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Preface

The foundation of nearly every residence hall program across the
country is the resident assistant (RA) position. These student-staff
members fulfill a most difficult assignment: supervising and assisting
an entire floor of undergraduate students. The resident assistant is in
the vanguard of the field of student development. The daily contact
the RA has with students makes it possible for the RA to have a
significant impact on the development of these students. The author
believes that whether or not the RA is prepared to accept this
responsibility is directly related to the quantity and quality of
education in preparation for the position.

This book is designed to be used as a text in courses taught to
resident assistants in colleges and universities. In institutions where
courses for credit are not provided, the book may be used by
residence hall staff for in-service education programs. The book may
also be used as a personal manual to assist RAs in doing the best
possible job with a difficult assignment.

The responsibilities of RAs are similar across the country. As a
result, this book provides information that should be basic to the RA
positions in almost all locales, but it is expected that residence hall
staff on a particular campus will add to, alter, or otherwise enhance
the information in such a way as to tailor usage to the individual
campus environment.

The book is divided into six parts. The first part contains chapters
on the history, philosophy, and influence of residence halls on the
development of students. This section also includes a discussion of
the RA position. The chapters in Part Two focus on aspects of
college student behavior including: patterns of student development,
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adjustment problems, peer counseling, interpersonal communication,
and human diversity. Behavior problems, conflict resolution and
suicide are topics covered in Part Three. Part Four examines
common problems encountered by the RA, including substance abuse,
human sexuality, cults, and violence on campus. Part five covers two
very important aspects of the RA position: the development of
community in the residence hall setting and residence hall program-
ming. The final part is directed at the personal development of the
RA. The chapters in this section focus on time management, stress
management, and study skills.

The Resident Assistant: Working With College Students in Resi-
dence Halls, was first published in 1981. Dr. Lawrence J. Miltenberger
and I co-authored the first edition and the two revisions—1984 and
1990—that followed it. Although Dr. Miltenberger did not participate
in the current revision, many of the ideas, thoughts and experiences
are those that I learned from him in our working relationship and our
friendship in the past twenty years.

This book has benefited from the comments and suggestions made
by RAs, chief housing officers, hall directors, and others throughout
the nation who have used versions of this book during the past decade.
I am indebted for the assistance that I received in completing this re-
vision particularly to Larry Miltenberger, Jan Miltenberger, Don Sanz,
Kit Olson, Dale Kirkley, and Brad Reid. Their comments and review
of certain elements of the book have been a tremendous help. I also
wish to thank Jennifer Bird for her help as a research assistant, Lois
Evans for her clerical support in completing this edition, and Jeff
Goodman for his photographic work which appears throughout the book.
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History and Foundation of Residence Halls

You have probably heard the expression “overworked and underpaid”
many times. If it ever applied to a job, that job is the Resident Assis-
tant, or an RA, as this person is commonly known. If you are now at
the stage where you are contemplating becoming an RA primarily
because of the financial assistance it may offer, understand that the
job simply does not pay enough. You can earn more money and spend
much less time doing any number of part-time jobs in college. Most
RAs receive minimal remuneration, usually equal to a single room and
a meal contract for the year. This simply is not enough for all the work
that you will be expected to do.

What is perhaps more important is that an RA’s experience in col-
lege is uniquely different from that of other students. As an RA, you
cannot always be a part of group activities in the living unit. Some
students in the unit will ostracize you because of the authority that you
represent. You will be intentionally left out of some group discussions
and often not invited to share in the “inside information.” Many tasks
within the building will be required of you, and some will force you
to reorder your personal priorities. You will be among the first stu-
dents back to school in the fall of the year and among the last to leave
in the spring. The same will be true of each vacation period.

Other students and the student affairs staff will place great demands
on both your personal time and study time. Many activities with which
you want to involve yourself must take second place to duty nights,
working at the information desk, or advising students in the living unit.
Even your friendship patterns will be somewhat defined by the resi-
dents that you are assigned to advise. You assume all of these demands,
requirements, and expectations when you accept the responsibility of
being a resident assistant. It is not an easy job. Think very carefully
before you accept it.

Though the responsibilities are very great and the demands that will
be placed on you throughout the academic year may be even greater,
you also will benefit from this experience. The RA fills a unique role
as a teacher and a leader that few students are privileged to experi-
ence. No other group of students receives the training, assistance, and
attention that you will as a resident assistant. This is an opportunity
to grow, to learn, and to experience responsibility in a work situation.
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Educational Skills RAs Need

To fulfill the educational mission of residence halis, you as an RA need to acquire knowl-
edge and skills in the following eight areas:

Skills Scope

Conceptual Application This means a basic understanding of human de-
velopment, including the concepts and strategies
necessary to help students in their development
and growth toward adulthood.

Counseling These include listening, referring people for ad-
ditional help, empathizing, and helping others
resolve problems.

