPSS, the data were exported from the Survey Monkey 

application into a single Microsoft Excel file that constituted the master data set. The 

variable names were changed to conform to IBM SPSS rules. All text values imported 

from Survey Monkey were recoded with numerical values as described below. The data 

set was then screened for errors and missing data.  

Using SPSS, the researcher employed the Enter method, selecting the variable 

Class as the dependent variable and the five performance criteria as the covariates 

(Relate_Res, Comm_Dev, Program, Admin, and Relate_Staff). Because each of these 

five predictors is a categorical variable with four possible values, each was properly 

entered into the Categorical covariates box. Options selected for the analysis were 

classification plots, Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness of fit, casewise listing of residuals, and 

CI for Exp(B). 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Binary logistic regression was employed to explore the predictive value of the 

multiple independent variables, which were the performance criteria used by institutions 

to evaluate RAs, on the binary dependent variable — the class standing (sophomore or 

non-sophomore) of first-time RAs at the time of their service.  

Binary logistic regression is a nonparametric procedure used for predicting the 

outcome of a binary dependent variable based on multiple explanatory or predictor 

variables. Logistic regression determines how much variance, if any, is explained on a 

dichotomous variable by a set of independent variables (Agresti, 2007). In this study, 

logistic regression was used to determine if evaluation criteria of first-time RAs can 

predict sophomore/non-sophomore class standing ex post facto. It also determined which 
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if any criteria have more magnitude or matter more in predictability.  

Logistic regression is suitable for studying the probability of membership in two 

mutually exclusive groups from a set of predictors (Hair, Anderson, Tathan, & Black, 

1998; Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2000). While multiple regression is appropriate for 

prediction involving continuous independent variables, binary logistic regression should 

be used in analysis of data as in this study in which the independent variable is 

dichotomous and categorical (Rovai, Baker, & Ponton, 2013). According to Peng, Lee, & 

Ingersoll (2002), researchers until recently used ordinary least squares regression or 

discriminant function analysis to address research questions like the one, where the goal 

is the prediction of a dichotomous outcome. Logistical regression is preferable due to the 

strict statistical assumptions of ordinary least squares and discriminant function analysis, 

such as linearity and normality (Peng, Lee, & Ingersoll, 2002). When linearity and 

normality assumptions are not met, logistic regression is more robust. Even when 

linearity and normality assumptions are met, logistic regression may be preferable due to 

the wide range of diagnostics available with its use (Hair et al., 1998). 

The use of logistic regression itself depends upon a number of assumptions that 

must be met (Hinkle, Wiersma, & Jurs, 2003). First, the dependent variable must be 

binary and the outcome discrete (one or the other); in this study, the dependent variable is 

sophomore or non-sophomore class standing of first-time RAs. Second, use of logistic 

regression assumes no outliers in the data. Because the independent variables in this 

study were treated as either dichotomous or ordinal in nature, outliers were not a factor in 

the data. Third, there must be a lack of multicollinearity, or high intercorrelations, among 

the predictor variables, which was assessed through production of a Spearman’s rank 
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order correlation matrix (Rovai et al., 2013). The non-multicollinearity assumption was 

met, for the purposes of this study, because Spearman bi-variate correlations were less 

than .90 as is appropriate according to Tabachnick & Fidell (2012). Hair, Anderson, 

Tathan, & Black (1998) recommend at least five observations per independent variable. 

Because the number of independent variables in the present study was five, the minimum 

sample size was set at 25 units of observation. 

The odds ratio used in the logistic regression analysis was defined as the ratio of 

the probability that sophomore class standing occurred divided by the probability that 

non-sophomore standing occurred. The two outcomes of this dichotomous dependent 

variable were represented by 1 (sophomore standing) and 0 (non-sophomore standing). 

As described by Peng et al. (2002), the natural logarithm of any odds ratio is called the 

logit. For this study, the mathematical model of the simple logistic regression is:  

logit (Y) = ln[π/1-π] = B0 + B1X1 + B2X2 +B3X3 +…BnXn  

where π is the probability of sophomore class standing of a first-time RA, B0 is the Y 

intercept, Bs are regression coefficients, and Xs are the multiple independent variables 

(Peng et al., 2002).  

Once the researcher conducted the necessary test of assumptions for use of 

logistic regression and tested the null hypothesis, appropriate post-hoc analyses were also 

performed. The Wald test was used to index the statistical significance of the individual 

predictor variables. The Hosmer-Lemeshow test was used to examine the goodness-of-fit 

of the models. The Nagelkerke R2 and Cox & Snell R2 tests were employed to examine 

the practical significance and power of the resulting models. The exponential regression 

coefficients (odds ratios) were examined to interpret the individual predictors which 
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would define the models. The Likelihood-Ratio Chi-Square was used to test for the 

statistical significance of prediction models. The a priori level of significance was set at 

.05. 

 Hypotheses. H0:  No performance evaluation criteria can predict the sophomore or 

non-sophomore class standing of first-time resident assistants.  

 H1:  Performance evaluation criteria can predict the sophomore or non-sophomore 

class standing of first-time resident assistants. 

Validity and Reliability Threats 

The reliability of the study’s data rests upon their accuracy and consistency. One 

threat to the validity of this study is the reliance upon housing professionals to accurately 

report the evaluation scores of their RAs. Requesting these professional participants to 

essentially self-report their RAs scores minimizes the potential harm to the RA subjects, 

since the researcher therefore had no direct means of identifying any particular subject. 

However, this approach correspondingly weakens the study’s validity because the 

professional participants were asked to report their own conclusions of performance by 

each RA on each of the five performance criteria. Similarly, the method used for this 

study raises issues of inter-rater reliability because different performance raters may 

interpret differently the rating scale of the report form instrument. The researcher took 

care to provide a clear and unambiguous definition of terms because failure to distinguish 

these criterion variables threatens the study’s validity. Even with such attention to the 

construct definitions, human and measurement error still threaten the reliability and 

validity of the data.  
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Measures of Ethical Protection 

The risk to participating institutional data reporters was minimal. No personal 

self-disclosure was necessary, and the researcher provided full disclosure regarding the 

use of the data. There was a slight risk of institutional participants feeling that they were 

wasting their time in supplying the requested data; therefore, the researcher made clear to 

them the specific use of the data and its value to them as housing professionals, and they 

were assured that the collection of data was limited to only data to be specifically used 

for the purposes of this study. In recognition of their efforts, reporters of participating 

institutions were told that the study results would be shared with them immediately at the 

conclusion of the study. For those who wished to receive the results, the researcher 

placed their names on a distribution list to be used solely for this purpose. Once the 

results were sent, the researcher immediately destroyed the list. 

