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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 What role does the built environment play in fostering or inhibiting a sense of 

community in a residence hall setting? What role do residents play in engaging 

residential spaces and transforming them into loci of community interaction? This study 

employs a mixed methodological approach to investigate these questions. Using New 

College of Florida as a site, I use a combination of qualitative observations of the 

residence halls, an online survey gauging student housing preference and a sense of 

residential community, and semi-structured interviews with residents of each residence 

hall to explore in depth the diverse array of factors that contribute to the formation of 

successful residential communities.  

 My findings allow me to draw comparisons between various types of residence 

hall layouts in terms of their potential to foster interactions between neighbors, and to 

make suggestions for future campus development and housing policy at New College of 

Florida.  

Dr. David Brain 

Division of Social Sciences 



Geoffrey Vitiello Shared Spaces 

I. Introduction 

 

 What does it mean to be a part of a community? The question is not as 

straightforward as it may seem. Most readers will be able to think of an example of a 

community that they have been a part of. However, the task of presenting a single, 

coherent definition of community is complicated by the numerous overlapping meanings 

that it acquires in a variety of contexts. 

The word “community” can be used to mean a variety of different things—from a 

“biotic community” of organisms inhabiting the same geographic region, to an online 

community interacting on a message board. Sociologists and others will sometimes 

loosely refer to America’s black or Hispanic “community”—meaning the totality of 

otherwise unrelated citizens who share a few basic ethnic or cultural similarities—while 

politicians devote their time and money to wooing “communities” of residents in various 

districts.  

 Within the wide variety of uses for which the term “community” can be applied, 

two distinct threads of continuity emerge; the first deals with geographical proximity, the 

second with commonality of goals or interests. It may be that before the proliferation of 

technologies that increased our capacities for both geographic mobility and easy 

communication, these two threads were woven tightly together. Nowadays, however, the 

necessary connection between the two is more tenuous. 

 Robert Putnam, a prominent political scientist and author of “Bowling Alone: The 

Collapse and Revival of American Community” (2000), provides a unique insight into 

the dual nature of community. He sees strong communities as being bolstered by the 
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development of social capital, which he defines as “connections among individuals—

social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” (p. 

19). Like its analog in the economic sphere, social capital is only accrued over time 

through a continual investment in the community. 

 The above definition seems on the surface to align most easily with the 

conceptualization of community as a collection of individuals who share common goals 

or interests. However, Putnam identifies two distinct forms of social capital: bonding 

capital and bridging capital. Bonding capital works to unite individuals based on their 

existing similarities, while bridging capital serves to create new connections between 

diverse groups. Put another way, bonding capital encourages like-minded individuals to 

assemble out of a pre-existing sense of commonality, while bridging capital enables 

diverse members of a (usually geographic) community to reach a common understanding 

of their shared experience, needs, aspirations, fears, etc. 

 

Sense of Community 

 However, the vitality of a community can be challenging to measure in terms of 

its overt manifestations. Community psychologists, following the lead of Seymour 

Sarason, tend to orient their investigations toward uncovering a psychological sense of 

community, first defined as “the perception of similarity with others, an acknowledged 

interdependence with others, a willingness to maintain this interdependence by giving to 

or doing for others what one expects from them, and feeling that one is part of a larger 

stable and dependable structure” (1974: p. 157). This definition can be simplified into 

four components: Similarity, Interdependence, Willingness to Sacrifice, and Stability. 
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Later interpretations of the dimensions of a sense of community will revise these four 

components, but most continue to adopt its basic structure. 

Community psychologists Robert J. Doolittle and Donald MacDonald (1978) 

revised Sarason’s definition of a psychological sense of community and sought to test its 

validity in a metropolitan neighborhood. They did this by devising an 84-item survey 

intended to measure a sense of neighborhood community on six dimensions: Supportive 

Climate, Family Life Cycle, Safety, Informal Interaction, Neighborly Integration, and 

Localism. These dimensions were defined as follows: a supportive climate should include 

knowing people in the local area by name, and well enough to drop in unannounced for a 

visit or to stay for a whole morning or afternoon. Such activities are taken to be indicators 

of a climate conducive to “frequent and satisfying informal interaction among residents 

of the neighborhoods” (p. 5). The family life cycle dimension was specific to the 

neighborhood setting, and was concerned with whether or not a neighborhood was 

attractive to people in all stages of life—young couples, families with children under the 

age of 18, and older persons looking for a good place to retire. The safety dimension 

sought to measure whether residents believed their neighborhood was safe to walk the 

streets and to allow children to play out-of-doors, and a good place to raise a family. The 

fourth dimension, informal interaction, measured the frequency of casual contact between 

neighbors, taken to be an indicator of a healthy community. The neighborly integration 

dimension investigated residents’ feelings about the neighborhood and the degree to 

which they identified as a part of their neighborhood community. Finally, the localism 

dimension measured the amount of interaction taking place at local public places such as 

neighborhood parks and grocery stores. 
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The study itself was conducted on randomly selected households in the Jackson 

Park neighborhoods of Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Surveys were distributed to these 

households and respondents were given the option of specifying a time it could be 

collected or returning it via a self-addressed stamped envelope. Once collected, multiple 

factor analyses were conducted across the dimensions of the Sense of Community Scale. 

Doolittle and MacDonald concluded from their research that there was a significant 

positive correlation between the frequency of casual contact and interaction among 

neighborhoods and the number of residents who self-identify as being part of a robust 

neighborhood community. This study is particularly important in the development of a 

way of defining a psychological sense of community because it was among the first to 

correlate subjective factors such as self-identification with objective measures of the 

frequency and quality of neighborly interaction. 

Another important advance in the psychological study of a sense of community 

came in 1986 when McMillan and Chavis presented a revised definition of a 

psychological sense of community. They reformulated the four basic dimensions of a 

sense of community as Membership, Influence, Needs Fulfillment and Emotional 

Connection. Membership refers to a common feeling of identification and solidarity 

among members of a group; influence refers to an individual’s ability to exert a personal 

influence on other members of the community (as opposed to conformity, where an 

individual takes all of his or her cues from other group members); needs fulfillment refers 

to the community’s ability to serve as a network of emotional and/or material support for 

its members; emotional connection refers to the bonds of kinship formed among 

community members through shared sentiments and experiences.  
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McMillan and Chavis’ revised definition led to the development of the Sense of 

Community Index (SCI) in the same year (Chavis, Hogge, McMillan & Wandersman 

1986). The Sense of Community Index measures these dimensions in twelve short 

questions, and perhaps this can account for its immense popularity as a tool for 

measuring a psychological sense of community. In the years since its publication, the SCI 

has become the best known and most widely used measurement of a sense of community, 

and has been successfully employed by researchers studying the built environment (see 

Devlin et al. 2007). The chief benefit and drawback of the SCI is its length; the speed and 

ease with which respondents can complete it make it ideal for distributing to a large 

number of people who may become frustrated with or inattentive to a long questionnaire; 

however, its brevity also means that the strength of each dimension of a sense of 

community is measured by only three questions. Nonetheless, the extent of its use by 

previous researchers makes it an attractive tool for drawing comparisons between earlier 

studies. 

 Unfortunately, psychological research on a sense of community is largely aimed 

at measuring the dimensions of a community that correspond to Putnam’s 

conceptualization of bonding capital. Proponents of a geographic understanding of 

community are likely to point out that bonding capital is in no short supply, since 

relationships of similarity are formed much more easily and naturally than those of 

dissimilarity. Bridging capital, on the other hand, requires much more delicate 

cultivation, but also performs the much more valuable function of encouraging 

understanding, communication and collaboration between diverse groups.  
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What is the relationship between bridging capital and geographical location? 

Shared living space provides a common setting where many different kinds of people can 

make use of the same facilities, face similar challenges, and share overlapping interests in 

the future of the area. Common goals and interests provide opportunities for otherwise 

dissimilar individuals to come together. In other words, sharing a space can create a basic 

commonality among all residents that bridges their differences. Residents of a 

neighborhood may find commonality in wanting a public library or neighborhood park 

close by their homes. At the residential level, residents may share concerns about noise 

levels or their access to common facilities such as kitchens and laundry rooms. 

Although most residential buildings are designed to provide residents with equal 

individual access to basic cooking and cleaning facilities, there are some—particularly 

college dormitories—that specifically try to encourage mixing and contact among 

residents by providing them instead with equal access to shared spaces and facilities 

where they might meet one another. For example, the Kansas-based firm Treanor 

Architects has a student life division that specializes in designing cost-effective and 

environmentally sound dormitories meant to encourage community interaction by 

emphasizing shared interactive spaces (Treanor Architects 2010). Some proponents of a 

geographic understanding of community have focused their attentions on investigating 

the role that the built environment—the physical form and equipment of a building—can 

play in encouraging or inhibiting meetings, interactions and connections between 

neighbors. Presented next is a review and discussion of several such studies, and how 

they relate to my present undertaking. 
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The Built Environment 

Blake, Rhead, Wedge and Mouton (1956) conducted an early study of housing 

architecture and social interaction at a military barracks. The study focused on six 

military barracks—three “open” barracks, where residents all lived in one open area 

together, and three “closed” barracks, which were subdivided into smaller cubicles of five 

soldiers. Participants were given a survey asking them about their number of 

acquaintances within their barracks, their frequency of interaction with other inhabitants 

of their barracks, and their preferences for “buddies” among their fellow housemates. 

They were also given a blank floor plan of their barracks and asked to fill in the names 

and locations of as many of their bunkmates as they could recall. 

 The results of this study demonstrate evidence of a simple trend: “open” barracks 

yielded greater volume of acquaintanceship and familiarity among bunkmates than did 

“closed” barracks, and this tendency was also reflected in the greater ability of soldiers in 

open barracks to identify the names and locations of their bunkmates than soldiers in 

closed barracks. However, soldiers in closed barracks exhibited significantly higher 

levels of kinship and familiarity with their cubicle mates than was observed between 

soldiers in open barracks. Blake et al. concluded that this was something of a mixed 

blessing, because while these soldiers had higher degrees of in-group cohesiveness 

among cubicle mates, they frequently had smaller friendship networks and were generally 

more resistant to making new acquaintances. Additionally, soldiers in closed-cubicle 

barracks were less likely to have a network of outside support for dealing with any 

interpersonal friction that might arise from sharing a small space with their cubicle mates. 
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It is particularly interesting to note that residents of open and closed barracks 

formed bonds of friendship based upon their living situation, despite having equal social 

opportunities with all other soldiers during training activities and free time. The 

significant trend among soldiers in closed barracks was to engage in training activities 

and spend free time with their cubicle mates. These results demonstrate the significant 

role that residence halls can play in fostering bonds of friendship as well as the effect that 

different spatial layouts can have on these relationships. 

 “Residence Hall Architecture and Sense of Community: Everything Old is New 

Again” by Devlin, et al. (2007) examines the link between different types of dormitory 

layouts and their respective senses of community in a small (1,074 students living on 

campus) liberal arts college. The study used two separate measurements of a sense of 

community: the Sense of Community Index (SCI) developed by McMillan, Chavis, 

Hogge & Wandersman (1986) and the Relationship dimension of the University 

Residence Environment Scale (Moos & Gerst 1988). The dormitories were divided into 

three size categories and four style categories: small dormitories, which accommodated 

between 10 and 40 students; medium dormitories, which housed between 48 – 81 

students; large dormitories, which housed approximately 90 – 120 students; Specialty 

Housing, which included six small dormitories; Traditional architecture, which consisted 

of twelve dormitories with rooms off of long, double-loaded corridors (rooms on both 

sides of the corridor); Cluster Plex housing, which consisted of four dormitories arranged 

in clusters where three to four rooms shared a common entrance; and Corridor Plex 

housing, where rooms were arranged along the outside edge of a single building with a 

single rectangular interior corridor, like a racetrack, providing access to all of them. 
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 An online survey was distributed to 600 students containing the two sense-of-

community measurements and a list of questions intended to gauge resident satisfaction 

with the functional design features of each dormitory. These questions asked respondents 

to rate their satisfaction with their dorm’s hominess, size, storage space, windows, 

sociability, modernness, opportunity to develop friends, academic atmosphere, suitability 

of bathrooms, and a range of similar factors. Additionally, students were asked to provide 

personal information such as their age, year in school, gender, family’s income 

(estimated), and questions comparing their dorm room to their room at home in terms of 

storage space, noise level, control of personal space, freedom to decorate, cost of 

furnishing and others. Factor analysis was carried out on all of these variables to establish 

correlative links between various features of the built environment, students’ satisfaction 

with their residence hall, and the amount of community sentiment exhibited by residents. 

 The results of this study showed no significant correlation between dormitory size 

and sense of community despite the researchers’ hypothesis that smaller dorms would 

yield higher levels of sense of community. However, a significant correlation was shown 

between dormitory style and sense of community: dormitories laid out in a “cluster” 

arrangement were shown to have significantly lower senses of dormitory community than 

those arranged around a double-loaded corridor. Multivariate analyses indicated that 

large dormitories had greater problems with both noisiness and shared space. Analysis of 

the survey results also concluded that a sense of dormitory community was higher in 

buildings where a greater percentage of students were familiar with one another before 

living in the same dormitory. This conclusion demonstrates the importance of 

acknowledging a dormitory’s social context in a study of residence hall architecture. 
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However, because the data collected was limited to respondents’ answers to survey 

questions, there was no way for Devlin et al. to investigate other factors that may have 

influenced students’ housing choices, such as their proximity to campus facilities or a 

desire to live close by their other friends on campus. Without this vital form of qualitative 

data to help explain the results of their study, the correlations between dormitory type and 

sense of community cannot be relied upon too heavily. 