Basic Information These include knowledge of the services and pro-
cedures on your campus, rules and policies of the
residence halls, and knowledge of how to survive
academically and socially on your campus.

Administrative These include good organization, paperwork
management, time management, and follow-
through on projects started or assigned.

Teaching Two types are required: educational programming
skills and effective role-modeling skills. More tra-
ditional kinds of teaching skills may also be called
upon as one may become an instructor for other
RAs or for students.

Leadership The leadership skills RAs need include how to set
objectives, how to motivate others, and how to
support others in becoming a leader.

Crisis Management This is the ability to view a crisis situation and
control it effectively. It requires self-confidence,
remaining calm, assisting other individuals, di-
recting resources, and knowing resources avail-
able to assist. It also involves good judgment,
practice, and often good human relation skills.

Human Relationship This includes an understanding of oneself and
others and specific knowledge about such areas
as motivation, sexuality, and behavioral prob-
lems. It requires the ability to react freely and
communicate with others in a personal way that
invites others to want to know you.




6 History and Foundation of Residence Halls

Expectations of the RA

From campus to campus the responsibilities of RAs vary. Following are
responsibilities common to most resident assistants throughout the
country:

Administrative Details

1. Prepares necessary reports and records.

2. Assists with public relations by being able to explain residence hall
programs and staff duties to faculty, guests, parents, and students.

3. Assists with room checks as required by hall operations.

4. Assists with communications among staff members, students, and
residence program leaders.

5. Keeps residence hall director informed of major plans developed
by students.

6. Maintains a good liaison relation with housekeeping personnel.
7. Regularly staffs the hall information desk.

Helping to Provide Control

1. Sets an example by adhering to rules and regulations of the col-
lege or university.

2. Knows the institution’s and residence hall’s regulations.

3. Knows the rationale for institution’s rules and regulations.

H

. Assists students in knowing what is expected of them in the col-
lege or university.

Explains the reasons for given rules and regulations.
Encourages students to confront other students with violations.
Assists in individual growth toward accountability.

Knows and interprets the institution’s philosophy of discipline.

Reports behavioral infractions according to determined policies.

S © ® N o o

. Supports or does not openly disagree with the institution’s regula-
tions.

Parts adapted from Greenleaf, Elizabeth A. (1967), Undergraduate Students as
Members of the Residence Hall Staff (Washington, D.C.: NAWDAC).
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Helping to Establish a Healthy Residence Hall Environment

Helps students develop a respect for each other’s rights and free-
doms.

Helps students develop a respect for private and institutional prop-
erty.

Encourages residents to attend residence hall and institutional pro-
grams.

Encourages faculty to visit his or her floor to talk informally with
students.

Knows and communicates well with the residents.
Is tolerant of different life-styles.

Encourages an atmosphere conducive to study.

Assisting Individual Student Needs

Becomes aware of individual student goals, abilities, and poten-
tial for achievement.

Becomes aware of social isolates and helps them make friends
and become a part of the campus community.

Becomes aware of attitudes and behavior patterns of the residents
in his or her floor.

Knows resources in the campus community to help students.
Refers students for help when they need it.
Becomes aware of adjustment problems new students experience.

Makes himself or herself available for casual contacts and devel-
ops a pattern of available times for students to visit.

Applies good listening and counseling skills.

Applies good interpersonal skills.

. Becomes aware of his or her own strengths and weaknesses (is

self-aware).
Shows concern for people and their problems.

Follows up with students who have had a problem to see the re-
sults and to learn whether other assistance should be given.

Assists students with class scheduling.

Assists students in developing effective study habits.
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Hall Government Programs

1. Encourages students’ responsibility for their own residence hall pro-
grams.

2. Helps students to get involved with university clubs and organi-
zations.

3. Provides creative suggestions for hall programs.
4. Initiates activities and programs on his or her floor.
5. Supports hall programs by personal attendance.

Providing Information and Referrals for Students

1. Keeps current on information about sexually transmitted diseases.

2. Keeps current on information about suicide prevention techniques
and referral services.

3. Keeps current on information about university services and pro-
grams.

4. Keeps current on information about alcohol and drug education
programs and behavior indicating the need for referral.

5. Keeps current on information about issues of student wellness and
healthy lifestyle behaviors.

6. Keeps current on information about relationship violence, acquain-
tance rape, and about appropriate referral services.

The RA as a Role Model

No matter what responsibilities you are assigned as an RA on your
campus, there are four basic roles that you will assume. The first and
perhaps the most influential role you have as an RA is as a role model.
When you are placed in a living unit within a residence hall as a staff
person, the very fact that you hold this position says to every student
that you possess certain characteristics that the university respects and
considers important. New freshmen view you as a model to emulate.
This is one of the reasons for providing undergraduate RAs in under-
graduate residence halls.

At one time, graduate students were used as RAs for undergraduate
halls because it was thought that these older students would be able