Due to the anonymous nature of the data from each individual RA, the risk to 

these students is also minimal. Only the reporting professionals were able to connect RA 

names with their scores on each of the performance criteria. Additionally, these 

performance scores were not new evaluations of their performance but rather re-

recordings of their prior scores, of which they had already been made aware by their 

supervisors. This minimized the chance of perception by the RA that having their scores 

reported by their institutional representatives for the study leaves them subject to any 

additional performance scrutiny.  

Finally, in order to minimize the potential for student identifiers to be included 

with the institutional data, respondents were reminded that common identifiers, such as 

RAs’ names or their room assignments on campus, must not be included in the data 
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spreadsheets and must be thoroughly redacted from individual RAs’ evaluation forms if 

provided to the researcher. Considering that some may not have understood this 

interdiction, the researcher alone carefully scrutinized institutional data sets and found 

that no such identifiers were present in any of the institutional data sets. 
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Chapter 4 – Results 
 

 The purpose of this study was to determine if sophomore/non-sophomore class 

standing among first-time Resident Assistants (RAs) could be predicted by RAs’ scores 

on performance evaluations completed by their supervisors. This study sought to fill a 

gap in knowledge about the performance efficacy of sophomores and non-sophomore in 

the RA position. The study used existing performance evaluation data gathered from 

institutions of higher education in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Using 

IBM SPSS Statistics (version 22.0), binary logistic regression procedures as well as 

associated post hoc tests were conducted to determine if any performance evaluation 

criteria could predict the class standing of first-time RAs. Logistic regression is the 

suitable method for assessing the probability of membership in two mutually exclusive 

groups, in this case, sophomore and non-sophomore class standing, from a set of 

predictors, such as performance criteria.  

The Wald test was used to index the statistical significance of the individual 

predictor variables. The Hosmer-Lemeshow test was used to examine the goodness-of-fit 

of the models. The Nagelkerke R2 and Cox & Snell R2 tests were employed to examine 

the practical significance and power of the resulting models. The exponential regression 

coefficients (odds ratios) were examined to interpret the individual predictors which 

would define the models. The Likelihood-Ratio Chi-Square was used to test for the 

statistical significance of prediction models. The a priori level of significance was set at p 

< .05. 

Participants 
 

The survey instrument was designed and implemented using the online 
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application Survey Monkey. The invitation email included a unique link associated with 

the study, labelled Study of First-Time RA Performance. The online link for the survey 

instrument was accessed a total of 43 times between June 24, 2015 and September 23, 

2015. These webpage hits were made from 30 distinct IP addresses, and a total of 10 data 

sets were submitted and completed. One institutional data set consisting of five records 

was excluded from the final data set because the resident assistants whose records were 

provided were all graduate students and therefore were not within the prescribed 

parameters of a traditional-aged first-time resident assistant.  

Nine institutions of higher education in the Mid-Atlantic region of the U.S. 

submitted a total of 316 RA records. Fourteen records were removed from the data set 

due to the absence of performance data in those records. This left a total of 302 records to 

be analyzed. In all other individual cases of missing data, the researcher calculated the 

average of non-missing values for any RA with an empty cell, and then imputed the 

missing value with this computed value. When the imputed value resulted in a decimal, 

the value was rounded to a whole number. Imputations were made in 40 cells out of the 

total of 2,718 cells.  

All of the reporting institutions were four-year colleges or universities. Four were 

private institutions, and five were public institutions. The researcher requested housing 

capacity information from institutional reporters according to the ranges used by the 

Association of College and University Housing Officers-International (ACUHO-I). Most 

of the institutions reporting have housing capacity for between 1,501 and 2,000 residents. 

The largest reporting institution has a housing capacity of over 6,000 residents, while the 

smallest can house between 1,001 and 1,500 residents. Table 6 shows the reported 
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characteristics of the reporting institutions.  

Table 6 

Frequencies of Institutional Characteristics  

 F % 

Institution Type   

 public 165 54.6 
 private 137 45.4 

Institution Housing Capacity   
 less than 500  0 0.0 
 501-751  0 0.0 
 751-1,000  0 0.0 
 1,001-1,500  44 14.6 
 1,501-2,000  94 31.1 
 2,001-3,000  71 23.5 
 3,001-4,000  0 0.0 
 4,001-6,000  61 20.2 
 greater than 6,000  32 10.6 

 
Demographic Variables 

Institutional reporters were asked to submit data on three variables that were 

included for demographic purposes but which were not manipulated as part of the study. 

These variables were gender of the resident assistant, the predominant class standing of 

the residents served by the resident assistant, and the job status of the resident assistant 

following the first semester of service. Overall, institutions reported data for 165 female 

RAs (55%) and 137 male RAs (44%). No institution indicated that they hired any 

transgender students as RAs for either the Fall 2013 or Fall 2014. Institutions indicated 

that first-time resident assistants were assigned to work with primarily first-year students 

by nearly a two-to-one margin. The percentage of first-year floor communities reported 

was 62%, while that of upper-class communities was 37%. Finally, according to 
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institutional reports overall, a large majority of first-time resident assistants continued in 

the position into the second semester (88%). A total of 8% of first-time RAs reportedly 

resigned after their first semester, while 2% were terminated from the position. Finally, 

2% of first-time RAs were placed on probationary status following their first semester in 

the position. Table 7 depicts the frequencies and percentages of each of these 

demographic variables.  

