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Brief Overview

Specifically addresses sophomore and junior student retention through special interest housing communities.
The development of special interest housing communities targeted at sophomore students who have not yet declared majors and other upper class students contributed positively to persistence and graduation rates.
Description of Strategy

The special interest housing (SIH) program is designed to allow sophomore, junior, and senior level students to self-select into smaller on-campus residential communities of 16 residents based on their interests and articulated group goals. The goals of the program are to increase student persistence from sophomore year through to graduation, to improve academic performance, to engage positively in the Whittier College community, and to develop behavioral norms and standards and use them to live successfully in a community..  

The commitment to the development of community is grounded in Whittier’s Quaker heritage, our mission, and our Liberal Education curriculum. The College is described as a “meeting place that brings together people, ideas, traditions and experiences” that develop a sense of community.  “Community among students fosters social well-being and academic enrichment.”  Thus, there is a keen commitment to helping students develop healthy communities inside and outside the classroom.  Special interest housing is a key co-curricular strategy in accomplishing the College’s mission. 
Each spring interested rising sophomores, juniors, and seniors develop proposals for their SIHs.  Proposals include the purpose of the group, goals for the year, activities in which the group plans to engage during the academic year, how the SIH would fosters a sense of community, and accountability measures.  Proposals are reviewed by Residential Life staff and interviews of SIH applicants are conducted.  Eight SIH communities are selected each year.
Once established, the area coordinator (a professional staff member) assigned to the SIHs meets regularly throughout the year with house leaders, provides training on community development, norm setting, and conflict resolution, and then supports their plans and provides oversight for the program.  

Examples of SIH communities over the past several years include:  a group of rising sophomores (who had not declared a major) interested in exploring academic, major and career readiness; healthy living; the O’Hana Hut for students of Asian Pacific Islander interest and background; the lacrosse, football, water polo, and swimming teams; local fraternities and sororities (called societies at Whittier); and environmental sustainability.
What are the expected learning outcomes or goals:

1. To improve persistence and graduation rates.
2. To improve academic performance for members of SIHs.
3. To demonstrate healthy living within the context of community.

4. To develop and demonstrate commitment to community governance, including the development of community norms.

5. To reduce negative conduct behavior.

6. To engage in programs and activities which support the mission of the various SIHs.

Basis for the Strategy:

What students actually do in their first year in college often falls short of what they expected to do in the classroom and beyond it(Kuh, 1999).  Most new students say that they will engage in more academically and educationally purposeful activities than they actually do.  Research suggests that among “students who left college early, there is a disproportionate number who were less motivated and had lower aspirations and expectations compared with their peers who persisted.”  (Upcraft, et. al, 2005, pg. 89). 
Like many schools, Whittier College finds that if students persist through the sophomore year, they are more likely to be retained until graduation.  Historically, at Whittier there is a strong correlation between first-year retention and graduation.  The higher first-year to sophomore retention is, the higher the graduation rate will be.  Based on this data, specifically engaging rising sophomore students in an educationally purposeful activity such as living in SIH should be an effective retention strategy, Our assessment date confirms this. 
History of Development of Strategy:

Whittier College’s mission statement articulates a commitment to a residential experience as a powerful learning opportunity.  

The Residential Life staff worked with the first-year dean and others to develop the goals for the SIH strategy, learning outcomes, application, interview, selection, management and assessment process.  

Measurement of Success, how this was accomplished, what may make it difficult to measure:
There are many ways to measure the impact of SIH including academic performance, retention, and graduation. The number of conduct cases and vandalism incidents are other measurable variable. . Since our primary goal for this strategy was to improve retention and ultimately graduation rates, we chose to study two particular SIH groups that entered Whittier College in fall 2009 (Class of 2013).  As rising sophomores, we studied the SIH group that was formed to promote “academic, major and career readiness” and the “O’Hana Hut.”  The “academic, major, and career readiness” SIH was particularly relevant because these were students who were undecided about their majors entering their sophomore year.  Programming for this community focused on helping them determine majors and connecting them to programs and services that would further engage them in the Whittier College community.  Supported by a faculty leader, this SIH explored LA as part of the strategy to engage them in the local Whittier community and the greater Los Angeles community. These two SIH groups were compared to the remainder of the Class 2013 in terms of retention and GPA.  

Comparison of students in the program to overall student retention and graduation data
While recognizing that there are many variables that affect retention and graduation, we wanted to answer the basic question of whether members of the Class of 2013 who lived in SIH enrolled at rates higher than the remainder of the class living on- or off-campus.
Although we will not know how the graduation rates for the experimental and control group until May 2013, we know that retention of SIH student is significantly higher than their non-participating peers. Of the 359 first-year students entering in 2009, 237 remain (67%). Of the 37 students from Class of 2013 who lived in SIH, 33 remain (89.1%).  Additionally, the average GPA for the members of the Class of 2013 participating in SIH is higher than their non-participating peers (3.19 compared to 3.03). 
Additionally, student feedback of the SIH program indicated great appreciation for the help focusing on clarifying academic interests, choosing a major and becoming more involved in the campus community.

Challenges in Implementation

Since our college does not have a staff person tasked to work with rising sophomores, it takes cooperation and collaboration across academic affairs and student life to organize and manage a program that integrates all aspects of college life.  However, by targeting rising sophomores and providing a unique living-learning experience that allows students to connect with our campus in a different and meaningful way, we can see a positive impact on retention.

One of the benefits of this program was that it required no new additional funding.  Residential Life provides programming resources and the faculty leader supported field trips. 

Factors Important to Success
The commitment of offices across campus, especially the first-year office and residential life, is critical to the success of this program.

What Did Not Work?
So far, the program is successful.

Suggestions for Other Institutions

Having a residential hall space that is conducive for this type of program is necessary.  In general, the housing used for this program is “suite-type” with an average of 16 beds that can be occupied by both male and female students.  Also essential is the arrangement of common space and cooking facilities that aided in the development of community.  Finally, Residential Life coordinated this program and the commitment to support student leadership of the SIH communities is essential.  
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