In another study on residence hall architecture, Judith A. Corbett examined 

student preferences for dormitory suites (apartment-style rooms with individual 

bedrooms and a shared common space) versus typical two-room arrangements (two 

connected bedrooms housing two students) at the Davis campus of the University of 

California. She distributed a housing preference survey to 128 suite residents (about 60% 

of the total) asking them to list the advantages and disadvantages of suite living. Though 

the survey was targeted only at suite residents, respondents had some valid grounds for 

comparison, since the suites were newly constructed and most of the residents had 

previously lived in two-room dormitories. 

Survey responses were divided into two categories: those pertaining to the 

physical design of the suites, and those that dealt with sharing personal space with a 

greater number of roommates. Analysis of these responses revealed that students 

generally felt favorably inclined to the suite layout itself because of its ability to 

accommodate a wider range of uses such as studying, entertaining, or sleeping to occur 

simultaneously. However, responses were more mixed with regards to living with three 

other roommates: some felt that having more roommates provided greater opportunities 

for sociability because each roommate had his or her own network of friends; others said 
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it could be difficult sharing space with multiple people because their preferences and 

opinions could vary so much; still others remarked that in suites they experienced a 

higher tendency for suitemates to form a clique, or for several roommates to band 

together and take sides against the other(s).  

Corbett concludes by questioning the contemporary trend of college housing 

officials to assume that suite-style dormitories are inherently superior to other 

arrangements. However, her conclusions are somewhat questionable because most of the 

complaints against suite living were motivated by the difficulties of living with 

unfamiliar roommates. In a different institutional setting, roommates may instead be 

more likely a collection of friends, which would lead to a much different assessment of 

the benefits and drawbacks of suite living. This illustrates one of the biggest challenges in 

studying the built environment; the researcher must take proper care to differentiate 

between the physical characteristics of a space and the social characteristics of its 

inhabitants, and to give each their proper analytical weight. 

Weich et al. (2001) took a different approach to measuring the influence of the 

built environment on its inhabitants. In a study called “Measuring the Built Environment: 

the validity of a site survey instrument for use in urban settings”, they researched the link 

between the physical landscape of several different urban apartment complexes and the 

levels of depression found among their residents, as measured by a 20 item survey called 

the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression scale. Respondents were also asked to 

rate their satisfaction with their area “as a place to live” on a five-point scale. These 

surveys were distributed to two neighborhoods, which were approximately equivalent in 

terms of their physical features and the socio-economic makeup of their populations. 
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The apartment complexes were inventoried and categorized using a Built 

Environment Site Survey Checklist (BESSC), a tool for systematically assessing the 

physical features a built landscape across a range of categories. Items from the BESSC 

include: How many stories high are the majority of buildings?; What is the typical 

number of dwellings per main entrance?; How many trees are in the public domain?; 

Approximately what proportion of dwellings have their own private garden 

space/balcony/terrace? Are there signs of vandalism (e.g. broken telephone boxes, broken 

windows, damaged equipment, graffiti) within the housing area? Are there signs of 

territorial functioning (e.g. decorated balconies, nameplates, window boxes) in the area? 

Are there any disused buildings evident in the housing area? 

The results of the data analysis produced significant correlations between aspects 

of the built environment, residents’ satisfaction with their living area, and levels of 

depression among residents. Inter-rater reliability for the items on the BESSC were 

suitably high for all but three items. Surprisingly, they found depression levels to be 

positively correlated with newer (post-1969) housing with deck access but fewer private 

gardens, and with public recreational space and more visible patches of graffiti, but found 

no significant relationship between depression or dissatisfaction with one’s area and that 

area’s proximity to nearby amenities (a bus stop, a pub, and a school). They concluded 

that, despite its limitations, the study had been a success in demonstrating the feasibility 

of using a site survey instrument to inventory important aspects of the built environment. 

The most apparent limitation of this study is that it gives no consideration to the 

experiences and perspectives of the residents themselves. Though the study demonstrated 

statistically significant correlations between depression and select physical features of the 
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built environment, it was completely unable to establish a satisfactory causal link 

between any of these factors—several of which, such as newer housing and public 

recreational space, even seem counterintuitive—leaving the reader to wonder about the 

validity of such a study. Overall, the results of this study raise more questions about 

measuring the impact of the built environment than it is able to answer. 

 

The Present Study 

 My study investigates the role that different styles and layouts of college 

dormitories play in fostering a sense of community among their residents. I chose New 

College of Florida in Sarasota as my location, an ideal site for a case study because of its 

small, close-knit on-campus community and the remarkable diversity of architectural 

styles present in its residence halls. By conducting a comparative analysis of the different 

types of dormitories at New College, the ways in which residents make use of their 

spaces and the levels of reported community sentiment among residents of each building, 

I am able to test the validity of architectural theories of spatial order and draw 

conclusions about what elements of their design are most effective at fostering a sense of 

community among residents. Furthermore, I investigate the ways in which residents of 

various dormitories are active participants in shaping their social climates. This allows 

me to give proper consideration to role of humans as actors who can engage and 

potentially transform residential spaces into loci of community interaction. 

 Before I continue, it is important for me to note that, as a New College student 

and on-campus resident, I lack the detached perspective of an outsider. While I 

acknowledge that this fact has the potential to influence my analysis, I also believe that it 
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provides me with an opportunity to bring a much richer and deeper perspective to my 

study. In particular, it alleviates some of the normal constraints of conducting a cross-

sectional study of the built environment, since I can situate my findings in the larger 

context of the dormitories in previous years. Still, I have been cautious to remain as 

objective as possible toward my findings; references to past years at New College are 

sparing, and used only to supplement or temper my other findings.  

 Guiding my research are several questions, intended to get at the heart of the 

issues surrounding studying both a sense of community and the role that the built 

environment plays in fostering or inhibiting this sense. About a sense of community, I 

ask: how are communities formed? What constitutes strong versus weak community ties? 

With regard to the built environment, I ask: how important are dormitories as settings for 

community interaction? What effect do various dormitory layouts have on recognition, 

contact, interaction and a sense of community among residents? What role does student 

preference play in influencing the formation of dormitory communities? 

Additionally, based on my review of previous studies of the built environment, I 

have constructed five hypotheses about the effects that different dormitory layouts will 

have on students’ recognition of and interaction with their neighbors: 

1. Residence halls with “open” layouts will report greater levels of recognition and 

interaction among residents than those with “clustered” layouts. 

2. Residence halls with more shared facilities will report higher levels of community 

interaction than those with primarily private facilities. 
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3. Residence halls that place a greater emphasis on public or semi-public space will 

report higher levels of casual contact among neighbors than those that place a 

greater emphasis on private or semi-private space. 

4. Residence halls with fewer residents will report higher degrees of recognition, 

familiarity, and thus a sense of community than larger residence halls. 

5. Residence halls with more private facilities will rate higher in student preference 

than those with more shared facilities.  

I expand upon the terms and concepts in my hypotheses in the next chapter, and return to 

them in my conclusion. 

 As I discussed earlier, one of the primary weaknesses of previous studies of a 

sense of community is their emphasis on understanding communities as networks of 

attachment and shared emotional connection—in Putnam’s terms, bonding capital. 

Similarly, studies of the built environment often undervalue the role of humans as active 

participants in shaping their own relationships and communities. Such studies often place 

too great an emphasis on the role of the physical landscape and its ability to encourage 

meetings and connections between strangers—in other words, its ability to create 

bridging capital. 

 In order to conduct a more balanced study, and to gain a much more well-rounded 

and complete picture of community formation and interaction, my study employs a mixed 

methodology approach. To begin, I gathered data on the dormitories themselves through 

a series of site observations. During these observation sessions, of which I conducted five 

throughout the entire academic year, I toured all of the dormitories on New College’s 

campus and took notes on the layout of each building and the ways in which students 
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used the spaces. My assessment of each building’s floor plan included whether rooms 

were laid out in the open or arranged in clusters, the number of rooms that shared a 

common area, the presence and location of essential dormitory facilities such as kitchens, 

bathrooms and laundry rooms, and the amount of private space for each resident in the 

different dormitories. My observations of the ways in which students used dormitory 

spaces included the extents to which common spaces were furnished and decorated by 

students, the number of doors left propped or open in different areas, and the locations of 

typical gathering spots in each building. The data collected from these observation 

sessions helped shape my hypotheses about the probable effects of different dormitory 

layouts on a sense of dormitory community. 

 Next, I distributed a survey to on-campus residents that asked respondents to 

provide some basic information about their housing choice for this academic year and 

included the twelve-item Sense of Community Index, developed and revised by Chavis et 

al. (1986). The survey was designed to be completed in about fifteen minutes, and 

included questions about the respondent’s number of housing points, current place of 

residence, first choice of residence at the last Room Draw, and the factors that had 

influenced both their first housing choice and (if different) their decision to live in their 

current dormitory. The Sense of Community Index presented statements such as “I think 

this dormitory is a good place for me to live” and “the members of my dormitory 

generally share the same values as I do” and respondents were required to answer along a 

five-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). The 

survey was sent out in an email to the New College student email list, asking for on-

campus residents to participate in a brief thesis survey. Identical emails were sent out in 
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three waves, a week apart, to ensure a high number of respondents. The results of this 

survey are presented in chapter three. 

Finally, to round out my understanding of students’ on-campus living 

experiences, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 2-4 residents of each dormitory. 

The interviews were intended to take between 15-30 minutes, but were left open-ended, 

giving students an opportunity to relate as many of their own experiences with dormitory 

living as they chose. Most subjects were randomly selected from a pool of willing 

participants or contacted via snowball sampling, but I additionally sought interviews from 

Resident Advisors in various dormitories to get their perspective on the role that RAs 

play in fostering a sense of dormitory community. Each interview contained a mix of 

general questions and questions that were tailored to the living situation of each 

respondent; for example, all respondents were asked about the frequency and quality of 

their interactions with neighbors, but only residents of buildings with primarily shared 

facilities were asked whether or not this was a source of tension within the community. 

Many of the interview questions were intended to investigate whether the formation of 

dormitory communities were most heavily influenced by pre-existing friendship networks 

choosing to live by one another or through regular contact with neighbors in shared 

residential spaces; in this way, I hoped to elucidate the effects of bonding and bridging 

ties on a sense of dormitory community. A discussion of the salient factors that emerged 

from my interview findings is presented in chapter four. 

I chose to employ a mixed methodological approach to my study to compensate 

for the shortcomings of each approach. First, I chose a short online student preference 

survey and sense of community index to reach a larger number of New College students. 
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This allowed me to detect and analyze broader trends in student preference and 

community sentiment from a large pool of respondents. However, questionnaires are only 

as effective as the questions they ask, and in this case a survey alone was unable to get at 

the role of the built environment in fostering or inhibiting contact among residents of 

various dormitories.  

To better inform my understanding of the ways in which differing arrangements 

of private and shared space encourages or inhibits interactions between residents, I 

conducted site observations in each of the residence halls over the course of the year. In 

doing so, I was able to get a firsthand view of the ways in which students engage 

residential spaces and the types of these spaces that are most used and preferred by 

residents. Still, this method’s main limitation is that, while it allows me to ascertain 

whether or not particular spaces are used by students, it is unable to determine whether or 

not they function effectively as meeting places where neighbors can gather and develop 

bonding capital. 

To supplement and verify my survey findings and to flesh out my observations, I 

conducted interviews with residents of each dormitory. To supplement my site 

observations, I asked residents to tell me what spaces in their dorm they used the most 

and least, and what areas they saw getting the most habitual use. To probe the question of 

whether open layouts foster more contact among neighbors, I asked residents how 

frequently they saw other residents, how many they could identify by name or face, and 

how many they had gotten to know as a result of living nearby one another. To get at the 

relative significance of bonding vs. bridging capital, I asked them how many of the 

people in their dorm they were friends with previously and had chosen to live nearby. 
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Finally, to provide a broader perspective on student preference for and experience with 

living on campus, I asked students to tell me about their previous living arrangements—

what they liked and didn’t like, why they chose to live in certain dormitories, and their 

experiences getting to know their neighbors. 

 In my final chapter, I address my research questions, review all of my conclusions 

and offer several suggestions: first, for the future development of New College’s campus 

Master Plan; second, for future research into the built environment and a sense of 

community. It is my hope that the following chapters will help to illuminate the many 

complex factors that participate in the formation of communities, as well as provide 

grounded insights into the potential role of the built environment in fostering the growth 

of strong communities. 
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II. On Campus at New College 

 

Introduction: Campus Life 

 Campus life is, in the eyes of many students, one of the most important features of 

the New College experience. This importance is even reflected in New College’s 

developmental Master Plan, which strives to foster a strong sense of on campus 

community (1:2, section VII), and which aims to house 80% of students on campus. This 

commitment is a genuine one; all students wishing to live off-campus must compete for a 

limited number of off-campus housing slots that are awarded first on the basis of 

necessity, then on seniority (New College Housing & Dining Services 2010). 

 Students living on campus are required to participate in Room Draw near the end 

of each academic year to determine where they will be living at the start of the next 

semester. Room Draw works by assigning students “housing points” based on their 

number of successfully completed academic contracts. Every New College student enters 

into an academic contract with his or her advisor once a semester that lists his or her 

classes and extra-curricular activities and outlines the necessary criteria for satisfactory 

completion (for example, passing three out of four classes, or four out of five, are 

common certification criteria). Transfer students or students who did dual enrollment at a 

community college while in high school may be counted by New College as having an 

extra contract, and thus an extra housing point; conversely, students who do not satisfy a 

contract will have one fewer housing point than their peers in good academic standing. 

Furthermore, since Room Draw takes place before the end of Spring semester each year, 

first year students in good academic standing and with no transfer credits typically have 
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one housing point each, while comparable second year students have three, and so on 

(New College Room Draw 2010). 