Table 7 

Frequencies of Demographic Variables 

Variables F % 

Gender   

 male 137 45 
 female 165 55 
 transgender 0 0 

Predominant Class Standing of Residents   

 mostly first-year students 188 62 
 mostly upper-class students 114 38 

Job Status   

 terminated 6 2 
 resigned 24 8 
 probation 6 2 
 continuing 266 88 

 

Dependent and Independent Variables 

RA class standing. For the dependent variable, RA class standing, sophomore 

was assigned a dummy variable of 1, since it is the category of interest, while non-

sophomore class standing was designated as 0. Of the 302 RAs whose records were used 

in the study analyses, 190 were sophomores and 112 were non-sophomores. Table 8 

shows the frequencies of the values reported and the percentages of the total response for 
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each of the values. 

Performance variables. Five performance criteria comprised the independent 

variables for this study. As described in Chapter 3, the researcher arrived at these five 

evaluation criteria through a content analysis of a set of evaluation forms currently in use 

at various institutions. Residence life and housing staff design their own evaluation 

criteria and evaluation forms because there is currently no industry standard for staff 

performance criteria. The researcher collected a sample of nine evaluation forms used by 

student housing personnel to score their new RAs’ performance at the end of the first 

semester of service. These nine evaluation forms were gathered from institutions outside 

of the Mid-Atlantic region. The researcher listed and categorized the specific criterion 

headings of each institution’s evaluation form. This process yielded a count of 59 

performance criteria which appeared on at least two of the nine institutional evaluation 

forms. Through an iterative process, the specific categories were combined and reduced 

to a list of five primary performance criteria:  relationships with residents, community 

development, programming, administration, and relationships with staff. For these 

independent variables, each RA was rated on whether they had met the expectations of 

their supervisors. The possible ratings for each criterion were 0 (did not meet 

expectations), 1 (needs improvement), 2 (meets expectations), or 3 (exceeds 

expectations). The modal rating for each of the five performance criteria was 2 (meets 

expectations). 

Relations with residents. The data showed that 59% of first-time resident 

assistants were reported to have met the expectations of this performance criterion, which 

included behaviors such as communication skills, conflict resolutions skills, and 
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conducting duty rounds in their assigned building. Nearly one- third (33%) of resident 

assistants exceeded their supervisors’ expectations in this category, while 8% of RAs 

were observed to need improvement in their performance. Less than 1% of RAs were 

noted for not having met the expectations in this category. 

Community development. The data showed that 58% of first-time resident 

assistants were reported to have met the expectations of this performance criterion, which 

included behaviors such acting as a role model and being well-known among the 

residents on their floor. Over two-thirds (35%) of RAs exceeded their supervisors’ 

expectations in this category, while 6% of RAs were observed to need improvement in 

their performance. Less than 1% of RAs were noted for not having met the expectations 

in this category. 

Programming. In 60% of cases, first-time resident assistants were reported to 

have met the expectations of this performance criterion, which included behaviors such 

as communication skills, conflict resolutions skills, and conducting duty rounds in their 

assigned building. Just under 30% of resident assistants exceeded their supervisors’ 

expectations in this category, while just under 10% of RAs were seen as needing 

improvement. Finally, 1% of RAs were scored as not having met the expectations in this 

category. 

Administration. The data showed that 59% of first-time resident assistants were 

noted to have met the expectations of this performance criterion, which included qualities 

such as timeliness, accuracy, and organization. In 29% of cases, resident assistants 

exceeded their supervisors’ expectations in this category, while 11% of RAs were 

observed to need improvement in their performance. Finally, 1% of RAs were noted for 
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not having met the expectations in this category. 

Relations with staff. In 56% of cases, first-time resident assistants were 

determined to have met the expectations of this performance criterion, which included 

demonstrating a positive attitude, mentoring and supporting fellow staff members, and 

being actively engaged in staff meetings. In 37% of cases, resident assistants exceeded 

expectations in this category, while 6% of RAs were observed to need improvement. 

Finally, 1% of RAs were noted for not having met these expectations.  

Table 8 contains the frequencies and percentages of each of the dependent and 

independent variables described above.  

Correlations among independent variables. One of the assumptions that must 

be met in order for logistic regression analysis to be the correct statistical procedure is the 

absence of multicollinearity, wherein independent variables are highly inter-correlated 

(Rovai, Baker & Ponton, 2013). According to Pallant (2013), independent variables used 

in regression analysis should show some correlation (r2 above 0.3), but two variables 

showing too great a relationship (r2 above 0.9) should not be used in the same analysis. 

Multicollinearity can occur when a large number of independent variables are used in a 

regression analysis and some of the variables are actually measuring the same 

phenomenon or concept (Rovai, Baker & Ponton, 2013). Prior to performing binary 

logistic regression, multicollinearity among variables must be ruled out because it can 

result in suppressor effects among the variables (Pallant, 2013).  

In this study, the researcher used the non-parametric correlation bivariate option 

in SPSS to determine correlations among the five independent variables. The results of 

the Spearman’s rank correlation analysis (Spearman’s ) was the finding that all of the 
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Table 8 

Frequencies of Dependent and Independent Variables 

Variables and Coding F %

Class Standing

0 = non-sophomore 190 37

1 = sophomore 112 63

Relations with Residents

0 = did not meet expectation 1 0

1 = needs improvement 23 8

2 = meets expectation 179 59

3 = exceeds expectation 99 33

Community Development

0 = did not meet expectation 2 0

1 = needs improvement 19 6

2 = meets expectation 175 58

3 = exceeds expectation 106 35

Programming

0 = did not meet expectation 4 1

1 = needs improvement 29 10

2 = meets expectation 180 60

3 = exceeds expectation 89 30

Administration

0 = did not meet expectation 4 1

1 = needs improvement 33 11

2 = meets expectation 179 59

3 = exceeds expectation 86 29

Relations with Staff

0 = did not meet expectation 3 1

1 = needs improvement 18 6

2 = meets expectation 168 56

3 = exceeds expectation 113 37

Note. N = 302
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bivariate correlations showed only moderate collinearity and were within the acceptable 

range. Therefore, all five of the independent variables were deemed appropriate to 

include in the model. 

The two performance criteria that were found to be least correlated were relations 

with staff and programming ( = .334). The two performance criteria with the highest 

correlation were relations with residents and community development ( = .662). All 

other correlations among performance variables registered between .401 and .507. Table 

9 lists all of the correlations among the independent variables. 

