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Abstract 

 The value of higher education in today’s society is being widely questioned. Faculty are 

able to add value to student experiences in many ways. Interactions outside the classroom 

between faculty and students are found to be very beneficial and Faculty in Residence (FIR) 

programs are a common way that institutions try to reap these benefits. In 2017, the University of 

Lynchburg (formerly Lynchburg College) created its First Year Fellow (FYF) program as a 

hybrid FIR program in which faculty members did not live in the residence halls but participated 

in various programming and office hours in an attempt to develop FIR programs focused in a 

way that fits within the current campus structure. This research addresses the problem of adding 

value to the student learning experience and how to effectively implement a hybrid FIR program. 

The research also identifies the best starting points for improvement to the current First Year 

Fellow program and how to combat the various obstacles that come from trying to create a 

hybrid First Year Fellow program.  

Keywords: Faculty in residence, student-faculty interactions, residence hall  
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Introduction 

There are many different issues facing higher education today. The rising cost, student 

loan debts, completion rates, student preparedness for the workforce, the increase of online 

programs, and the closing/fragile finances of many private colleges are just some of the many 

that are often in this conversation. Some would even go as far to claim that American higher 

education is in crisis in today’s society. The price of attending college has increased significantly 

over the past thirty years and student loan debt is at an all-time high (Blumenstyk, 2015). In 

2015, the average time for a student to complete their bachelor’s degree at a four-year institution 

took 5.1 years (Shapiro et al., 2016). There has also been a mismatch between how prepared for 

the workforce college graduates feel that they are and how prepared employers actually perceive 

them to be. Increasingly, employers have given low scores on how prepared college graduates 

are for the workforce compared to what college graduates have given themselves (Hart Research 

Associates, 2015).  

All of these facts and issues can be boiled down into a single question that many people 

across the nation are asking: Is a college degree actually worth it? Blumenstyk (2015), states 

“Society does still benefit from a more-educated populace – college graduates are healthier, vote 

at higher rates, pay more in taxes, are more likely to read literature, volunteer at higher rates, and 

are even more likely to wear seat belts” (p. 3). However, “more than ever, a college education is 

seen less as a process and more as a product, a means to an end. And customers are not entirely 

convinced that what they are buying is worth the price” (Blumenstyk, 2015, p. 3). More and 

more students are attending college with the purpose of getting a job, not an education. The 

problem for college administrators in today’s society is with higher education in the state that it 

is today, how do we prove the value of a college education and make sure that the college 
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experience is worthwhile? Administrators must continue to find new and improved ways to 

ensure that upon graduation students have received a holistic and beneficial educational 

experience.  

 There are many different opinions on what adds value to a college education and the 

learning experience that comes with it. Two commonly mentioned aspects in this conversation 

are the value of residential colleges and faculty-student interactions. A commonly used approach 

to combine these two benefits is the use of faculty in residence programs (FIRs). FIRs are 

programs in which faculty members actually live in the residential communities with the students 

or have offices in the communities in order to make them more available to students and break 

down some of the barriers to faculty-student interaction. Many researchers have examined FIRs, 

their benefits and what the best possible practices are regarding these programs (Browne, 

Headworth & Saum, 2009; Einarson & Clarksburg, 2004; Healea, Scott & Dhilla, 2014; Mara & 

Mara, 2010; Sriram & McLevain, 2016). The purpose of this research is to examine the benefits, 

challenges and best practices for FIR programs and then to compare the findings with Lynchburg 

College’s current First Year Fellow program. 

The First Year Fellow (FYF) program at the University of Lynchburg concluded its first 

operational academic year. As part of the FYF program, faculty members applied, interviewed 

and eventually two members, one for each of the freshman residence halls, were hired into the 

position.. These FYFs are required to attend all freshmen orientation sessions over summer to 

engage with first year students and their families.  The FYFs are also required to do 10 office 

hours in their respective residence halls but do not actually live within the buildings. There are 

some programming requirements that go along with the position as well. The FYFs are required 

to be the speaker at one FYErside Chat during the year. The Office of Residence Life has the 
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Resident Assistants (RAs) facilitate four FYErside Chats a semester, in which the RAs invite a 

faculty member to come give a talk on a topic of their choice within the residence halls one 

evening in an attempt to get students more connected with faculty members of various 

disciplines. FYF’s are also expected to collaborate and attend other programming efforts put on 

by the Office of Residence Life, too.  

Literature Review 

 How academically engaged students are is influenced by a variety of factors; however, 

past research has stated that living on campus in a residential hall is the most important 

environmental factor of a student’s engagement (Astin, 1984). The benefits to living on campus 

at a residential college are numerous. Campus living communities provide students with the 

ability to live in a caring environment as well as build strong friendships and a support system. 