 Several weeks before Room Draw occurs, students are asked to announce their 

roommates, tally their combined housing points and indicate their top three housing 

preferences. This data is made available to the student body in advance of Room Draw to 

give students an opportunity to reassess their preferences based on the likelihood of 

securing their first housing choice (Pace 2010). 

 Room Draw itself takes place near the end of Spring semester each year. It is 

separated into two phases: first, students who indicated a preference for single Studio 

apartments, three bedroom apartments, or single bedrooms in B Dorm; next, the 

remaining students draw for slots in the four bedroom apartments and the Pei dorms. 

Groups of students with the highest number of aggregate housing points draw first, and 

groups with the same number of housing points decide their order with a die roll. 

Enlarged floor plans of each residence hall are posted on the walls, and as slots fill up 

students place post-it notes with their names on their chosen rooms. Students still waiting 

to draw can inspect the floor plans and decide who they want to live near, or if it is worth 

considering another residence hall (Whitman 2010). 

Below I provide detailed descriptions of each building, including a brief overview 

of its history and relationship to New College’s on-campus population, a technical 

description of its residential spaces, an overview of what it provides each resident in 

terms of amenities and utilities, and a summary of the cost of living in each residence 

hall. After describing each residence hall I present a brief analysis of their similarities and 

differences that provides the basis for the comparisons I draw in later chapters. Floor 
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plans of each residence hall, as well as pictures of many of the spaces that I describe, are 

included in appendices 1 and 2. 

 

The Residence Halls 

 

 The Pei Dorms: Johnson, Bates & Rothenberg 

 Designed by the illustrious architect I.M. Pei and first opened in 1965, the “Pei 

Dorms” are among New College’s oldest and most cherished landmarks. The Pei 

complex is subdivided into three residential blocs, arranged around Palm Court, a central 

tiled courtyard adorned with rows of palm trees. The residential blocs, listed officially as 

Johnson, Bates & Rothenberg Halls, are more commonly known to students as First, 

Second and Third Courts due to their inward-facing arrangement around a smaller, open 

courtyard. Each Court holds between 70 and 95 students every year. 

 Palm Court is one of the most active and popular centers of student life; they host 

New College’s twice-weekly parties, called “Walls” (because they are set up along one of 

the four low walls that enclose Palm Court), as well as “Towne Meetings”, monthly 

gatherings of the student body where matters pertaining to students are raised, discussed 

and voted on. Palm Court is sometimes referred to as “the center of the universe” by 

students, illustrating its significance as a locus of community interaction. It is also the 

namesake and focal point of one of New College’s largest events, Palm Court Parties 

(PCPs), although these parties spread out to encompass the neighboring Z Green and 

Hamilton Center. 
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Layout 

 Each residential “Court” is subdivided into five smaller clusters of 6-12 rooms. 

Within these clusters the doors to each room face inward, and the stairways leading to the 

upstairs rooms are situated at right angles to one another. It has often been claimed that 

this clustered arrangement fosters “run-ins” and chance encounters between neighbors 

who are passing through on their way to and from their rooms. These clusters, in turn, 

lead into a central courtyard where concrete picnic tables provide students with a place to 

gather. In Third Court a large wooden pergola has been erected in the courtyard for 

growing climbing vines and providing shade. 

 In Second and Third Courts, student lounges sit adjacent to the central courtyards. 

Both lounges are equipped with an oven and stove, a community refrigerator, a sink, 

cabinets, a bathroom, a television and DVD player, a table and chairs, and two or three 

couches for student use. First Court lacks a lounge, but instead houses the Resident 

Director for the Pei dorms. 

 Pei rooms are unique among New College’s housing options in that they are the 

only dorms where two or more students share an undifferentiated space. Each Pei room is 

approximately 15’ by 15’ square, with an attached bathroom and shower, and typically 

accommodates two or three students. Rooms in Pei typically come furnished with two or 

three beds, dressers and desks, and one large bookcase. Pei singles are available to Pei 

RAs and students with a legitimate medical reason for needing to live alone. Other 

students are sometimes allowed to live in Pei singles; however, because the Pei dorms 

typically house the ever-increasing population of incoming students, singles are usually 

not presented to students as a standard housing option. 
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 Much of Pei’s unique character and charm comes from its remarkable array of 

variations on the basic room arrangement. There are six distinct types of Pei room: 

1. “Fishbowls”, as students typically know them, are the simplest type of Pei room. 

Their name is derived from the one large window set into one wall. Downstairs 

fishbowls have a planter or “mulch pad” directly in front of their window, while 

upstairs fishbowls have only a narrow stretch of walkway directly in front of their 

door. 

2.  Downstairs “Single balcony” rooms have a small, square, shaded balcony 

separated from their main living area by a sliding glass door. These balconies line 

the outside of each Court’s first floor, facing out. Five rooms on the outermost 

corners of the Pei Courts have two such balconies. 

3.  In upstairs “Double balcony” rooms, one wall is completely taken up by sliding 

glass doors that open onto a shaded balcony twice the size of those on the first 

floor. Unlike the single balconies on the first floor, all of which face out from the 

Court, several upstairs double balconies in each Court face inward, toward the 

central courtyard. 

4.  Several upstairs rooms have large, sliding windows taking up one wall, but no 

balconies. These rooms are colloquially known as “suicide balconies”, as they are 

the only Pei rooms with windows that one could fall (or jump) out of. 

5. Upstairs “Garden balcony” rooms, like the single balconies on the first floor, 

provide residents with a small, secluded personal balcony separated by a sliding 

glass door. Unlike the single balconies, however, garden balconies are not shaded 

but have a small planter on the outside ledge. This year, renovations to the Pei 
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dorms have seen the addition of a four-foot metal and wire railing that vines can 

climb. 

6. Upstairs “terrace balcony” rooms are essentially fishbowls where the narrow 

walkway widens to include a sitting area and planter on the bridge between two 

upstairs rooms. As with the garden balconies, renovations to the Pei dorms have 

added a railing on the outside of the planters where vines can grow. 

 

Palmer B: “B Dorm” 

 Completed in 1969, the Palmer buildings on New College’s West campus are 

noticeably more run-down than many other buildings on campus. While A, C, D and E 

are used primarily as offices and administrative buildings, Palmer B provides housing for 

up to 32 students, and is the only remaining dormitory on the West side of New College’s 

campus. At the time of this writing, the Palmer buildings are slated for demolition within 

the next several years.  

 Palmer B, or “B Dorm” as it is commonly known to students, has an interesting 

reputation. Due to its separation from the rest of New College’s on-campus population, 

residents typically have much more contact with one another than with students on the 

East side of campus. It is common to hear students make reference to its “otherness” and 

unique subculture. And though it is among the least preferred dormitories by students in 

general, rooms in B Dorm may be highly sought-after by a minority of students. 
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Layout 

 B Dorm is two stories tall and provides single bedrooms in clusters of 8 around a 

shared bathroom. The standard bedrooms, of which there are 24, are 12’ by 7.8’, while 

the eight “preferred” rooms are 12’ by 16’, slightly more than twice as large. Both come 

furnished with a bed, a bookcase, a desk, a chair and a dresser. The bathrooms, of which 

there are four, each have two showers, three toilets and three sinks. 

 In the center of the dormitory are four student lounges—two on each floor, 

adjacent to each of the bathrooms. Upstairs, both lounges are equipped with an oven and 

stovetop, a shared refrigerator, a television and several couches. Downstairs, one lounge 

is equipped in this manner while the other serves as a laundry room, and also has a 

foosball table. Originally, one couch was provided in every lounge, but over the years 

residents have donated five or six additional couches or armchairs of their own.  

 

Dort and Goldstein 

 Opened in 1997 (Dort) and 1998 (Goldstein), Dort and Goldstein—commonly 

referred to as “Dortstein” by students—are two L-shaped, three-story, apartment-style 

dormitories that face one another along most of their length. Together, the buildings hold 

approximately 140 students. Though the dormitories are nearly identical, it is a widely 

held belief among many students that the lion’s share of the budget for both dormitories 

was spent building Dort, and that “corners were cut” while building Goldstein. Still, they 

remain among the most popular of New College’s on-campus housing options, and are 

typically the first to fill up each year during Room Draw. 
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Layout 

 Dort and Goldstein are both three stories high, with seven rooms on each floor—

five of which face the corresponding rooms of the adjacent building, and two of which 

face west, toward V and W dorms in Dort, and X and Y dorms in Goldstein. Running in 

between the two buildings is a long, narrow patch of lawn, known most commonly as 

“the Crease”. The grass in the Crease is broken up at regular intervals by three large 

circular platforms and pathways that connect to the first floor walkways of both 

buildings. On the first, an over-sized chess set sits, the pieces facing one another just as 

Dort and Goldstein do, and on the second is a hexagonal picnic table. On the first floor of 

each building, the first room on the Crease is a student lounge, equipped with an oven 

and stove, a sink, a laundry room, a vending machine, a television (although neither have 

a DVD player or cable hookup) and three couches. Dort lounge also has a community 

refrigerator, while Goldstein does not. 

 The apartments in Dort and Goldstein provide four roommates with four 

individual bedrooms, sized at 12’ by 9.5’, two bathrooms with large showers, and a 

sizeable shared common room. Each bedroom is furnished with a bed, a desk, a dresser, a 

rolling chair and a bookcase. Common rooms are furnished with a padded loveseat and 

chair, a wooden table and two wooden chairs. Each common also room includes a 

kitchenette that comes furnished with a microwave, a sink, two stovetop burners, a 

refrigerator, and a countertop with cabinets above and below it. In Dort, but not in 

Goldstein, the bathrooms have an interior door that separate the sink area from the toilet 

and shower, and the common rooms have an extra center light with a dimmer switch. In 

front of each apartment, the covered walkways extend out an extra two feet, providing 
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residents with a patio area on the first floor and a balcony of sorts on the second and third 

floors. 

 

V, W, X, Y and Z 

 Opened in 2007, V, W, X, Y and Z are New College’s five newest residence halls. 

In accordance with one of the main objectives of New College’s development Master 

Plan, to “design buildings which are of a village-like scale, and contain gathering spaces” 

(New College Master Plan 1:2), these dormitories revised the formula of their 

predecessors, Dort and Goldstein, and exchanged large, self-contained apartment 

common rooms for a greater emphasis on community-oriented spaces and utilities. They 

also introduced a greater variety of housing options by including a mix of three-room 

apartments, four-room apartments, and single studio apartments. V and Y can house up to 

32 students each, while W and X can accommodate up to 24. Z can house up to 95 

students.  

 The new dormitories were the first and only at New College to be equipped with 

electronic door locks. These locks can only be opened by swiping a correctly encoded ID 

card, and were installed on both the outer doors and apartment doors. When the 

dormitories opened, the presence of the electric locks was a very divisive issue among 

New College students—some liked the added security they afforded, while others felt 

them to be an unnecessary hindrance, both individually and for potential visitors. 

Propping of the electric doors by students was widespread at first, until the New College 

Housing office made it known that doing so could break the locking mechanism all 

together, and that the cost of replacing them would be borne by all residents of the 
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dormitory in question. In subsequent years, though student opinion on the electronic 

locks still varies, a concerted effort on the part of the RAs and Residence Life office to 

inform students of the cost of door-propping to the community has reduced its frequency 

by a considerable amount. 

 

Layout: V, W, X and Y 

 V and W are connected by a bridge linking their second floors, as are X and Y. In 

order to make room for community spaces along the promenade linking Dort and 

Goldstein to the Pei dorms, W and X have fewer rooms on their first floors than the 

others. In both V and Y there are two four-room apartments, two three-room apartments, 

and one single studio apartment on the first floor, while in W and X there are only one 

three-room apartment and one four-room apartment—both facing blank walls. On the 

second floor, however, V, W, X and Y all have three four-room apartments, one three-

room apartment and two single studio apartments. 

 Three- and four-room apartments in V, W, X and Y have individual bedrooms 

that are approximately 12’ by 9’, although rooms A and D are slightly larger than B and 

C. Each bedroom comes furnished with a bed, a desk, a chair, a dresser and a bookcase. 

Apartments share one fairly large bathroom with a sink and a small shower, as well as a 

common room that is primarily furnished as a kitchenette. This includes a refrigerator, 

two small sinks, a countertop with cabinets above and below, and a circular table with 

four plastic chairs, but no cooking facilities
*
. Single studio apartments are approximately 

16’ by 16’, with an attached bathroom identical to those in the other apartments. The 

                                                 
*
 Though all new dorm apartments have kitchenettes, Housing policy states that residents are not allowed to 

have appliances such as hotplates and electric skillets.  
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kitchenette and bedroom are furnished similarly to those in the other apartments, the key 

difference being that the two spaces are not made separate from one another. The upstairs 

singles also have a small personal balcony. 

 Apartments in V, W, X and Y all open into large, spacious indoor common 

rooms, furnished with two or three couches and four to six padded chairs
*
. A large, open 

stairway at the East end of each building connects the upstairs and downstairs common 

rooms, and a rectangular opening in the middle of the upstairs common room provides 

some degree of aural and visual connection between the two floors. The downstairs 

common rooms in each building are also equipped with a shared bathroom and adjacent 

study room, complete with tables, chairs and study carrels. In front of each building on 

the first floor, a sheltered porch provides residents with a place to enjoy the outdoors, as 

does the sheltered balcony directly above it on the second floor. Neither the porch nor the 

balcony provides residents or passers-by with chairs, although the steps leading up to the 

porch may serve as a place to sit. 