Table 9 

Spearman’s rho Correlations Between Independent Variables 

Relate_Res Comm_Dev Program Admin Relate_Staff

Relate_Res 1.000

Comm_Dev .662 1.000

Program .401 .495 1.000

Admin .425 .486 .447 1.000

Relate_Staff .640 .507 .334 .442 1.000
Note. N = 302

Binary logistic regression analysis. Binary logistic regression analysis was 

performed to assess the impact of each one of the five performance criteria on the 

likelihood that first-time resident assistant could be identified as a sophomore. Using 

IBM SPSS Statistics (version 22.0), the researcher consulted The SPSS Survival Guide 5th

Edition (Pallant, 2013) to determine the necessary steps in preparing the protocols for the 

analysis. 

Results. The full model containing all predictors was not statistically significant, 
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 (15, N = 302) = 10.33; p = .79. This result is meaningful in the context of a logistic 

regression analysis because it indicates that the logit model was not able to distinguish 

between sophomore and non-sophomore Resident Assistants on the basis of their 

performance in the position. That is, no combination of performance criteria predictor 

variables was able to predict the sophomore or non-sophomore class standing of a first-

time RA. In effect, this result indicates that knowing how well an RA has performed in 

their first semester on the job is of no value in predicting that RA’s class standing ex post 

facto.  

The Hosmer and Lemeshow goodness-of-fit test was not significant,  (7, N = 

302) = 3.17; p = .87. The model itself explained only between 3% (Cox & Snell R2 

square) and 5% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in class standing of RAs. The model 

correctly classified 63% of the cases, which is the same percentage predicted without the 

five independent variables added to the equation. In other words, the performance criteria 

used by housing professionals to evaluate first-time resident assistants are useless in 

predicting whether any RA is a sophomore or a non-sophomore. 

Table 10 lists the full results of the binary logistic regression analysis. 
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Table 10 

Logistic Regression Coefficients for Performance Criteria 

     95% C.I. for 

Odds Ratio 

Criterion B Wald p Odds Ratio Lower Upper 

Relationships 
with Residents 

 .695 .874    

 (1)a 1.034 .000 1.000 2.813 .000  

 (2) 0.165 .057 .811 1.179 .305 4.557 

 (3) .317 .644 .422 1.374 .633 2.982 

Community 
Development 

 .593 .898    

 (1) -1.435 .000 1.000 .238 .000  

 (2) -0.462 .435 .510 .630 .160 2.488 

 (3) .026 .005 .943 1.026 .505 2.084 

Programming 
 

 1.146 .766    

 (1) 20.856 .000 1.000 1.142e9 .000  

 (2) -0.87 .027 .868 .916 .326 2.574 

 (3) -.325 1.035 .309 .723 .386 1.351 

Administration 
 

 .212 .976    

 (1) -22.072 .000 1.000 .000 .000  

 (2) .219 .177 .674 1.245 .449 3.449 

 (3) .013 .002 .968 1.013 .531 1.936 

Relationships    
with Staff 

 2.572 .462    

 (1) 41.831 .000 .999 1.469e18 .000  

 (2) 1.042 2.065 .151 2.836 .684 11.751 

 (3) -.046 .016 .898 .955 .475 1.922 

Constant .471 3.176 .075 1.601   
a Numbers in parentheses represent the designation of the dummy variable for the categorical 

performance criteria codings. 
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Chapter 5 – Discussion and Implications 

Housing professionals are increasingly compelled to hire first-year students as 

resident assistants (RAs) due to shrinking numbers of more experienced candidates. The 

existing literature provides no evidence regarding any difference in the performance of 

RAs according to class standing. The purpose of this study was to cast light on the 

question of whether sophomore RAs perform differently from students who have spent 

more than a single year in college. The study compared the performance evaluation 

scores of first-time resident assistants to determine if any performance criteria can predict 

the sophomore or non-sophomore class standing of RAs ex post facto. Using such a 

prediction model would assist housing professionals in making data-informed hiring 

decisions that maximize the likelihood of an RA’s success on the job.  

Considering that housing professionals are increasingly forced to hire resident 

assistants from a pool of applicants that includes students with less college experience 

than was traditionally expected, the researcher sought to provide some evidence of the 

efficacy or effect of hiring first-year students to serve as RAs in their sophomore year. 

Specifically, do performance evaluation scores of resident assistants as determined by 

their college housing supervisors predict the sophomore class standing of first-time 

resident assistants? Can class standing of an RA be correctly predicted given a set of 

evaluation scores? 

Demographic Variables 

Gender. Nearly 55% of the resident assistants whose performance evaluation 

scores were reported for this study were identified as female. This aligns with data 

regarding the gender distribution of the general population of college students. In 2012, 
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the latest year for which data are available, 57% of college students were female 

(Chronicle of Higher Education). Although the survey for the current study gave the 

option to report the number of transgender RAs, none were reported.  

Predominant class standing of residents. Institutional reporters were asked to 

provide data on the predominant class standing of the residents in the communities served 

by the first-time resident assistants in the study. Alexander Astin (1993) found students’ 

place of residence to be "probably the most important and pervasive environmental 

influence on the student's persistence in school” (p.4). On nearly all campuses across the 

United States, residential programs specifically designed for first-year students have 

become commonplace (Inkelas, Soldner, & Szelenyi, 2008). This movement toward so 

called living-learning programs developed as a means to improve the persistence rates of 

first-year students into their sophomore year. Therefore, it is typically the case that 

residence hall communities are set aside for first-year students to be assigned together, 

often with a special focus on academic major or other special interest.  

In this study, nearly two-thirds of RAs (62%) reportedly served in primarily first-

year communities. Upper-class resident communities were served by 61 of the 

sophomore RAs (54%) and by 53 of the non-sophomore RAs (46%). However, 

sophomore RAs were more likely to be assigned to primarily first-year resident 

communities than upper-class RAs by a two to one margin. Only 31% of first-year 

communities were served by upper-class RAs, while 69% were served by sophomore 

RAs. While the determining factors for assignment of a given RA to a particular floor 

community are well beyond the scope of this study, it is likely that sophomore RAs tend 

to be assigned with first-year residents due to their being closer to the age or maturity 
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level of first-year student and because they have successfully negotiated the first-year 

experience themselves most recently. This finding is meaningful for future research 

because researchers in other studies have concluded that working with first-year students 

can be a more difficult assignment for RAs due to the relatively high demands that come 

with serving first-year students (Schaller & Wagner, 2007).  