Within these communities, students are able to have better access to campus resources, and 

faculty and staff are better able to create an environment in which they can look out for the 

students. Students who live on campus also typically are more involved in the campus 

community as well as have better grade point averages and graduation rates (Ellett & Schmidt, 

2011).  

There is a wealth of research on the benefits for students that come from faculty-student 

interactions (Astin, 1992; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Healea, Scott & Dhilla, 2014; Kuh et al., 

2005). Kuh et al. (2005) claim that “meaningful interactions between students and their teachers 

are essential to high-quality learning experiences” (p.207).  Relationships with faculty members 

at their institution have been found to be the second most important relationships for students to 

have during their undergraduate experience, only coming in second behind relationships with 

their peers. Faculty members are able to perform a very crucial role in the development of 
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college students as they are able to serve as mentors, role models and skilled listeners in addition 

to being teachers and scholars (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). Astin (1992), a distinguished 

Higher Education and Organizational Change professor at the University of California, stated 

that, “student-faculty interaction has significant positive correlations with every academic 

attainment outcome” (p.383). These attainment outcomes include grade point average, 

graduating with honors, and progressing to graduate school.  

The outside of the classroom, informal interactions between faculty members and 

students and how it improves undergraduate performance has been an emphasis of research over 

the past several decades. Positive correlations have been found between out-of-class interactions 

with faculty and students evaluation of their experience at college, their academic achievement, 

and quality of their effort (Astin, 1993; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Kuh et al., 2005). Although 

these types of interactions are commonly seen as having a broad range of benefits, much research 

still needs to be done about the process of how these interactions take place. Any attempts to 

facilitate these types of interactions will struggle in their effectiveness until researchers are able 

to garner an understanding of how and why these interactions occur (Cox & Orehovec, 2007). 

Methods to try and study these interactions have been established. The National Survey of 

Student Engagement (NSSE) now includes a section labeled “Student-Faculty Interaction” and 

attempts to measure the occurrences of these interactions amongst various institutions. Research 

has come to prove that these types of informal interactions are beneficial to students and their 

levels of engagement; however, research about what types of informal interactions may be the 

most effective is lacking (Mara & Mara, 2010). 

Although there are many benefits to faculty and student out-of-class interactions, there 

are also many barriers involved that discourage these types of interactions. With the demands 
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and emphasis put on research for today’s higher education faculty members, many have been 

forced to stray away from the student experience. Many faculty members do not hesitate to admit 

that they are too involved in other areas to invest time in meaningful interactions with students 

outside of the classroom. Many institutions have caused their faculty members to give into a 

“publish or perish” mindset (Healea et al., 2015). Einarson and Clarksburg (2004) found that 

many institution systems for tenure and promotion do not value items like campus service and 

can be seen as contributors as to why faculty and student out-of-class interactions do not happen 

frequently. In this particular research study, the researchers included two interesting quotes from 

professors that participated in the study. One professor stated, “I thoroughly enjoy my 

interactions with undergrads and if I were not so overcommitted with research, teaching, 

traveling and family obligations, I would engage in more out-of-class activities with them” (p. 

26). Another professor claimed that, “Even meeting students in small groups beyond class time is 

a professional risk because that time could be used in writing” (Einarson & Clarksburg, 2004, p. 

26). Browne, Headworth and Saum (2009) also acknowledged that pursuing outside the 

classroom interactions with students or participating in FIR programs could be seen as a 

potentially career damaging step due to the time it takes away from their teaching and research, 

and therefore becoming one of the main obstacles to these types of interactions. 

 Faculty in Residence programs are a great way to combine the benefits of an on-campus 

residential community and out-of-class interactions between students and faculty members. 

According to Healea et al. (2015), “The importance of FIR work has been that it stands in sharp 

contrast to these criticisms, offering value to a college education at a time when that value has 

been questioned” (p. 474). A typical FIR program has faculty members and their families living 

in the residential community along with students. These faculty members engage with students 
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outside the classroom on a day-to-day basis and collaborate with the Student Affairs 

professionals in regard to programming within the residential communities. Other FIR programs, 

or Faculty Fellow positions, consist of faculty members who mainly focus on the programming 

aspect and do not actually live within the residential community. Some Faculty Fellows also 

assist with living-learning communities in which students who are interested in learning about 

the same subject or are within the same major live in an area all together. 