 The common rooms along the promenade between W and X provide residents of 

all four buildings with several shared utilities. In X, a community kitchen contains two 

ovens and stovetops, a refrigerator, a countertop with cabinets above and below, four 

rectangular tables and eight plastic chairs. Next-door is a laundry room with a vending 

machine in it. Another door down is a long rectangular room filled with yet-to-be 

assembled study carrels, and next to that a smaller common room sits empty. In W, one 

common room has been reserved as the temporary office of the student newspaper. Next 

to that, a long rectangular room houses a couch and an organ, and its border is lined with 

                                                 
*
 For some unknown reason, I observed that different buildings contain different numbers of couches and 

chairs. 
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chairs. Finally, on the easternmost edge of W, a smaller common room contains a table 

and three plastic chairs, along with a couch, two padded chairs and a wooden coffee table 

that have been donated by students. 

 

Layout: Z 

 The apartments in Z are predominantly four-room arrangements—23, in fact, with 

one single studio apartment and one staff apartment. In terms of furnishing, these rooms 

are identical to their counterparts in V, W, X and Y. However, Z’s layout is distinct 

because, rather than every apartment sharing a large, open common room, apartments in 

Z are clustered in groups of two to four around smaller, more separate common rooms. 

 The eight common rooms in Z are separated into two stories, arranged in a square 

around a central open courtyard. Each of the four common rooms on the front of Z are 

shared between only two apartments; the two downstairs each have an outdoor patio like 

those in the front of V, W, X and Y, while the two upstairs have an attached balcony. The 

four other common rooms in Z are shared by four apartments—two whose doors open 

directly into the common room, and another two that open onto a nearby hallway. Off of 

the North hallway on the bottom floor, a laundry room serves the residents of Z. 

 At the center of Z, tiled walkways intersperse a grassy courtyard; benches and a 

picnic table sit in the middle, at the base of two stairways leading to the second floor and 

observatory. Between them at the back of the courtyard, large glass windows look into 

Z’s community kitchen, furnished with a refrigerator, countertop and cabinets, an oven 

and stovetop, a sink, four tables, eight chairs, two couches and a study carrel. Behind the 

kitchen, an amphitheatre faces into Z, built into a grassy hill. Directly above the kitchen, 
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a spacious concrete balcony spans the back of Z’s second floor, between the two upstairs 

common rooms. Above that, a covered third-floor balcony “observatory” provides the 

highest point and best view of East campus. 

 

Analysis of Similarities and Differences 

 

Layout 

 For the purposes of my study, I identified the Pei dorms, Z Dorm and B Dorm as 

having “clustered” layouts, meaning that the arrangement of their rooms and entrances 

are separated into smaller clusters of rooms that do not have direct spatial, visual or aural 

contact with the other rooms in the residence hall. Conversely, I identified Dort, 

Goldstein, and V-Y Dorms as having “open” layouts, meaning that there is significant 

spatial, visual or aural contact between most or all rooms in the same residence hall.  

Residence Hall Layout 

Dort/Goldstein Open 

V, W, X, Y Open 

Z Dorm Clustered 

Pei Dorms Clustered 

B Dorm Clustered 

                                          Table 2.1   Residence Hall Layout 

 

Number of Residents 

 Since the number of residents that a dormitory has may influence the frequency of 

contact between neighbors, a dormitory’s size may have an effect on its sense of 

community. Below are listed the number of residents in each residence hall, in 
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descending order. I have chosen to combine Dort and Goldstein for the purposes of this 

analysis, because residents of both buildings are commonly treated as one community. 

Residence Hall # of residents, spring 2010 

Dort/Goldstein 141 

Pei (3rd Court) 92 

Pei (1st Court) 85 

Z Dorm 84 

Pei (2nd Court) 78 

V Dorm 31 

Y Dorm 30 

B Dorm 25 

W Dorm 23 

X Dorm 23 

      Table 2.2   Number of Residents in each Residence Hall  

      (Source: Office of Residential Life, 2010). 

 

Room Amenities  

 Below is a table that ranks the residence halls in descending order by the 

amenities that they provide within each room or apartment. This is distinct from the 

number of shared facilities that these dormitories provide, which will be presented next. 

Residence Hall Room amenities 

Dort/Goldstein 
Stove, dishwasher, microwave, 

fridge, 2 bathrooms and showers in 
each apartment 

V, W, X, Y, Z 
Fridge, bathroom and shower in 

each apartment 

Pei Dorms Bathroom in every Pei room 

B Dorm None 

       Table 2.3   Room Amenities by Residence Hall 

 

Shared Facilities 

 The table below lists the residence halls, the shared facilities that they provide and 

the number of residents who share these facilities. Residence halls are presented in 
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descending order, starting with those that possess the most shared facilities per number of 

residents. 

 

Residence Hall(s) # of Residents Shared facilities 

B Dorm 25 

4 bathrooms, each with 3 toilets and 2 
showers; 3 kitchens, each with 1 

kitchen/stove and 1 community fridge; 1 

laundry room 

V, W, X, Y 107 
2 oven/stoves, 1 community fridge, 1 
laundry room; 5 bathrooms, 1 in each 

building and 1 on the outside of W 

Dort/Goldstein 141 
2 oven/stoves, 2 laundry rooms, 2 

televisions, 1 community fridge (Dort) 

Pei (2nd Court) 78 
Lounge with 1 oven/stove, 1 television, 1 
bathroom; 1 laundry room (for all of Pei) 

Z Dorm 84 1 oven/stove, 1 laundry room 

Pei (3rd Court) 92 
Lounge with 1 oven/stove, 1 television, 1 
bathroom; (laundry room in 2nd Court) 

Pei (1st Court) 85 None (laundry room in 2nd Court) 

 Table 2.4   Shared Facilities by Residence Hall  

 

Cost of Living 

 The table below provides a summary of the total yearly cost of living for each 

residence hall in descending order. Listed are the yearly costs for renting a room in each 

dormitory for both residents and Resident Advisors, as well as the cost of the minimum 

cafeteria meal plan required for residents. 
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Residence Hall Yearly Rent Minimum meal plan Total yearly cost 

Pei (single) $7,869.88  $2,530.63  $10,400.51  

Studio Single (VWXY) $7,908.72  $803.67  $8,712.34  

Pei (double) $5,252.17  $2,530.63  $7,782.80  

Dort/Goldstein $6,866.19  $803.67  $7,769.86  

VWXYZ apartment $6,866.19  $803.67  $7,769.86  

B Dorm (Preferred) $5,394.91  $1,858.60  $7,253.51  

B Dorm $5,038.88  $1,858.60  $6,897.48  

Pei (triple) $3,991.17  $2,530.63  $6,251.80  

Pei (RA) $1,316.40  $2,530.63  $3,892.13  

VWXYZ (RA) $1,718.19  $803.67  $2,521.86  

Dort/Goldstein (RA) $1,718.19  $803.67  $2,521.86  

B Dorm (RA) $1,261.58  $1,858.60  $1,261.58  

Off campus        (varies) $402.11                    (varies) 

Table 2.5    Total Yearly Living Cost by Residence Hall  

(Source: http://www.ncf.edu/residential-life/housing/housing-fees) 

 

Shared Dormitory Space 

 Before I continue, I must define the various types of space that I will be 

examining. First, private space is space belonging solely to one individual. Bedrooms are 

the primary example of private space. Next, semi-private space is space that is private, 

but shared between several individuals. Apartment common rooms are an example of 

semi-private space. Third, semi-public space is space that is technically open to anyone 

but in practicality is geared toward a more restricted set of users. The shared common 

rooms of the new dorms are examples of semi-public space. Finally, public space is space 

that is equally open to any user. Palm Court and Z Green are examples of public space. 

These categories should not be thought of as rigid; in reality, the ownership of space falls 

along a spectrum, the boundaries of which run together at the edges. Nonetheless, these 

categories are helpful for analyzing the arrangements of dormitory space present in New 

College’s residence halls. 
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 The table below outlines the amount of private, semi-private, semi-public and 

public space in each residence hall. It is arranged from top to bottom, starting with 

residence halls that possess a greater emphasis on private and semi-private space, and 

ending with those that possess a greater emphasis on semi-public and public space.  

Residence 

Hall Private 

Semi-

Private Semi-Public Public 

Dort/Goldstein Bedrooms 

Large 
apartment 
common 
rooms 

Walkways, 
lounges, Crease 

Crease 

Z Dorm Bedrooms 

Small 
apartment 

common 
rooms, 
shared 

common 

rooms 

Shared common 
rooms, kitchen, 

courtyard, 2nd 
floor balcony, 3rd 
floor observatory, 

amphitheatre 

Z Green 

VWXY Bedrooms 

Small 
apartment 

common 
rooms 

Interior common 
rooms, balcony, 

study rooms, 
kitchen and other 
W/X Promenade 

rooms 

W/X 
Promenade 

rooms 

B Dorm Bedrooms --- 
Bathrooms, 

lounges, front 

lawn 

Front lawn 

Pei --- Pei rooms 

Lounges (2nd and 
3rd Courts), inner 

courtyards (picnic 
tables, 

terrace/balconies, 

“mulch pads”) 

Palm Court 

 Table 2.6   Distribution of Private and Public Spaces by Residence Hall  

 It is important to note that several spaces appear in two categories. These spaces 

do not fit easily into a single category; for example, the shared common rooms in Z are 

semi-public in the sense that any student has access to them, but more closely resemble 

semi-private spaces when residents of the adjacent apartments are friends and can 

successfully monopolize the space. Similarly, the lawn in front of B Dorm is a public 

green, but is not on any main path and is obscured by the surrounding buildings, making 
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it primarily accessible to B Dorm residents. Since designations of private and public 

space are constructed both physically and socially, the organization of the above table 

relies less on a strict classification rubric and more on my own analysis of how these 

spaces function in relation to their residents.  
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III. Findings 

 

Housing Preference Survey and Sense of Community Index 

Goals & Methods 

 While all incoming students at New College are typically housed in the Pei 

dorms
*
, returning students get to choose where they are going to live for the upcoming 

year. A student’s satisfaction with his or her living arrangements and whether he or she 

was able to live near friends seemed like a potentially important factor affecting each 

residence hall’s sense of community. I devised a brief survey intended to gauge student 

preference and several other important factors. The survey was designed using 

SurveyMonkey and distributed to the entire student body (820 students) via the students’ 

email list. It was sent in three waves, approximately a week apart, to garner the maximum 

possible number of responses. 

 The survey was divided into two parts: the first asked students for basic 

information including their number of successfully completed contracts (and thus, 

housing points) as of the last Room Draw, their current residence, their first housing 

choice as of the last Room Draw event, the primary factors influencing their first housing 

choice and, if different, their decision to live in their current dormitory (discussed below), 

everywhere they had lived previously, and finally how they feel about living in their 

current dormitory (a five-point scale, from very positive to very negative). Students were 

also provided with several opportunities to write in additional responses on questions 

                                                 
*
 Some exceptions are made for extenuating circumstances such as severe allergies or psychological 

conditions. 
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concerning their personal preference, providing an extra source of qualitative data from a 

larger sample than those whom I interviewed. 

 The second part of the survey was a brief, 12-item Sense of Community Index 

(SCI), taken from Chavis et al. (1986) and adapted slightly to fit a dormitory setting. The 

SCI (included in appendix 2) asked respondents questions such as “I think my dormitory 

is a good place for me to live”, “My neighbors and I want the same things from the 

dormitory”, and “If there is a problem in this dorm, the people who live here can get it 

solved”. All questions were presented on a Likert scale, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree). 

 

Results 

 My survey yielded 264 complete responses: their distribution by dormitory is 

summarized below. Interestingly, a total of 312 students began my survey, but 48 stopped 

short of completing it and thus were omitted from my final data. As table 3.2 on page 44 

indicates, the number of respondents from each dormitory differed substantially in 

several instances, but all represented an acceptably high percentage of the dormitory’s 

population. The lowest percentage of respondents from any individual residence hall was 

27% from 2
nd

 Court (a total of 21 respondents), while the highest was 52% from X Dorm 

(a total of 12 respondents).  

 Presented below in Table 3.1 is a summary of respondents’ answers to the 

question “How satisfied are you with your current living arrangement?”. Note that on the 

whole there are no overt outliers; a majority of respondents from every dormitory 

indicated that they felt either very positive or moderately positive about their living 
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arrangement. The highest concentration of “Very positive” responses came from 

Goldstein (20), off campus (19), Z Dorm (14) and Dort (13), while the only respondents 

who indicated feeling “Very negative” about their living situation were located in 1
st
 

Court (1) and 3
rd

 Court (1). Students feeling “Moderately negative” about their residence 

hall occurred in every dormitory except for V and W, and were highest in 3
rd

 Court (5), 

1
st
 Court (4), off campus (3) and Z Dorm (3).  

                                                            Table 3.1 

Residence Hall Very Pos. Mod. Pos. Neutral Mod. Neg. Very Neg. 

Pei (1st Court) 5 17 1 4 1 

Pei (2nd Court) 8 9 3 1 0 

Pei (3rd Court) 8 13 3 5 1 

Dort 13 14 0 1 0 

Goldstein 20 8 1 2 0 

V Dorm 5 3 1 0 0 

W Dorm 2 7 1 0 0 

X Dorm 3 7 1 1 0 

Y Dorm 5 4 2 1 0 

Z Dorm 14 19 1 3 0 

B Dorm 9 2 0 1 0 

Off campus 19 10 2 3 0 

                                    Student Satisfaction by Residence Hall 

Student Preference 

 Table 3.3 on page 45 lists the number of survey respondents who indicated their 

first preference for each dormitory, presented in descending order. For comparison, table 

3.4 lists the mean number of housing points of respondents in each residence hall. Sorting 

the dormitories by the number of students who indicated each as their first housing 

preference (incoming students were omitted from this total), several patterns emerge. For 

one, there is a significant gap between the most-preferred living arrangements and the 
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others. Dort/Goldstein
*
, Z and Off-campus all showed dramatically higher numbers than 

the remaining dormitories—Z Dorm, the lowest rated of the “top tier”, was 16 points 

higher than B Dorm, the next highest.  