Job status. Over 90% of first-time resident assistants were reported to have 

continued their employment in the position into the second semester of their first year of 

service. Of this group, six RAs (2%) were reportedly placed on probation for the second 

semester, though no information was requested or provided on the reason for this job 

action. Among the RAs placed on probation, five out of six were reportedly sophomore 

RAs. This finding of a 90% retention rate after one semester among first-time RAs aligns 

with the findings of Brandt Brecheisen (2015). In a national study, Brandt Brecheisen 

discovered that 15.9% of sophomore RAs chose not to return to the job after their first 

full year, while the current finding refers only to retention in the position after only one 

semester of service.  

Of the remaining RAs whose performance ratings were reported, 24 (8%) 

resigned after their first semester of service, while six (2%) were terminated by their 

supervisors. Roughly equal numbers of sophomore and non-sophomore RAs (13 and 11, 

respectively) were noted as having resigned. However, all six of the RAs who were 

terminated were sophomores.  

While reliable conclusions may not be drawn from this job status data, it is worth 

noting that, of the 12 RAs who had been placed on probation or were terminated, fully 11 

of them were sophomores. At first glance, this result would indicate that sophomore RAs 
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were more likely than non-sophomores to be terminated from their positions after their 

first semester. However, further research would need to be conducted before any such 

conclusion should be drawn. For example, were these sophomore RAs terminated at the 

end of the first semester as a result of poor job or academic performance or were they 

terminated prior to the end of the first semester due to misbehavior or violation of college 

policy?  Even though this study showed that sophomore RAs performed just as well as 

their older peers, this observation that evaluation of sophomore RAs was more likely to 

result in termination from the position clearly calls for further exploration. 

Discussion 

The results of this study show that second-year traditional-age college students 

who serve as resident assistants are evaluated as performing just as well as other RAs 

who have more experience in college. While the hiring of sophomore resident assistants 

is a very common but previously unsubstantiated custom, this study provides 

confirmation for this practice. Sophomore RAs perform at the same level as their junior 

and senior peers when it comes to the major responsibilities of the position. This finding 

has far-reaching implications for housing professionals who hire undergraduates to serve 

in these important leadership posts. 

College housing professionals are generally apprehensive about hiring 

sophomores as resident assistants. They seek candidates for the position who are more 

mature and more experienced than the students that they will serve. They are therefore 

reluctant to select students who have not yet made all the necessary transitions in higher 

education. This study finds that sophomores perform just as well as their upper-class 

counterparts, even when they are assigned to communities of first-year students with 
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greater needs for support and attention. This finding challenges the misperception that 

sophomore RAs offer something less to the position than juniors or seniors when it comes 

to performance. Selection processes for resident assistants need not begin with the 

prejudice that sophomores are inherently less capable than other upper-class candidates. 

Housing professionals can stop giving preference to non-sophomores candidates, and in 

fact they can begin actively recruiting sophomores for the resident assistant position.  

According to the criteria set forth for eligibility for this study, the resident 

assistants who made up the data set were selected for their positions in the spring 

semester prior to their service, at the time when they were still first-year students. The 

findings of this study change how housing professionals may view first-year candidates, 

regardless of the size of a campus’s pool of applicants. For schools with larger pools or 

with a high ratio of upper-class to first-year applicants, housing professionals may have 

traditionally set aside first-year applicants for peremptory exclusion. Anecdotally, 

housing professionals will often preemptively discredit first-year students by assuming 

that these students need more time to mature and can benefit from another academic year 

to mature before they are hired. Given the current results, housing professional can reject 

this traditional discrimination, specifically when it comes to concerns about the 

applicant’s potential performance. For schools with smaller housing capacity and 

concomitant smaller applicant pools, understanding that sophomore RAs perform as well 

as upper-class RAs will allow housing professionals to discard class standing as a 

discriminating factor. Hence, this can help to significantly increase the pool of applicants 

who are considered sufficiently qualified.  

Once professionals come to embrace the parity of performance to be expected 



68 

from sophomore and non-sophomore resident assistants, they may begin to address the 

unnecessary lack of confidence on the part of first-year applicants for the position. 

Understandably, first-year applicants may enter the RA application process with a lack of 

confidence that they are competent to take on the position. Indeed, many first-year 

students may choose not to apply for the position for this reason. Once housing staff 

embrace the finding that sophomore RAs score no differently on performance criteria 

than upper-class RAs, they may challenge their own anticipatory bias, and they may 

begin to more broadly support, encourage, and recruit first-year students to apply.  

Since sophomores have been shown in this study to be evaluated just as highly as 

their upper-class counterparts, the hiring of sophomore resident assistants can be viewed 

as a means of increasing the likelihood that these sophomore students will be retained and 

will graduate. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) asserted that “students living on campus 

are more likely to persist and graduate than students who commute” (p. 421). However, 

rising sophomores do not necessarily choose to come back to on-campus living for their 

second year. According to the American Council on Education, almost two-thirds of 

beginning students live on campus, but, by their sophomore year, many students choose 

to move off campus for myriad reasons (Gahagan & Hunter, 2006). Hiring first-year 

students to serve as residential leaders for their sophomore year contributes to the 

likelihood that these on-campus students will be retained by the institution and that they 

will attain a degree.  

Based on the results of this study, housing professionals should view the RA 

position as advantageous for sophomores, not a burden but a benediction. In view of 

recent research findings on improving retention, college campuses are increasingly 
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moving toward requiring sophomores to live on campus, and the housing staff on these 

campuses are concomitantly designing intentional residential learning communities for 

these second-year students. Housing professionals should view the RA position as just 

such an intentional program, rather than limiting the selection of sophomores for these 

positions. Sophomore resident assistants who succeed in the RA job, performing at the 

level of upper-class colleagues, can carry away a sense of accomplishment, of autonomy, 

and of purpose, all of which are milestones for successfully completing their 

undergraduate degrees.  