 FIR programs are intent on finding different ways to positively impact the persistence 

and holistic development of students (Sriram & McLevain, 2016). The more often that faculty 

are able to initiate contact with students in environments other than just inside the classroom 

such as the residence halls or dining halls, the more likely the barriers between faculty and 

students diminish and students are able to see faculty members as much more relatable people 

(Mara & Mara, 2010). In Sriram and McLavain’s (2016) study, they suggested that “Faculty 

have the opportunity to promote student learning through engaging students about life’s big 

questions and helping them make meaning of their beliefs and experiences”  (p.608). 

 

North Dakota State University 

 Mara and Mara (2011) attempted to find the best practices in order to create the most 

efficacious interactions between faculty and students by examining North Dakota State 

University’s (NDSU) Faculty in Residence Education (FIRE) system. As a part of NDSU’s FIRE 

system, there are two live-in faculty members within two of their residence halls and they also 

invite other faculty members in to assist with programming efforts. The two FIRs are connected 

to two different Living Learning Communities. The researchers in this case study examined the 
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factors outside of programming efforts and how they contributed to faculty and student 

interactions. In addition to programming, the two FIRs were required to hold lobby hours in 

which they sat in their respective hall’s lobby in order to make themselves available for 

interaction with students to assist them with whatever they may need. The FIRs often would say 

hi to students going in and out of the building, but very rarely did a student actually stop and chat 

for an extended amount of time. The FIR’s at NDSU often would attend hall government and 

hall council meetings. These meetings were opportunities for residents to discuss building issues, 

improvements that could be made and to plan programs for the hall. The researchers found this 

practice to be beneficial because the FIR’s limited input on issues allowed students to take up 

leadership roles and more or less just guided the student leaders facilitating the 

meetings/conversations. Mara and Mara (2011) claimed that when faculty put themselves into 

situations where students were working on their professional personas and are also focusing on 

service to the campus, then faculty members improved upon their approachability. The 

researchers in this case study also stated that when faculty members made it known that they 

were invested holistically in the students and campus community, then they were more likely to 

interact with faculty members.  

McGill University 

 Rombough and Johnson’s (2015) case study examined a new FIR model put in place at 

McGill University, a public research university in Quebec, Canada. In 2011, McGill decided to 

restructure their approach to faculty and student interaction by creating their “Faculty-in-Rez” 

series. Prior to 2011, live-in faculty members served in a typical hall director role. These faculty 

members in hall directors roles would focus on administrative tasks, supervising Floor Fellows 

(similar to that of an RA), disciplinary issues when need be and crisis management.  McGill has 
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had up to five faculty mentors living in their various residence halls but from year to year the 

typical average was two to three. The researchers also stated that the majority of the faculty 

members that participated in this program were either tenured or tenure-track. As part of 

McGill’s new Faculty-in-Rez program, faculty members commit 30 hours a month towards 

facilitating discussions revolving around current events, office hours in which students are able 

to come  by, working with hall councils and interacting with students who may have similar 

interests. These tasks replaced the typical hall director duties mentioned above. The researchers 

in this study emphasized the increasing need for meaningful interaction between faculty and 

students but noted faculty are often asked to contribute into student affairs programming and 

combining that with faculty members academic responsibilities can be taxing. Rombough and 

Johnson (2011) claimed that just relying on programming is not going to be the simple and easy 

solution to increasing these interactions. Instead faculty and students must “Exist in the same 

space and find a common ground for their interactions” (p. 513). 

Boston University 

 Healea and Ribera (2015) examined the FIR program at Boston University (BU) and a 

new initiative put in place to increase the effectiveness of Boston’s program. BU is a large, 

research intensive university with around 12,000 undergraduate students living on campus. BU 

had 15 faculty members living within the residence halls amongst the students, and the FIR 

program received support from many different offices across campus since its creation in 2010. 

In 2014, BU decided to add Rhett Talks to its program as  a way to facilitate more contact 

between students and faculty outside of the classroom. Modeled on Ted Talks, a very popular 

online lecture series, Rhett Talks were hour long sessions in which students had the opportunity 

to interact with six different faculty members. Three faculty members gave 15 minute talks with 
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time for questions afterward and three of the FIRs rotated as being emcees throughout the event. 

Rhett Talks took place within the residence hall lounges and in its first season had 910 students 

attend various talks. Topics for these talks ranged anywhere from “Lies They Told You in High 

School Sex Ed Class, and Why” to “The Importance of Charles Dickens to the Legacy of Steve 

Jobs.” As part of the research, students were asked to fill out surveys about which presentations 

they liked best, how they felt they had learned from the presentations, and qualitative questions 

asking them to explain their experience. The researchers concluded that the survey answers 

positively correlated with their goals of enhancing student learning and meeting student needs. 