 Figures 3.1 and 3.2 on page 46 report the frequencies of responses to the 

questions “What were the primary factors influencing your first housing choice?” and 

“What were the primary factors influencing your choice of current residence?” 

respectively. Respondents were allowed to select as many categories as applicable, so the 

total number of responses for each category does not equal the total number of 

respondents. Additionally, the N number for each residence hall is different, so the charts 

are presented in terms of percentage for easy comparison. Both questions included an 

open-ended “other” category, the results of which will be discussed later. 

 Figure 3.2 indicates that living nearby friends plays at least some role in students’ 

decisions to live in every dorm, although this trend was more pronounced in Dort, V and 

Y Dorms, and was least pronounced in Pei and off campus. Dort and Goldstein were the 

most popular among students in terms of their layout, followed by the new dorms, V-Z. 

Cost of living was a significant factor among B Dorm and off campus residents in 

particular. A good work environment was important for both off campus students and 

residents of Y, a designated quiet dorm. The new dorms had the highest overall 

percentage of residents whose first housing choice was already full, followed by the Pei 

                                                 
*
 The surprising disparity between Dort and Goldstein, given their near-identical layouts, is most likely 

explained by the tendency of students to write “Dort” as their first housing choice when either is preferred. 

As I noted in chapter two, it is commonly said that Dort received the bulk of the budget for both buildings. 

While student preference for Dort vs. Goldstein is ultimately a subjective matter, the mean number of 

housing points for each (Dort, 6.179 vs. Goldstein, 5.290) seems to agree with the anecdotal evidence that 

Dort is generally favored over Goldstein. 
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dorms, although this number does not reflect the fact that most of Pei’s residents are 

incoming students who were placed there by default. 

 Both Dort and Goldstein were rated slightly higher as work environments than as 

social environments, although in both cases the two were very close. However, responses 

in the “other” category from Dort and Goldstein were primarily focused on the 

importance of having functional kitchens, dishwashers, two bathrooms, and large 

common rooms. These same themes came up repeatedly in my interviews as well. It is 

also possible that survey respondents may have included these factors when indicating 

their preference for the dormitories’ layout. Interestingly, residents of B Dorm indicated a 

greater preference for its social environment than its work environment.  

 A number of survey respondents and students that I interviewed cited the 

newness, cleanness and lack of mold as a primary factor in preferring the new dorms. 

This fact, coupled with the relatively low student preference ranking of V, W, X and Y, 

leads me to wonder how well they will withstand the test of time.  

 

Sense of Community Index 

 The Sense of Community Index uses 12 simple questions to measure four 

dimensions of community: membership, influence, reinforcement of needs, and shared 

emotional connection. Membership refers to an individual’s sense of belonging to a 

group; influence refers to an individual’s perception that his or her input to the group is 

meaningful; reinforcement of needs refers to a community’s ability to meet the needs of 

the individual; shared emotional connection refers to the reciprocal bond of trust and 

friendship created among members of a community.  
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Table 3.5 on page 47 catalogues the mean SCI score of respondents from each 

dormitory. Responses from Dort and Goldstein were tabulated together. My reasoning for 

this is as follows: first, each building on its own is arranged in stories, meaning that a 

resident on any given floor is unlikely to be able to see, much less encounter, residents on 

the floors above or below him/her. The primary lines of sight in Dort and Goldstein are 

between buildings, across the Crease. Second, the complex is commonly referred to as 

“Dortstein” by New College students, and is treated as a single entity by Dort/Goldstein 

RAs in their attempts to engage the community.  

Additionally, off campus respondents were not included in the final table because 

of confusion in the wording of the survey: students were asked to answer questions about 

their “dormitory”, but most off-campus residences are small houses, and therefore would 

have to evaluate their answers in terms of their larger neighborhood. This was not made 

clear, and so their responses do not make sense in relation to the others. 

 Assuming that the SCI is a valid measure of a sense of community, these findings 

present several challenges to my hypotheses. Though B Dorm scored highest as predicted 

(and by a considerable margin), it is followed by Dort/Goldstein, which was expected to 

place lower due to its primary emphasis on personal common space and high percentage 

of personal amenities. Z Dorm also scored higher than expected, despite its cluster layout 

and the relative social “autonomy” of its shared common rooms. The other letter dorms, 

meanwhile, had relatively lower scores than expected, considering their open layout and 

emphasis on shared space. Finally, the distribution of the Pei Courts is truly surprising 

and does not fit easily into any simple interpretive frame.  
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                    Table 3.2 
Residence # of residents # of respondents percent of total 

Pei (1st Court) 85 28 33 

Pei (2nd Court) 78 21 27 

Pei (3rd Court) 92 30 33 

Dort 70 28 40 

Goldstein 71 31 44 

V 31 9 29 

W 23 10 43 

X 23 12 52 

Y 30 12 40 

Z 84 37 44 

B 25 12 48 

Off Campus         (unknown) 34           (unknown) 

                              Survey Respondents by Residence Hall  
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           Table 3.3                                                               Table 3.4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Number of First Choice                              Mean Number of Housing 

Respondents by Res. Hall                                  Points by Res. Hall 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dort 46 

Off-campus 43 

Goldstein 34 

Z Dorm 33 

B Dorm 17 

Pei (3rd Court) 13 

Pei (2nd Court) 10 

V Dorm 10 

Y Dorm 9 

W Dorm 6 

Pei (1st Court) 5 

X Dorm 5 

Off-campus 6.588 

Dort 6.179 

B Dorm 5.917 

Goldstein 5.29 

V Dorm 4.111 

Z Dorm  3.703 

W Dorm 3.4 

X Dorm 3.333 

Y Dorm 3.25 

Pei (2nd Court) 2.237 

Pei (3rd Court) 2.133 

Pei (1st Court) 2.071 
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                                                                Table 3.5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                             Mean SCI Score by Res. Hall 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B Dorm 49.917 

Dort/Gold 44.87 

Z Dorm 43.622 

Pei (2nd Court) 42.857 

W Dorm 42.2 

Pei (1st Court) 41.285 

V Dorm 40.556 

Y Dorm 40.333 

X Dorm 40.083 

Pei (3rd Court) 39.8 
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Conclusions 

 The mixed results of the SCI highlight the difficulty of trying to approach a topic 

as intangible and inter-subjectively defined as a sense of community. Even setting aside 

the real possibility of meaningless statistical aberrations skewing the data, we run 

headlong into two important questions: does the SCI accurately measure the dimensions 

that it intends to? And if so, would the respondents agree with these dimensions as 

reflective of their understanding of what it means to be part of a community? 

 One challenge in particular that emerged in interpreting the results of the SCI in 

terms of my study was to distinguish between a sense of community as would be reported 

by a resident and the characteristics of a healthy dormitory community that I identify. 

While a sense of connectedness and support is an important element in defining a 

community, it is ultimately too subjective to be relied upon as the primary measure of 

community vitality. For example, in a dormitory that hosts a sizeable subcommunity of 

friends and a handful of unrelated residents, members of the subcommunity may feel a 

strong sense of community identity with their friends even while the other residents feel 

excluded from their group and less welcome in the dormitory’s shared spaces.  

The characteristics of a healthy dormitory community, on the other hand, may be 

present independent of a strong perceived community sentiment. These characteristics 

include harmonious visions for the use and care of shared spaces, a shared respect for the 

mutually agreed-upon boundaries of personal space and of personal property left in 

shared spaces, a sense of personal safety and security within one’s dormitory, and the 

ability for residents to communicate openly with one another about issues pertaining to 

any of the above. The presence of these characteristics should at the very least ensure that 
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community spaces do not become centers of tension, conflict or resentment among 

neighbors.  

These characteristics are likely in many cases to correspond with residents’ 

increased perceptions of a shared community sentiment; however, they serve better as a 

basis for analyzing the influence of a dormitory’s layout on community relationships than 

a reported sense of community because they are insulated from the problem of reporter 

bias. For example, it is widely agreed upon among New College’s student body that B 

Dorm exists as a tight-knit subcommunity within the larger on-campus population. When 

analyzing responses to the SCI, I noticed that several B Dorm residents had gone through 

and selected the most positive response to every question. Had this been the case for 

every respondent, I may have concluded that B Dorm’s layout was the perfect tool for 

fostering community interaction, but it was not. Instead, it demonstrates the limitation of 

relying on residents’ reports of their sense of community alone; the reports of a handful 

of residents may not be representative of everyone’s opinion, and are subject to being 

influenced by external factors like a building’s established reputation for hosting a tight-

knit community. By including an additional focus on the necessary characteristics of a 

healthy dormitory community, I am able to make a more thorough and accurate 

assessment of each dormitory’s potential to foster community sentiment and interaction. 

The importance of these characteristics will be discussed more fully in chapter four, in 

the context of my interview findings. 

 The limitations of surveys and questionnaires as a method of measuring a sense of 

community lead me to conclude that open-ended, qualitative methods are essential to 

reaching a wider and more complete understanding of community dynamics. It is for this 
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reason that I chose to conduct semi-structured interviews with a variety of New College 

students from each dormitory and off campus. My findings from these interviews will be 

discussed in the next chapter. 

 

Qualitative Residence Hall Observations 

 

Goals & Methods 

 Over the course of the 2009-10 academic year, I made five visits to each of the 

dormitories—two during fall semester, one midway through the January ISP period, and 

two during spring semester. The purpose of these observations was to gather qualitative 

data about how the dormitory spaces are used, furnished and decorated by residents, and 

to look for patterns of use in similar spaces. The prospect of conducting extensive 

observations of the spaces while in use by the residents, though tempting, was rejected 

for two reasons: first, it would take a tremendous time commitment on the part of several 

persons to conduct even one extended observation session; second, attempting to 

document students using semi-public areas runs the risk of affecting their actions and use 

of the spaces. Therefore the focus of my observations was to look for evidence of use by 

students of the common areas. This evidence includes: furniture, decorations, and other 

objects brought into common spaces by students; apartment tables or chairs moved from 

personal rooms to common rooms; homework, books or other personal effects left in 

common spaces; and arrangements of furniture that suggest a gathering. 

 In the following section I provide qualitative descriptions of each residence hall, 

compiled from my observational notes over the course of the past year and supplemented 
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in places by my recollections of previous years at New College. Following these 

descriptions I present a brief discussion of my findings. A summary table of these 

findings (3.6) is included for reference at the end of the section. 

 

1
st
 Court (Johnson Hall) 

 Readers will remember that Johnson Hall, more typically referred to as 1
st
 Court, 

is the only of the three Pei buildings that does not have a student lounge. However, in 

previous years it has been common for residents to set out chairs on a covered “mulch 

pad” in front of one of the downstairs rooms, and for this arrangement to be called “first 

court lounge”. Walking through 1
st
 Court, I noticed four chairs and a table set up in front 

of a room in the middle of the central courtyard. This looks like a good candidate for 1
st
 

Court lounge, and a survey of the other nooks and crannies of 1
st
 Court do not turn up any 

other chairs visible in public places. Still, we have no way of knowing whether these 

chairs serve as a gathering spot for 1
st
 Court residents or if they are primarily intended for 

the residents of the adjacent room and their friends
*
. In a tree nearby, someone has placed 

a scarecrow. 

 The only other alterations to 1
st
 Court’s spaces that stand out are a set of colorful 

flags and a picture or two, displayed on the terrace/balcony at the entrance from Palm 

Court. The other terrace/balcony, facing Z green, has several plants growing in its 

planter. These appear to have been planted by residents, but could also have survived on 

their own from a previous year. Indirect evidence of use is more difficult to find on 

terrace/balconies, because their shape and narrowness does not easily permit the 

                                                 
*
 It is interesting to note that this arrangement of chairs is located in what was my room in 2006, which 

served as our year’s “1
st
 Court lounge” after our neighbors contributed some of their own chairs. 
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placement of chairs, but allows a good number of people to sit comfortably on the wide 

edge of the planter. In previous years, the terrace/balconies in Pei have been fairly 

popular as gathering points, and the presence of decorations on the one seems to indicate 

that this trend has not vanished. 

 

2
nd

 Court (Bates Hall) 

 The lounge in 2
nd

 Court shows evidence of use by its residents; cooking 

implements are left around the kitchen, and students have set up a Nintendo 64 with an 

assortment of games on the lounge’s television. On some nights, particularly weekends, a 

Hispanic family comes to 2
nd

 Court lounge to prepare and sell delicious, inexpensive 

Mexican food to students. This both increases the lounge’s total use and highlights its 

usefulness as a central community space—not only for residents of 2
nd

 Court or Pei in 

general, but for all on-campus students. Their arrival in the lounge typically signals a 

resident to send an email to New College’s student forum listserv, spreading the word 

that “the family” is set up in 2
nd

 Court. 

 As early as last year, 2
nd

 Court lounge was extensively painted by previous 

students: the walls and ceiling had bold stripes of color and artistically painted letters, 

and the bathroom was covered in a distorted checkerboard pattern, complete with quotes 

from Alice in Wonderland and plastered with articles from old issues of New College’s 

various student newspapers. However, 2
nd

 Court as a whole was refurbished this year, 

and the walls of the lounge have returned to a sterile white. Still, there is some evidence 

of students this year decorating these spaces: four or five small picture collages are 

placed around the walls. 
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 Outside the lounge, one terrace/balcony is cluttered with the personal effects of 

(presumably) the residents of the adjacent room, and appears to be used. In places 

throughout the court, residents have written in chalk on the ground—nothing offensive, 

and it seems mostly in good fun: one at the base of a set of stairs reads “Notice: the sound 

of your feet”. These chalkings primarily occurred in the central courtyard of 2
nd

 court, or 

in the middle of the court’s smaller residential clusters, and continue out into Palm Court, 

but were never directly in front of people’s rooms. The consistency of color and style 

lead me to believe that one individual or group of individuals set out to chalk their entire 

court and parts of Palm Court as well. 