Implications for theory and practice. There remain some institutions whose 

housing professionals intentionally hire only juniors and seniors. Those institutions that 

have an ample pool of applicants among their more experienced students may be doing 

an injustice to both their programs and to the first-year students by overlooking the 

opportunity to select sophomore RAs.  

The results of this study indicate that institutions need not discriminate against 

RA applicants merely on the basis of their first-year class standing. It should be noted 

that the RAs in this study represented only those students who applied for the position 

and were selected. It seems reasonable to expect that the sophomore RAs in this study did 

not include all of the applicants who applied during their freshman year at any of the 

participating institutions. There are undoubtedly many applicants at each of the 

participating institutions who applied but were not hired, just as the cadre of qualified 

upper-class candidates was likely condensed from a somewhat larger pool.  

The findings that sophomores perform just as well as upper-class RAs may have 

profound implications for the way that housing professionals train first-time resident 
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assistants. Since there is no longer any reason to assume that sophomore RAs will 

perform more poorly than upper-class RAs once they are hired, professionals responsible 

for training newly-hired staff can now focus on more specific training sessions with 

sophomores in mind. Brandt Brecheisen (2014) suggests that “RA training for a 

sophomore RA evolves into preparation to navigate their sophomore year” (p.134). 

Brandt Brecheisen found a strong correlation between satisfaction with training and 

reported self-efficacy among sophomore RAs. The present finding lends support to the 

idea that specific training sessions designed for sophomores can improve the experience 

of such students in the RA job. Training of resident assistants includes topics such as 

campus resources and referrals, interpersonal relationship skills, time management and 

confrontation of peers. Addressing these developmental issues during RA training, 

especially prior to the beginning of their service and with sophomore RAs in mind, can 

result in improvement in their satisfaction with training and consequently in their sense of 

confidence in their ability to perform on the job.  

The results of this study lend general support to Brandt Brecheisen’s hypothesis 

that serving as a sophomore RA effectively becomes a sophomore year experience 

program. That is, while serving as an RA during the sophomore year may be challenging, 

it serves as a positive growth experience that actually assists sophomores in making the 

necessary adjustments as they confront the changing academic and social landscape that 

lies ahead of them. As noted above, once students are hired for the job, they are generally 

presented with extensive pre-service and in-service training programs which include 

topics such as identifying campus resources and making referrals, building interpersonal 

relationship and time management skills, and developing their leadership. In addition, 
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RAs often form relationships with fellow staff members in the context of team 

development, and perhaps this alleviates some of the relationship adjustment issues 

commonly reported by sophomores As Brandt Brecheisen suggests, RA training for a 

sophomore RA develops into a preparation program for their successful transition 

through the sophomore year (Brandt Brecheisen, 2015). 

Similarly, the finding that sophomore RAs perform as well as upper-class RAs is 

consistent with Schaller’s model of the stages of commitment through which sophomores 

progress. As others have pointed out, the typical sophomore’s feeling of being neglected 

following the first college year is likely an unintended result of the withdrawal of the 

many services and programs that freshmen students enjoy (Hunter et al., 2010). For a 

sophomore RA, the support mechanisms and positive staff contact put in place by virtue 

of their student employment may serve to neutralize the sophomore slump. Schaller’s 

research on sophomores led her to conclude that students need encouragement to take 

responsibility for choices and for their learning, to get involved in co-curricular and 

extra-curricular activities, and to build new relationships with peers based on intentional 

rather than superficial characteristics. According to the results of the present study, 

sophomore RAs seem to be benefiting from the position in exactly this way, moving into 

and beyond Schaller’s third stage of commitment, tentative choices  

(Schaller, 2005). For sophomore RAs, training can help transport them more promptly 

and effectively through their development as a student. Transition to the third stage of 

commitment may be aided through a sophomore RA’s sense of accomplishment, first 

through being hired for the position, then through successfully traversing the challenges 

of the position and succeeding in it. On the other hand, the results of this study do not 
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seem to support Schaller’s conclusion that the demands placed on sophomore RAs in the 

first six weeks to induct new freshmen disrupts the RA in making the transition to their 

own sophomore year. Were this the case, it seems reasonable that this disruption would 

become apparent in the performance evaluations of sophomore RAs. 

Other observations.  One unintended consequence of preparing to conduct this 

study was the observation of the multitude of performance expectations placed on RAs. 

The design of this study called for content analysis of performance evaluation forms from 

various colleges to arrive at the five performance criteria studied. The raw number of 

specific expectations placed on RAs is astounding. The count of performance criteria 

which appeared on at least two of the nine evaluation forms came to a daunting 59. 

Though many of these 59 performance criteria were different only semantically from 

others, it must still be formidable for a resident assistant to grasp the enormous number of 

behaviors they must exhibit in order to be assessed as competent in the position.  

The researcher also made observations regarding the predominant class standing 

of residents served by the first-time resident assistants reported in this study. Of the 190 

sophomore RAs whose performance data were reported, 130 (68%) of them had been 

assigned to work on a floor or community housing primarily first-year students. 

Meanwhile, non-sophomore RAs were assigned to first-year communities at 

approximately the same rate as they were to upper-class communities (52% versus 48%, 

respectively). This observation points to the notion stated earlier that housing 

professional tend to assign sophomore RAs with first-year residents due to their having 

more recently progressed through the transitions characteristic of first-year students. This 

observation merits further exploration in future studies.  
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A surprising discovery within the full data set relates to the characteristics of 

those first-time Resident Assistants who were either terminated or placed on probation 

following their first evaluation period at the end of the first semester of their service. 

Only six first-time RAs (2% of the population) were terminated from the position, and 

another six were placed on probationary status, meaning that return to the position was 

contingent upon the completion of specific tasks or sanctions in the coming semester. The 

surprising observation of note is that, of these 12 first-time RAs, fully 11 of them were 

sophomore RAs. Because this result was not reflected in a predication model among any 

of the performance criteria through the logistic regression analysis, the effect on 

sophomore RAs’ performance was either too small or too diffuse to register in the 

statistical analysis. However, this demographic finding justifies further exploration in 

future research to determine if the consequences of marginal performance may be more 

severe for sophomore RAs.  