Rhett Talks also received the 2014 Promising Practices Award from the Student Affairs 

Partnering with Academic Affairs Knowledge Community. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

 Several similarities can be found between the case studies previously mentioned and the 

FYF program at Lynchburg College. NDSU’s ineffectiveness in lobby hours is something that 

Lynchburg’s FYF program has experienced as well. The two FYF’s at Lynchburg reported that 

their office hours in the residence halls were rarely utilized by students in this first year of the 

institution’s program, much like the lobby hours for NDSU’s FIR. However, Mara and Mara’s 

(2011)  findings in regard to FIR’s participation in hall council meetings and programs focusing 

on student professional personas as well as Rombough and Johnson’s (2015) findings related to 

involvement in hall council meetings are very interesting. Hall council meetings or town hall 

discussions within the residence halls at Lynchburg College are something that have occurred in 

the past but did not occur this past year. Typically, these events are sponsored by the Residential 

Student Organization (RSO), and it would be interesting to see what comes from the 

involvement of the FYFs in this process if town hall meetings were to be brought back. This 



THE IMPORTANCE OF FACULTY IN RESIDENCE PROGRAMS  

12 

practice could be led by the Student Government Association (SGA) which has representatives 

for each residence hall on campus and the FYF’s could help guide the SGA representatives as 

they facilitate these meetings and develop that leadership role.  

 BU’s Rhett Talks and the success that they have had through this practice is very 

appealing. Connections can be made through Rhett Talks at BU and what Lynchburg wants to 

accomplish through the FYErside chats. Although BU is a much larger campus, a similar 

practice could be utilized if the structure and implementation of FYErside chats were to be 

examined. Typical FYErside chats consist of only one faculty member speaking and attendance 

has been low for these events in the past year. More focus needs to be placed on the scheduling 

of faculty members to speak at these events, explaining to faculty members what the purpose of 

FYErside chats are and advertising for these events. If these chats were able to garner the interest 

of faculty members, it would be very interesting to see if having multiple speakers on one night 

and upscaling the event would be more effective. In this way instead of one speaker talking 

anywhere from 30 minutes to an hour, students would be able to hear several different subjects 

from various speakers for about 15 minutes at a time and potentially the liveliness of the event 

would be attract and keep attention of students. This would be a great programming opportunity 

through the FYF program and a way to involve other faculty members as well.  

However, Rombough and Johnson’s (2015) claim to not rely on programming as a simple 

and easy fix because faculty members need to exist in the same space as students is concerning 

to the idea of hybrid FIR programs. Unfortunately, full live-in FIR positions on the University of 

Lynchburg’s campus are just not a realistic option with the current structure due to lack of 

funding and how the residence halls are set up. The concept of FIR involvement in town halls or 

town council meetings as well as faculty lectures within the residence halls provide good starting 
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points for faculty involvement within the residence halls. The call for intentionality in all 

interactions and involvements for a faculty member in a hybrid FIR program is very high. 

Allowing faculty members to invest in developing student leadership positions, contribute as 

they voice their concerns, and speak about their areas of expertise in a lively, robust atmosphere 

within the residence halls provides a start for the intentionality that is needed. All of these factors 

contribute to breaking down barriers to faculty-student interactions and allow faculty members to 

show that they are interested in the holistic growth of the students.  

Conclusion 

 Benefits of FIR programs and faculty-student interaction outside of the classroom have 

been clearly stated in recent research (Astin, 1993; Browne et al., 2009; Chickering & Gamson, 

1987; Einarson & Clarksburg, 2004; Healea at al., 2014; Kuh et al., 2005; Mara & Mara, 2010; 

Sriram & McLevain, 2016). Implementing a beneficial and effective FIR program is no easy 

task. There are many obstacles that have to be traversed to be able to create a beneficial FIR 

program. One of the main assets to an FIR program is the live-in aspect of the faculty members. 

Trying to create a hybrid program in which faculty members do not actually live in the residence 

hall adds additional obstacles and takes away some of the opportunity for meaningful 

interactions between faculty and students just because less time is actually spent in the residence 

hall. Hybrid programs do offer themselves as a solution to have less of a commitment of time 

than traditional FIR programs in order to combat the lack of pay available for these positions and 

the fact that this service does not contribute to tenure acquisition. The benefits to FIR programs 

can still be achieved through hybrid FIR programs without full live-in faculty members, but 

programming, interactions, and time have to be spent in very intentional ways in order to achieve 

these benefits. More research needs to be done to determine the best practices for different types 
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of FIR programs as well as the benefits to faculty members outside of monetary compensation. 

This research is limited as the results cannot be generalized from one campus to another. 
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