 Walking around, I notice only one chair set out in the common spaces around 2
nd

 

Court—facing the lounge out in front of a nearby room. This strikes me as unusual; in 

previous years, the Pei Courts have been replete with little clusters of plastic chairs 

scattered throughout their outdoor spaces. On one occasion, as I’m wondering why this 

might be the case, I come across a resident I know—an upperclassman, and one of the 

ones who returned to 2
nd

 Court in the hopes of rekindling his first year experience. I share 

this observation with him, and he tells me of his disappointment with 2
nd

 Court this year. 

Two years previous, when he lived here as a first year, he and the other residents gathered 

close to 20 chairs and arranged them in a large circle between several of their rooms. 

Now, however, he says there are hardly any chairs—or students—in sight. 

 I ask him why he thinks this might be, and he provides me with a surprising 

insight: two years ago, Hamilton Center got rid of all of its old, plastic cafeteria chairs in 

favor of new wooden ones. Before the old chairs were thrown out, students were given 

the opportunity to take as many as they wanted. The result was a staggering increase in 
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the number of chairs that found their way outside of all of the dormitories, and probably a 

related increase in the numbers of students who were induced to spend time in the public 

spaces. However, when summer came and the chairs were still left out, they were finally 

gotten rid of—and with them went the prospect of so many students gathering outside 

their rooms. This story illustrates the potential importance of furnishing spaces in 

increasing their usefulness, and validates my use of chairs as indicators of student 

investment in and use of public dormitory spaces. 

 

3
rd

 Court (Rothenberg Hall) 

 Evidence of use in 3
rd

 Court lounge is truly impressive. Food is cooking on the 

stove on several occasions as I visit 3
rd

 Court, and the walls are covered with colorful 

hand-drawn signs. Some of these are informative and were no doubt made by 3
rd

 Court’s 

RAs, but others are joking, silly and flippant, and were likely made by residents. On the 

lounge’s television, someone has set up their Super Nintendo and left several games 

beside it. Above the microwave a finished puzzle is displayed, and on the lounge’s table 

another puzzle sits two-thirds completed. Next to the microwave somebody has set up a 

George Foreman grill. Sitting on a shelf is a dartboard with a hand-written note that 

reads: “If you need darts or an opponent to play, call me” with a name and cell number 

below. 

 Right outside the lounge in the central courtyard, a pergola serves as a focal point 

for people passing through 3
rd

 Court. The concrete table and benches that adorn the 

center of every court have been moved to under the pergola, and next to them a hammock 

has been set up between two of its legs. Twice during my observations, and on numerous 
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other informal trips to 3
rd

 Court’s water fountain, I see students underneath the pergola 

studying, talking or taking a nap in the hammock. 

 Just as in the other Courts, I notice that one of the two terrace/balconies—the one 

visible from the entrance to 3
rd

 Court—shows signs of use by residents; residents’ 

personal effects clutter the concrete slab next to the planter. But, like the other Courts as 

well, I see little evidence of chairs being set up in public areas. On a visit to 3
rd

 Court 

during fall semester, I noticed a nice arrangement of patio furniture on a wooden porch 

overlooking the tennis courts. However, when I approached it I discovered a rudely 

worded sign telling students not to touch or use the chairs. Whether this was a selfish 

display of territoriality or a frustrated reaction to repeated misuse of one’s chairs I cannot 

say, and both the chairs and the sign were gone when I returned for subsequent visits. Not 

to end on a low note, I also noticed a sign displayed in the window of a downstairs room, 

reading “If our music is too loud, please let us know and we’ll turn it down”.  

 

Dort and Goldstein 

 The lounges in Dort and Goldstein are used infrequently by residents—primarily 

for doing laundry or making food that requires an oven instead of a stovetop. It is worth 

noting that Dort lounge in particular is used regularly, though many of the people who 

use it are neither residents nor students. Dort lounge is used every Friday by Food Not 

Bombs, a charitable organization that salvages discarded food from supermarket 

dumpsters and uses it to prepare large meals for Sarasota’s homeless population. Many 

members of Food Not Bombs do not attend New College, and in previous years the 

lounge has been rendered all but unusable by the mess and smell of their operation. 
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Needless to say, this became a significant source of friction between Food Not Bombs 

and Dort/Goldstein residents, and it was suggested that they be no longer allowed to use 

the lounge. However, I am happy to report that this year, Food Not Bombs has taken 

tremendous care to leave the lounges in good condition, and it hasn’t been a significant 

issue. 

 The Crease itself sees only occasional use by residents this year—in previous 

years, when several “social” rooms lived on the first floor, residents would gather on the 

lawn to chat, visitors would filter in from other parts of campus, and parties would 

regularly fill the Crease with noise and activity. This year, no such rooms exist to bring 

life to the area, and so Dort and Goldstein remain quiet most of the time. However, it 

should be noted that parties in the Crease may also disturb resident upperclassmen who 

want quiet for studying. Last year, when the Crease was at its most active in my four 

years, there were also considerable tensions and disputes among residents. 

 The giant chessboard in the Crease has been continually popular over the past few 

years. Residents and non-residents alike will sit, sometimes for hours, playing chess 

while others watch. This year, the board (and Dortstein’s community) suffered a crisis 

when several of the pieces were stolen, prompting students to replace them with cinder 

blocks, which accelerated the deterioration of the aging plastic board. By mid-year, the 

chess set had become unusable. However, the missing pieces were recovered
*
 and the 

Student Allocations Committee approved funds to replace the board. It now serves as a 

destination once again, although its actual ability to encourage informal gatherings is up 

for debate, since it primarily attracts those interested in playing or watching chess. 

                                                 
*
 The two kings that had been taken were eventually found by an off-campus student who recognized them 

in the trash in front of a house across from Ringling College of Art & Design. 
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 Without a doubt, the most evidence of use in the public spaces of Dort and 

Goldstein are located on the “patios” and “balconies” in front of individual rooms. By 

spring semester, 24 out of 38 rooms had chairs, tables, plants, wind chimes or other 

personal effects directly outside. Residents and their friends often sit outside their rooms 

on days where the weather is warm, where they can see their friends and neighbors 

passing by. These spaces appear primarily “territorial” in nature—that is, they display the 

personal effects of the residents, they usually correspond with the boundaries of the 

apartments, and they are not located in places that are typically open to general pedestrian 

traffic.  

 

V Dorm 

 Approaching V from the front, we see evidence of use on the front porch: six 

chairs are arranged in a circle to one side of the door, chalk drawings cover the steps, and 

the word “create” has been spelled out on the ground in blue electrical tape. Inside, the 

first floor common room is overflowing with people’s personal effects; several video 

game systems, including a Dance Dance Revolution pad, have been set up on the 

television right inside the entrance. Skateboards, hula-hoops, drums, a painted armchair, 

kitchenette tables cluttered with art supplies and personal effects, and a fort made out of 

unused bed frames
*
 give the clear impression that this space is popular among residents. 

On at least one occasion I passed by people sleeping, sprawled-out on the couches that V 

provides its residents. Three of the five common room doors on the first floor are left 

                                                 
*
 It is not uncommon for students to buy or bring their own mattresses to school. When they do, the 

mattresses and bed frames that come standard in each bedroom often take up too much space and end up 

disassembled or turned into “forts” in common rooms. 
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propped. In the study room, students have left their notebooks, textbooks, pens, pencils 

and backpacks in the carrels. 

 On the second floor, five or so chairs are left out on the upstairs balcony, and 

three kitchenette tables have found their way in front of their residents’ rooms, but it is 

sparsely decorated and furnished compared to the bottom floor. Discarded bed frames fill 

these common rooms as well, but are stacked and leaned against the walls. One table has 

been brought by residents and put into the area between two rooms. Two of the six doors 

on the second floor are left propped. 

 

W Dorm 

 On the front porch of W, three chairs sit off to one side of the door. Downstairs 

the space appears mostly empty—several pictures of celebrities have been put up by RAs, 

and a large Harry Potter banner is visible hanging from the railing of the second floor, but 

there is little evidence of student investment in the space. Only seven residents live on the 

first floor of W, and their rooms (one four person suite, one three person suite) face blank 

walls because of the common rooms on the outside of W. In front of one room, two of the 

provided couches have been pushed together facing one another to create a “nest” shape 

where a blanket and a few school papers rest. In the study room, a stack of books, 

notebooks and a pen have been left at one of the carrels. 

 Upstairs things are much more lively. As I ascend the stairs I begin to notice 

paper snowflakes of assorted colors and sizes adorning the walls. Between the two rooms 

at the top of the stairs, residents have converted the common room into a lounge of 

sorts—two provided couches and three provided chairs, together with three or four other 
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small chairs, one comfortable armchair and another couch are arranged in a large circle. 

Someone’s television rests on a coffee table, and a Nintendo 64 with four controllers sits 

tangled up underneath it. People’s personal effects are everywhere—blankets, stuffed 

animals, items of clothing, notebooks, textbooks and worksheets. In front of the railing 

where the Harry Potter banner hangs someone has placed a wooden folding screen, and a 

rainbow kite made to look like a sailboat has been strung up to the high ceilings. The two 

doors directly outside the “lounge” are propped wide open, and one other on the second 

floor is left propped as well. Outside on the balcony, five chairs—three that have been 

purchased by students, two that belong in people’s common rooms—have been set up. 

 The common rooms on the side of W, facing X, are an interesting case. The one 

furthest west is labeled “(Temporary) Catalyst Office
*
” has its windows blocked out by 

old issues of the school newspaper. The middle common room, a long, rectangular room, 

has one couch, an organ and about twenty folding chairs. The couch is one that would 

otherwise be downstairs in W, and it is very dirty. The easternmost common room, called 

the “green room”, is a little different. Inside there is a large wooden coffee table, two 

comfortable armchairs and a large, soft couch. A sign on the inside of the door informs 

users that all of the furniture was donated by students, and asks that it be treated with 

respect accordingly. Here, students’ papers are left out on the tables, next to a small tea 

set. 

 

X Dorm 

 Approaching from the front, I notice four chairs on the porch in front of X. 

Walking inside, the I notice that the west half of the first floor is mostly empty. The 

                                                 
*
 The Catalyst is our school newspaper, or was, as it has recently been replaced by The Tangent. 
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television provided for the residents of X and Y stands unused against one wall. On the 

east side, the residents have brought their kitchenette table into the larger common room 

and set it up on the wall across from them (X, like W, has only two apartments on the 

bottom floor), and someone’s homework has been left out on it. On an earlier 

observation, the walls next to this table displayed academic pamphlets and someone’s 

class schedule, but these are gone when I do my final check. In the small nook next to the 

stairs, the same room has converted one of their standard bed frames into a fort, including 

a hammock hanging from it. The study room has a few papers, a textbook and a pencil 

left at one of the carrels.  

 Directly at the top of the stairs, the east side of X appears to be the empty one—

only people’s bikes are left out, locked to the banister. The west side has a more “lived-

in” feel: here, the four common rooms chairs are set up in between two rooms around one 

of the rooms’ kitchenette tables. Personal items are stacked next to the doors in front of 

people’s rooms, apparently used mostly for storage. This seems to indicate that, like in 

Dort and Goldstein, some degree of territoriality extends beyond the common room door 

to the area directly in front of the suites, although to be sure the boundaries are much less 

clear. Outside of one room a bed frame has been converted into a couch/fort, and in front 

of it sits a television and a number of DVDs on a large table. On and around this fort is 

evidence of its use for studying—papers, books, pencils are strewn around it. Walking 

out onto the balcony, I notice seven chairs—four that have been brought by students and 

three that have found their way out of people’s kitchenettes. To my surprise I also notice 

two George Foreman grills plugged into the outlets on the balcony.  
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 The common rooms in X are slightly different from those in W. The kitchen is the 

furthest west, and for a large portion of the year its doors were padlocked shut due to fire 

damage it incurred during fall semester. However, when I make my final check in spring, 

the kitchen is open and appears to be functional. Several tables provide places to sit and 

eat, and somebody’s food is cooking on the stovetop
*
. In addition to the ovens, students 

have provided a toaster for community use. Next door, the laundry room looks as most 

laundry rooms look. Next to it, X’s long rectangular common room sits unused, mostly 

full of half-assembled study carrels. When these carrels are assembled it may be a good 

study environment, but for now it is empty. Finally, next to that the final study room is 

empty, save for a wooden chair in the middle of the room. This room may be left empty 

on purpose, so as to allow it to serve as a space for art students’ thesis showcases (this is 

how I have seen it used in the past), but there is little else that it can provide. 

 

 

Y Dorm 

 Approaching Y from the front, I notice only two chairs outside on the porch, but 

am surprised to see a large electric skillet plugged into the outlet on the other side.  Inside 

the door, most of the west side of the first floor common room is taken up with a four-

square court, made on the carpet with tape. On the other side, someone has set up their 

bed frame as a sort of fort, although it appears to be used mostly as storage. Two doors on 

the first floor are left propped. As with the other dorms, the walls directly in front of 

people’s rooms are used as storage for items that, presumably, take up too much room in 

                                                 
*
 Though I do not encounter the person making food, I do notice a prominent sign above the stove asking 

residents not to leave food unattended; this, I found out later, is how the kitchen originally caught fire. 
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the suites. In the study room, there are no books or papers, just a tent set up on the 

ground, seemingly uninhabited. 

 At the top of the stairs, someone has set up a heavy punching bag, the type that 

hangs in a metal framework and is common in fitness centers. On the other side, the four 

X common room chairs have been set up around a glass coffee table. Decks of cards sit 

out on the coffee table. One person’s homework is scattered over one of the couches, 

which is along one wall. Two doors are left propped, although one belongs to the RA. As 

I saw also in W, two of the provided couches have been pushed together to form a “nest”, 

although it does not appear to be used in the same way. Out on the balcony are three 

chairs—one provided by a student, two that belong in the suites. 