Study Limitations 

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether first-time sophomore RAs 

perform differently from first-time upper-class RAs. As described above, housing 

professionals may now be less apprehensive about employing sophomores since there is 

now reason to expect that the RAs’ supervisors will evaluate their performance as equal 

to that of their older peers. However, it is worth noting that there are numerous other 

ways to measure the success of RAs. For example, this study did not address the 

evaluation of RAs’ performance from the point of view of the residents that they serve. 

Similarly, this study did not address the RAs’ self-assessment of their performance nor 

their satisfaction with the position. Other studies need to be conducted to address these 
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criteria for successful service as a resident assistant. 

This study may have been limited in a number of ways by the methodology 

employed. Rather than collect sample evaluation forms and perform a content analysis to 

establish the five performance criteria, the researcher could have made the choice to 

collect raw evaluation data from each participating institution and subsequently conduct a 

content analysis of the various performance criteria provided by the participating 

institutions. This approach would have relieved those reporting the data for the study 

from having to recode their own existing evaluations into the five performance criteria 

defined by the researcher. It would also have led to greater confidence that the 

information provided by participating institutions was truly reflective of RAs 

performance and not a regression toward the mean. However, this approach would also 

have contributed to doubts about the validity of the results, due to the fact that the 

researcher would have been exposed to the raw data and would have had greater 

difficulty removing bias that could have affected the content analysis of the evaluation 

forms. 

 Another limitation of the methodology of this study was the use of data reflecting 

evaluations of RAs following only one semester of service. This decision was driven by 

the existing literature, which supports the belief that transition challenges among 

sophomore are more difficult during the first semester after their freshman year (Benedict 

& Mondoloch, 1989; Schaller & Wagner, 2007). This also contributed to the researcher’s 

decision to accept data from either Fall 2013 or Fall 2014, but not to accept data for 

Spring-only new RAs. Though performance evaluation data gathered after first-time 

RAs’ full year of service might have resulted in a better set of predictors, this method 
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would have been less likely to reflect the significant challenges faced by RAs in the first 

semester.  

Future Research 

This study provides numerous avenues for further examination in the area of 

resident assistants. The results of this study show that, from the perspective of their 

supervisors, the performance of sophomore RAs does not differ from that of upper-class 

RAs. Sophomore RAs perform no worse than junior or senior RAs when it comes to 

relating to their residents and fellow staff members, conducting educational and social 

programs to engage residents, building a floor community, or tending to the 

administrative formalities of the position. Future research on the success of sophomore 

RAs should be directed at prediction factors other than the evaluation of their 

performance by their supervisors. For example, many colleges and universities conduct 

periodic satisfaction surveys to assess the delivery of services to their residents, and 

comprehensive surveys of this sort include questions about the residents’ satisfaction 

with their own floor RA. One way to augment the findings of this study would be to 

gather existing data from multiple institutions and use resident satisfaction with RAs as 

an independent variable to determine if it can predict the class standing of the RA.  

Another potential gauge of sophomore RA success is the RAs’ self-assessment of 

their performance, independent of their supervisor’s feedback. Prior studies of sophomore 

RAs have used primarily qualitative methodology to explore the experience of 

sophomore RAs. Kauffman (2008) interviewed sophomore RAs and discovered that all 

subjects reported a positive experience overall while describing significant challenges 

including the lack of respect from other students, the administrative tasks of the job, and 
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the  feeling of “living in a fishbowl.” Sophomore RAs reported that these challenges 

necessitated their making changes to their social lives to avoid compromising positions. 

Schaller & Wagner (2007) found that female sophomore RAs reported having difficulty 

meeting everyone’s expectations, while males reported finding the job to be a barrier to 

building new relationships. However, these studies used intention to return to the RA 

position as a proxy for RAs’ self-evaluation of success in the job rather than gauging this 

measurement of success through any quantitative method. Assessing sophomore RAs’ 

self-assessment of success in the position would also be served by future researchers 

including non-continuing or dissatisfied RAs in their samples. Levels of self-reported 

satisfaction on the part of sophomore RAs could also be defined as a measure of their 

success. As Brandt Brecheisen (2015) points out, the 1,443 sophomore RA respondents 

in her study comprised primarily satisfied RAs, as did most of the sophomore RAs in the 

two other studies described above. As Brandt Brecheisen suggests, engaging input from 

unsatisfied sophomore RAs would be worthwhile in future research. 

Future research in the area of RAs may further shed light on their efficacy by 

comparing class standing beyond the dichotomous variable created for the present study 

(sophomore or non-sophomore). Prior to conducting this study, as the researcher 

described the research question and the population of interest, many housing practitioners 

expressed their anecdotal impression that sophomore RAs tend to perform just as well as 

junior RAs, but that senior RAs are often the population that does not perform according 

to their supervisors’ expectations. While sophomore RAs, by definition, are first-time 

RAs, senior RAs can have any level of direct experience in the job. That is, senior RAs 

may be in their third year in the position, having been hired originally as a sophomore 
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RA. On the other extreme, senior RAs may be first-time staff members themselves, being 

hired only in their fourth college year. Just as this study aimed to find if any performance 

criteria could distinguish sophomore RAs from their advanced peers, future studies may 

try to isolate the success of senior RAs using the same criteria. Clearly, research in this 

direction would need to first discriminate between types of senior RAs, as described 

above. Though senior RAs have had the opportunity to progress beyond the necessary 

transitions of the mid-college years, their level of experience in the RA job should be 

considered a confounding variable.  

Another fertile area for future research in the realm of sophomore RAs is to 

measure their success and development longitudinally, especially using Schaller’s 

commitment model. As described above, senior RAs in many cases represent students 

who were first-time RAs in their sophomore year and who continued to serve as an RA 

for a third year. Research on the experience and success of these third year RAs would be 

valuable for housing professionals. A longitudinal mixed-methods study of sophomore 

RAs would be most valuable if it gathered both qualitative and quantitative data 

regarding the experience and success of RAs over the course of three years, from their 

first year on the job as sophomores through their third year as a senior. Such a study 

would be further enriched by following the experience of these sophomore RAs whether 

or not they persisted in the position into the second or third year. In this way, housing 

professionals would have a much-improved sense of the beneficial and disruptive aspects 

of the RA position on sophomore students in the long term.  