 

 

Z Dorm 

 Approaching Z from the front, I walk across Z green, where a handful of students 

are playing flag football. Other students relax around the two community hammocks 

installed in front of Z. Immediately upon entering, I notice a student doing his homework 

at the picnic table in Z’s central courtyard. Beyond him, I can see a group of students 

using Z kitchen. In the kitchen are eight to ten chairs, two couches, four tables and a 

study carrel. In addition to the kitchen’s standard furnishings, residents have contributed 

two small toasters and a microwave. Students have placed several plants in Z kitchen, by 

the large rear windows overlooking the amphitheatre. On the broad concrete balcony 

overlooking the courtyard from the second floor, three chairs sit in a small cluster in the 

middle. Someone has placed another chair midway up the north stairway from the second 
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floor to the observatory, but when I arrive at the top, there are no chairs and only one 

table. 

 The common rooms in Z show the most evidence of use of all of Z’s spaces, and 

are more highly decorated than most of the other dormitory spaces I’ve come across. On 

the South front porch of Z, three chairs (brought by students) have been set up. In the 

common room, shared by two apartments, the walls are extensively decorated with 

posters and wall hangings. The two provided couches, and an additional couch that has 

been brought by a student are arranged facing someone’s television. One of the rooms 

has brought their kitchenette table and chairs into the common room. Both suite doors are 

left propped. 

 Continuing west, one the Z single studio apartment has a table, two chairs, and 

several plants displayed in front of it. Inside the Southwest common room, shared by 

three apartments, students have brought a kitchenette table and eight of their personal 

room chairs into the common room along with one more chair brought by a student. 

Someone has also brought a full-size refrigerator into the common room, which seems to 

be plugged in and operational. There are also several bed frames, taken apart and left 

against one wall. Signs of use are everywhere—people’s homework, clothing and other 

personal items are left out on many of the common room’s surfaces. Two of the three 

doors are propped. Though on my earlier trips to Z there were fewer actual decorations in 

this common room, by my final visit the residents had managed the impressive task of 

stringing paper streamers up all over the common room. 

 On the other side of Z, the Northwest common room on the first floor—shared by 

four rooms—is very heavily decorated. One of the residents has put up a large shelving 
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unit that holds three televisions, many books and video games, and several Nerf guns 

displayed. Nearby, a synth keyboard has been strung with Christmas lights. A student has 

brought a wooden coffee table, and it is strewn with schoolwork and video games. 

Although residents of these dorms have not brought any additional chairs or couches, it is 

clear from their arrangement and the amount of personal items strewn on them that the 

provided couches and chairs get heavy use. One apartment has a welcome mat in front of 

its door, and it is the only door that is propped. 

 Heading to the Northeast common room on the first floor, shared by two 

apartments, I notice several stickers and posters on the wall, but mainly on one wall. A 

couch has been brought by one of the students to add to the common room, as well as two 

personal room chairs. One door is left propped—the one adjacent to the decorated wall. 

Outside, two chairs and a loveseat are set up on the porch. Overall, this may be the least 

decorated common room in Z. 

 The second floor balcony and common room to the Southeast, shared by two 

suites, showed some of the most extensive evidence of decoration and use. Hanging 

tapestries and posters cover the walls, and colored bottles line the ledges of the balcony 

windows. One apartment brought out their kitchenette tables and chairs and set them up 

in the common room, and both apartments have propped their doors. On the balcony and 

in the common room, there were numerous assorted chairs brought by students. A 

television, speakers, and video games are set up in front of the provided couches, and 

surrounding it are many boxes of albums on vinyl. I notice something that makes this 

common room feel even more like a private living space; a partially assembled bed frame 

is being used to hang clothes in front of one room. Outside, the ledges of the balcony—
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and two tables that students have brought—are full of potted plants, and a torn and 

tattered pirate flag hangs over the edge. 

 The upstairs common room in the Southeast, shared by four suites, has three 

rooms with propped doors. Several couches and chairs, brought by students, are arranged 

around a rug and coffee table, also brought by students. Outside of one room, a 

kitchenette table and chairs sits with a checkered tablecloth, covered in food and supplies, 

including a George Foreman grill. A sign above the table, with the image of a yin-yang 

on it, reads “Keep the balance: eat and clean”. Pictures are balanced on the ledges of the 

windows. On one side of the room, a bed frame has been converted into a couch, and sits 

next to a rocking horse. Personal effects, including stuffed animals and school papers, 

abound, and several strands of holiday lights hang like chandeliers from the ceiling.  

 The Northeast room on the other side, also shared by four apartments, again has 

televisions and video game systems set up. Students have added a padded chair and a 

futon to the common room. A life-size Spiderman plush doll is draped over someone’s 

bike, and a series of paper sheets along the wall reads “ZHE ELK LODGE”. On one visit, 

a mini-fridge in the corner has a sign on it that reads “I have chicken & orzo (vegetarian) 

in me. You should eat it.” On one occasion while I’m doing my observations, two 

residents are in the common room playing video games. They look at me uneasily a few 

times before cautiously asking if I’m looking for someone in the area. I explain what I’m 

doing to them and they noticeably relax, and encourage me to continue. 

 Finally, the Northwest front upstairs common room, shared by two people, has 

both doors left propped. One additional couch has been brought into the common room, 

and several personal room chairs are arranged in the common room.  A television, stand, 
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DVD player, and video games are set up, and an ironing board sits next to them. Out on 

the balcony, five chairs—three brought by students, two others taken from the suites—

and a ground hammock are set up. Despite extensive signs of use, however, there is little 

in the way of decoration. 

 

B Dorm 

 There are four bathrooms and four lounges in B Dorm—two upstairs, two 

downstairs in each case. The bathrooms, which are all basically identical, serve the eight 

residents on either side of them. Each bathroom has three sinks, two shower stalls, one 

urinal, and two toilets—one marked “mellow”, the other “flush” by paper signs on their 

doors. The counters and shelf areas are lined with an array of different people’s toiletries. 

The lounges, on the other hand, are a little more varied. Of the two on the ground floor, 

one contains two washers, two dryers, two couches, a foosball table and several framed 

pictures on its walls, while the other has a kitchen area (an oven and stovetop, a sink, a 

toaster, and hanging racks of pots and pans), a fridge, two couches, a TV and DVD 

player, and large stacks of board games. A sign on the wall of this lounge reads “B Dorm 

or Death”. Another on the fridge entitled “B Dorm Karma” explains the importance of 

maintaining community spaces and lists specific chores you can do—including sweeping 

the floors, arranging the furniture, cleaning the stove, and organizing the shelf areas. Next 

to it is a white board and a dry-erase marker, where residents are instructed to write their 

name down “for props (recognition)” if they have done any of these chores. 

 Upstairs, both lounges have a fridge, kitchen area and assortment of couches and 

chairs. One, which looks like it sees less frequent use, has a small, broken TV sitting next 
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to a set of speakers on a shelf unit. A sign on the door urges residents to “be proactive” in 

caring for community space. The other lounge, which is much more active (I encounter 

several residents here who ask me what I’m doing and happily tell me all about life in B 

Dorm as I write), has three televisions with different video game consoles hooked up to 

them. Boxes of videocassettes and board games are all around. Under a table, a mini-

fridge sits with a note on it that reads: “this is NOT a communal fridge. Please do not 

take my food from it”. One resident tells me that the lounges get pretty much constant use 

throughout the course of the day. 

 In the stairwells in front of and behind B Dorm, chairs and couches are set up in 

clusters. Five residents, only two of whom I recognize, sit outside talking and smoking 

cigarettes. As I walk by, all five heads turn. It is clear that, due to its spatial separation 

from the rest of campus, B Dorm doesn’t get much walk-through traffic. Twice, as I walk 

around surveying the dormitory, residents ask me who I’m looking for and offer to point 

me in the right direction. 
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Table 3.6      Observational Evidence of Use by Residence Hall 
Residence 

Hall 

Evidence of 

use 
Decorations 

Additional 

furnishings 
Notes 

Pei (1st Court) --- 

Flags, pictures 
hanging from 

terrace/balcony 

at entrance, 
scarecrow in 

central 
courtyard 

Table and 4 
chairs on 

mulch pad in 

front of one 
room 

Table and chairs 
may be this year’s 
“1st Court Lounge” 

Pei (2nd Court) 

Used cooking 
implements in 

lounge kitchen; 

video games 
connected to 
lounge TV; 

personal 
effects on 

terrace/balcony 

5 small 
collages on 

walls of 

lounge; chalk 
on ground 
throughout 

Court 

1 chair on 
“mulch pad” in 
front of room 

--- 

Pei (3rd Court) 

Food on stove 
in lounge; 
mostly-

completed 

puzzle on 
lounge table; 
video games 

connected to 
lounge TV; 
personal 
effects on 

terrace/balcony 

Numerous 
hand-made 

signs on walls 
of lounge; 

completed 
puzzle 

displayed in 

lounge 

Dartboard and 
George 

Foreman grill 
added to 

lounge; patio 
set in front of 
room during 

fall semester; 
hammock set 
up on pergola 

3rd Court Lounge 
most extensively 

decorated space in 
Pei dorms 

Dort/Goldstein 

Chessboard 
frequently left 

mid-game 

Walkways in 
front of 20 

rooms have 
plants, wind 

chimes, 

hanging 
decorations 

etc. 

24 of 38 
rooms have 

tables and/or 
chairs set up 

in front of 

them; 
numerous 
cooking 

utensils in 

Dort lounge 

Furnishing and 
decoration 

overwhelmingly 
concentrated in 

front of 

apartments; lounge 
mostly furnished by 

Food Not Bombs 
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V Dorm 

Abundance of 
personal 

effects (hula 
hoops, 

skateboards, 
schoolwork) in 

common room 
and study 

room; video 
games 

connected to 
TV; room 

chairs & tables 

brought into 
common room, 
on patio and 

balcony 

Chalk and tape 
designs in front 

of building 

5 chairs 
brought, 

including one 
painted 

armchair; bed 
frames used to 

construct 
“fort” 

Downstairs much 
more extensively 

“lived-in” than 
upstairs; more 
doors propped 

downstairs than 

upstairs 

W Dorm 

Chairs on patio 
and balcony; 

personal 

effects (school 
papers) left in 
front of rooms 

and in study 
rooms; social 

arrangement of 
furniture 

upstairs; video 
games 

connected to 
TV 

Large Harry 
Potter banner 
hanging from 

2nd floor; 
snowflakes 

covering walls 

upstairs; 
rainbow kite 
and wooden 

screen upstairs 

Student-
provided 

chairs, couch, 

TV and video 
games 

upstairs; 3 

brought chairs 
on balcony; 3 

student-
provided 

armchairs in 
“green room” 

Upstairs is 
substantially more 

decorated and 

“lived in” than 
downstairs 

X Dorm 

Chairs on patio 
and balcony; 

homework left 
in common 
room, study 
room; chairs, 

tables, TV and 
DVDs set up in 
front of rooms; 
food in kitchen  

--- 

Chairs on 
porch/balcony; 

TV and stand; 
George 

Foreman grills 
on balcony; 

toaster added 
to X kitchen  

Common room 
used for storage by 

several rooms  



Geoffrey Vitiello  Shared Spaces 

 70 

Y Dorm 

Chairs on 
patio/balcony; 

four-square 
court in 

downstairs 
common room; 

card table 
between two 

upstairs 
rooms; 

homework left 
out in front of 

rooms 

--- 

Chairs/tables 
brought by 

students; 
electric skillet 
on patio; tent 
in study room; 

punching bag 
in common 

room 

Aside from tent, Y’s 
study room shows 

no evidence of use 

Z Dorm 

Chairs on 2nd 
floor balcony; 

kitchen 

inhabited and 
in use; many 

TVs in common 
rooms; 

personal 
effects left out 
in almost every 

common room 

Every shared 
common room 

in Z is 

decorated to 
some degree; 

6 of 8 very 
extensively 

Toasters and 
microwave 
added to 

kitchen; 
numerous 
couches, 

tables, chairs 

added to 
common 
rooms 

Z is the most 
heavily 

furnished/decorated 

of any dorm; nearly 
all of it centers on 
shared common 

rooms 

B Dorm 

Chairs and 
benches out in 

front of B 
Dorm; 

residents 
frequently in 

lounges; video 
games and 

movies 

surround 
lounge TVs 

Framed 
pictures in 

downstairs 
lounge; “B 
Dorm or 

Death: sign in 

one lounge 

Numerous 
couches and 

chairs in 
common 

rooms/outside 
that have 

been added by 
students; 

toasters and 

microwaves in 
lounges added 

as well 

Residents in 
lounges or outside 

during every visit; 
much of the 

furniture appears 
old and may have 

been donated by 
past residents 

Table 3.5     Observational Evidence of Use by Residence Hall (continued) 
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Conclusion 

 My observations of the dormitories revealed significant differences in the ways 

that different types of dormitory spaces are used. For example, the lounges in Pei and B 

Dorm showed signs of heavy and regular use by residents, while those in Dort and 

Goldstein did not; however, the walkways in front of more than half of Dort and 

Goldstein apartments were extensively furnished and decorated. Similarly, the smaller 

shared common rooms in Z Dorm were much more likely to exhibit evidence of 

furnishing, decoration and use than the larger common rooms of V, W, X and Y; in V and 

W in particular, one floor was extensively furnished and decorated while the other was 

relatively empty, and there was little or no evidence of decoration in either X or Y. 