Finally, the housing profession would be further served by more research in the 

area of RA selection processes. As stated by Jaeger and Caison (2006), “Although 
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selection of RA candidates is time-consuming and ultimately determines who will serve 

in the critical RA role, the research examining the selection process is relatively non-

existent” (p. 146). The present study sheds light on the viability of sophomores in the RA 

position compared to non-sophomores. However, there remains very little scholarly 

research that focuses on assisting housing professions in choosing candidates who will 

ultimately prove successful in the position. Additional research should aim to assist 

practitioners in data-informed decision making to determine the efficacy of their 

thorough and staff-intensive selection processes in regard to RAs’ performance, their 

satisfaction, and their development as students.  

Conclusions 

Though housing professionals are increasingly induced to offer resident assistant 

positions to first-year students due to shrinking numbers of more experienced candidates, 

the present study provides evidence regarding their performance, finding that first-time 

sophomore RAs are evaluated by their supervisors to be equally successful in the position 

as their older counterparts. This study shed light on the question of whether sophomore 

RAs perform differently from upper-class RAs. The finding that no performance criteria 

can predict the class standing of first-time RAs liberates housing professionals from any 

apprehension that hiring sophomore RAs will result in substandard performance. This 

finding frees housing professionals not only to interview and evaluate sophomore 

applicants for the RA position, but to actively recruit them and to promote the long-term 

value of the position. Housing professional may now view the selection of sophomore 

resident assistants as a contribution to their institution’s efforts to retain students and 

guide them through to graduation. In sum, residential staff should no longer blindly 
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discriminate against sophomores in their hiring practices, nor fear that hiring second-year 

students will necessarily result in second-rate performance.   
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Appendix A – Supporting Documents 

MACUHO letter soliciting institutional participation, distributed June 24, 2015. 

 

Supporting MACUHO’s Commitment to Research 

 

Supporting MACUHO’s commitment to advancing academic scholarship within the field 

of campus housing, the association occasionally permits researchers to conduct both 

quantitative and qualitative studies of the association’s membership with prior approval. 

 

Should We Be Hiring Sophomore RAs? 

In the Winter 2015 edition of the MACUHO Magazine, I asked that question. Now is 

your opportunity to help us all answer this question.  

          

Statement of the Problem: Many of us are hiring more and more rising 
sophomore RAs, but we wonder if they’ll be able to handle the challenges and 
perform as well as upper-class RAs. The research literature is void of evidence 
regarding the efficacy of second-year students in the RA role, though we know 
that sophomores have their own important academic and social transitions to 
make. 
 
Significance: The results of this study will ultimately help us all to make data-
informed hiring decisions that will maximize the likelihood of an RA’s success 
on the job, for their sake and the sake of their residents. Understanding whether 
sophomore RAs perform differently from other first-time RAs will help 
regardless of the magnitude or direction of difference. Your participation in this 
study will help fill a gap in our knowledge. The results of this study will be 
publically disseminated to MACUHO members to help inform our future hiring 
decisions.  
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Though all members on the MACUHO listserv are receiving this invitation, data is 

requested only from institutional representatives who are in a position to access first-time 

RA files or records. Participation is voluntary, and you may stop participating at any 

point without any penalty to yourself or your institution. The amount of time involved for 

you to participate will vary according to ease of access to your institutional data and the 

number of first-time RAs employed during the semesters being studied. In order to 

protect your confidentiality, you may opt to submit your response anonymously. In order 

to maintain the anonymity of your RAs, no part of this survey requests information that 

could be used to personally identify any individual RA. No additional personal identifiers 

of RAs should be returned to the researcher in any form, and no personal identifiers of 

RAs will be included in the master database I will compile. By responding to this survey, 

you are voluntarily consenting to participate and agree that you understand the study.  

 

In recognition of efforts of those who respond, the study results will be shared 

immediately at the conclusion of the study with those who request them. Results for 

individual institutions will be provided to respondents only and to no other institution or 

individual, and aggregate results will be disseminated without identification of 

participating or non-participating institutions. 

 

If you are ready to dive in and provide data from your institution, you can get started 

here. To request more information about participating, complete a very brief survey here 

and I will respond to your request immediately. 
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This study has been reviewed by the Frostburg State University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB); a 

copy of the approval form is available on request. Any questions or concerns about the conduct of the 

research may be directed to Dr. Beth Scarloss, Chair of the IRB at 301-687-4472 or IRB@frostburg.edu, or 

to Dr. Kelly Hall, Faculty/Research Advisor, at kshall@frostburg.edu or 301-687-7419. 

 

Dana A. Severance, Doctoral Candidate 

Director of Residence Life 

Frostburg State University 

dseverance@frostburg.edu 

301-697-9157 
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Appendix B – Survey 
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Appendix C – Institutional Review Board Approval 
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Appendix D – Master Data Set 

Coding of Variables 

Class RA class standing  

 

0 = non-sophomore 

1 = sophomore 

 

Gender Includes transgender, but no records 

 

0 = female 

1 = male 

 

Commun Predominant class standing of residents 

on RA’s assigned floor/community  

0 = mostly first year 

1 = mostly upper-class 

 

Job_Status Job status of RA following  

     first semester of service 

 

0 = terminated 

1 = resigned 

2 = probation 

3 = continuing 
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Relate_Res 

Comm_Dev 

Program 

Admin 

Relate_Staff 

 

relationship with residents                    

community development                  

programming                                   

administration                                        

relationship with staff 

0 = did not meet requirement 

1 = needs improvement 

2 = meets requirement 

3 = exceeds requirement 

Inst_Type Type of four-year institution 

 

0 = public 

1 = private 

 

Inst_Occ On-campus housing capacity 

 

0 = less than 500 

1 = 501-751 

2 = 751-1000 

3 = 1001-1500 

4 = 1501-2000 

5 = 2001-3000 

6 = 3001-4000 

7 = 4001-6000 

8 = greater than 6000 
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