The primary limitation of this method is that, though we can observe these 

configurations and judge whether or not they are social in nature, there is no way of 

knowing how these spaces are used—for example, if a card table and four chairs is set out 

in front of a room in Y, we cannot be sure if it is meant for the residents of the adjacent 

room, their friends in the building, all other residents, or anyone who happens by. For 

this, I rely on my interviews with the residents of each dormitory to help fill in some of 

these gaps. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Geoffrey Vitiello  Shared Spaces 

 72 

IV. Interview Findings and Discussion 

 

Goals & Methods 

 During the course of my study I conducted 18 semi-structured interviews with 

students, ranging in length from 13 to 43 minutes. The purpose of conducting interviews 

was to collect qualitative data on the “lived experience” of campus life, with a secondary 

focus on the ways in which residents use various dormitory spaces. In order to investigate 

the relative effects of bonding and bridging ties on a sense of dormitory community, I 

asked residents to tell me how important it was that they lived nearby groups of their 

friends, as well as how many other residents they had become friendly with as a result of 

living near them. All participants were asked a series of general questions about their 

current and past living arrangements, followed by several specific follow-ups regarding 

each participant’s particular location. The interview guideline sheet that I used is 

included in appendix 3. 

Originally, participants were solicited as a part of my housing preference survey; 

the final question thanked students for their participation and asked them to reply with 

their email address and building of residence if they were willing to take part in a 15-30 

minute interview. However, snowball sampling was also used in order to gain 

perspectives from residents of every dormitory. I ended up conducting three interviews 

with B Dorm residents, two with V Dorm residents, two with W Dorm residents, one 

with the X Dorm RA, one with the Y Dorm RA, two with Z Dorm residents, two with 

Dort residents, one with a Goldstein RA, one with a Pei resident, one with a Pei RA, and 

two with students living off campus.  
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Additional interviews were sought for residents of Pei, Goldstein, X and Y, as 

well as RAs in both Z and B Dorm, but could not be obtained. Fortunately, the many of 

interviews I did conduct were with students who had lived in a wide variety of different 

places on campus, and were thus able not only to tell me about their experiences living in 

all of the dormitories, but also to reflect on these experiences and provide comparisons 

between dormitories. Though a more even distribution from every dormitory would have 

been ideal, I feel that this limitation is amply compensated for by the opportunity to gain 

the perspective of students who have lived multiple places and experienced the 

dormitories in years previous. 

One difficulty that I initially encountered in soliciting interviews was the 

tendency for me to be already familiar with the willing participants. Particularly in the 

responses obtained from my survey, I noticed that many were friends or acquaintances of 

mine who were probably looking to do me a favor. I compensated for this problem in 

three ways: first, I selected the students that I did not know or was least familiar with 

from the original pool of respondents; second, I relied more heavily on snowball 

sampling to put me in contact with students that I did not know; third, in the few cases 

where it was impossible for me to select a student that I did not know, I selected those 

with whom I have the least regular contact, and particularly those that were the least 

familiar with the topic of my thesis. Because New College is such a small school, it was 

inevitable that I would know some of the participants in my study. However, I do not 

believe that this had a significant impact on my findings. Overall, most of my interviews 

were conducted with students I did not know or had met only once or twice before. 
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Findings 

 My interview findings, presented below, are arranged into three categories: 

student preference, private vs. shared spaces, and sense of dormitory community. These 

categories emerged as the most common and important among the majority of interview 

respondents. Within each section, I present subsections for further discussion. 

1. Preference 

The preference of students for one living arrangement or another, and their ability 

or inability to secure their first housing choice, exerts a significant influence on how 

dormitory spaces are used and whether dormitory communities are formed. Though 

student preference is ultimately individual and diverse, I noticed several common themes 

in my interviews. 

a. Amenities 

In both my interviews and in open-ended survey responses, amenities emerged as 

one of the single most important aspects of student preference. The presence of adequate 

cooking facilities in particular turned out to be a very important factor affecting students’ 

first housing choice. As I discussed in an earlier section, Dort/Goldstein and off campus 

emerged as the most popular housing options among students by far. In interviews with 

residents, references to proper kitchens showed up again and again.  For example, a thesis 

student reflects upon his reasons for choosing to live in Dort: 

Since I prefer to cook my own food, I place a high value on having space and an 

environment in which to cook and store the food products which I consume. So 

having a stove…was a big factor in where I chose to live. 

Slight variations on this basic sentiment were expressed by nearly every student who 

identified Dort and Goldstein as their first housing choice.  
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 Perhaps even more telling are the complaints of students living in dormitories 

where cooking facilities are shared between residents of the dormitory instead of among 

roommates. A student living in Dort tells me about his time living in Z: 

Z had so many things in it that I hated. I didn’t like, primarily, the lack of a large 

sink and the lack of a dishwasher. 

One very real consequence of student dissatisfaction with the new dorms’ cooking 

facilities is that residents will often choose to equip their suite common rooms (and in 

some cases, even the larger common rooms) with appliances such as hot plates, electric 

woks and “George Foreman” grills, that are considered to be a violation of housing 

policy. For example, I asked a third year living in V Dorm where she ate most of her 

meals, and she replied: 

We have illegal hot plates and toaster ovens. We don’t use the kitchens. It’s kind 

of far to carry everything that you’re going to make, all the equipment, all the way 

to X, it’s kind of a pain. 

This was true for many of the other students I interviewed who were living or had lived 

in the new dorms, particularly V, W, X and Y. An RA in Y Dorm gave me an excellent 

summary of the larger trend in student sentiment toward the new suites: 

I don’t like the kitchen very much, I think the kitchen was half-hearted in a way 

that you can’t really go half-hearted. For example, the single rooms have a full 

refrigerator for a single person, but no stove, no oven, no means to cook the food. 

And so I personally have a big problem cooking dinner, because I have all of this 

food and this refrigerator that’s of the proper size that I can buy things in bulk, 

and mix them together and make actual meals for myself, and yet I have a 

microwave and a toaster oven. And the toaster oven is, you know, on the 

bordering line of legal. And as the RA, I don’t want to have a hot plate, that’s just 

not setting a good example. And so I think the kitchen areas aren’t something you 
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can do half-way, and I think they were done half way, and that’s actually a really 

big sticking point for me. 

 Cooking facilities, while certainly the most important to students and the most 

widely discussed, are by no means the only amenities that exert an influence on student 

preference. The size and number of bathrooms was also an important factor in many 

students’ decisions to opt for an apartment in Dort and Goldstein over another dormitory. 

One W resident that I interviewed described the showers in the new dorms as being 

“coffin-size[d]”, and a thesis student living in Dort had this to say about moving into Z 

his second year: 

…it was a demotion in bathroom usage, in the sense that in Pei you have three 

people to one bathroom, and in Z you have four people to a bathroom. So it was 

always kind of weird to feel like you were getting demoted. 

This is hardly the attitude that one would expect from a second year moving from Pei to a 

brand-new suite, and illustrates the importance of adequate bathroom facilities. Indeed, a 

fair number of students in both my interviews and in open-ended survey responses 

indicated that the extra bathroom was among the primary factors that influenced their 

preference for Dort and Goldstein. 

 Overall, the overwhelming importance of amenities as a factor in student 

preference, combined with the clear superiority of the Dort/Goldstein apartments for 

personal amenities among on-campus housing options, made drawing comparisons 

between them and the other dorms much more difficult. If the kitchens and bathrooms of 

the new dorms had been built to compete with those of Dort and Goldstein, I may have 

been able to draw many more meaningful conclusions about the differences between their 

respective layouts. However, as it stands, the evident preference among students for more 
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private utilities allows Dort and Goldstein to maintain a sizeable lead on the other 

residence halls. 

b. Private, semi-private, or “controlled” space 

 There also appears to be a general trend among students to prefer a greater degree 

of control over the number of people who use a shared space when possible. The results 

of my survey on student preference and satisfaction revealed overwhelming support for 

Dort/Goldstein, off campus, and Z Dorm. Of course, Dort, Goldstein and locations off 

campus have the advantages of clearly superior amenities, so their higher preference 

cannot be as easily attributed to their degree of private or semi-private space. However, it 

does seem significant that Z Dorm was more popular among students than the other new 

dorms combined, despite their approximate similarity with regards to amenities. 

 Interviews with residents support this claim. For instance, most respondents 

reflecting on their time in Pei noted that they were glad to be no longer sharing an 

undifferentiated living space, citing a greater degree of privacy. And though most 

students referenced having adequate cooking facilities as a reason for preferring Dort and 

Goldstein, the amount of privacy in apartments was also a common theme. A thesis 

student living in B Dorm reflects on his time in Goldstein: 

Goldstein I really liked. Only having to share a bathroom with one other person, 

having my own private space, having a kitchen you only share with three other 

people, having enough space to store food and clean up and have dishes, and stuff 

like that, is incredibly nice. I mean, the dishwasher is really nice, just the amount 

of space it provides is really the big thing. I mean, space and privacy.  

 But this trend is by no means a rigid one. It is important to remember that the 

design of the new dorms, with an increased emphasis on shared community spaces, was 

originally derived from the input of students in shaping New College’s Master Plan (1:1). 
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In fact, some students indicated a distinct preference for more community-oriented 

lifestyles. 

c. Community life 

Perhaps the clearest example of the appeal of community life can be seen in B 

Dorm. Despite it’s pitifully low standing in terms of overall student preference, the clear 

majority of B Dorm residents are upper-classmen with enough housing points to secure 

their choice of living arrangements. While there are several other factors that may 

contribute to one’s decision to live in B Dorm—the cost of living, its proximity to New 

College’s academic building, and the desire to live in a single room are three examples—

the strength of its community identity also exerts a strong pull. Interviews with residents 

confirm this fact. One B Dorm resident tells me: 

We talk about a B-dorm family kind of jokingly, but I think we all feel that way, 

like, if you ever needed something, anybody in B Dorm would be there for you. I 

think it’s like a micro-New College community in some way. If you need 

somebody they’ll always be there, and you can go out walking and you’ll find 

somebody, I feel like that’s the cheesy stuff that gets put on Admissions fliers, but 

in B-dorm it’s really true. Most of the time if I’m up and I want to talk to people I 

just have to go outside my room and there’s somebody in the kitchen, somebody 

sitting outside, sometimes they’re working and sometimes they’re chatting, and I 

really like that. 

When asked about her reasons for wanting to live in B Dorm, she replies: 

I grew up with the normal subdivision, but living on my own I really like living 

somewhere that’s really about consciously living together, consciously deciding 

you want to share space and by extension you want to share stuff. Being with 

people who have the same sense of adventure about that, and not be like “these 

are my things and these are your things, and these are the conditions under which 

we can share them”, I really value living with people where it’s okay that we’re 
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not all the same, and it’s okay to just hang out with people who don’t care so 

much. 

 This desire for a community-oriented living experience also leads some students 

to return to Pei. Many of the students that I interviewed reflected on their time as a first-

year in the Pei dorms with some mix of frustration and nostalgia, and nearly all agreed 

that the experience of living in Pei as an incoming student is an important part of being a 

New College student. A thesising RA, living in Goldstein, gives me her version of the 

“Pei experience”: 

It’s definitely one where your education is all social. Or not all social, but like 

70% social, and that’s why I feel like first-year RA’s are really important, in that, 

in terms of being, if not guides, at least someone that like you can go to, 

and…Really, learning how to live with other people, because a lot of people here 

like had their own bedroom or have just experienced being with their family and 

never experienced being away. So like conflict resolution is a big part of first year 

experience, um, like, homesickness is a big part of the first year experience. And 

then all the social stuff, like living with people who…smoke, or do drugs, or do 

all sorts of things that you might never have had to encounter. So really, like, 

that’s one of the things I love about Pei, is like, this space of like, discovery and 

negotiation, always. 

Though the words are her own, they echo the sentiments expressed in many similar 

statements by other residents. 

 Of course, a large proportion of the “Pei experience” is inextricable from the 

experience of being an incoming student. And clearly, most students do not attempt to re-

capture their first-year experience by choosing to live in Pei again. However, there are 

some who do; several of the Pei RAs that I spoke to told me that, for them, part of the 

appeal of being an RA in Pei was the chance to re-live the Pei experience and contribute 

positively to the experiences of the incoming students. Additionally, we must not forget 
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about the disproportionately high concentration of upper-classmen in 2
nd

 Court, or it’s 

surprisingly high SCI scores. Though one could argue that the higher SCI score is simply 

the result of a denser concentration of students who know one another, I disagree with 

this interpretation. Several of these upper-classmen lived in Dort or Goldstein previously, 

but wished to return to Pei to provide a presence of older students in a Court that they 

identified as typically the most social. One such resident tells me: 

We tried interacting with the first years, however the ones who were assigned to 

live near us, and I'm sure this was accidental, tend to be very quiet so it took us a 

while to meet first years who weren't. 

Clearly, the first-year “Pei experience” is significant enough to some students that they 

want to contribute to it in subsequent years. 

d. Other factors 

Numerous other factors may contribute to individual students’ housing decisions. 

For example, the reduced cost of living was among the primary factors influencing 

students to seek off-campus housing. For example, a former RA living in a nearby 

neighborhood describes her decision to live off campus: 

…honestly, I’ve never paid to live on campus except for my first year because 

after that I was an RA, so there’s a financial price I wasn’t willing to pay to live in 

my own room. So that’s why I live off campus, mostly money. 

Several B Dorm residents, both in interviews and survey responses, also cited the cost of 

living as an important factor. I asked a thesising B Dorm resident about where else he 

would have liked to live, and he tells me: 

If I could’ve afforded it, one of the singles in the new dorms. They provide a lot 

of space, probably more space than I need, and you have your own bathroom and 

your own kitchen area. If I wanted to live alone, that would be the best place on 

campus to live. They’re incredibly expensive though.  
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Interestingly, a handful of students who returned to Pei this year indicated (in open-ended 

survey responses) that they thought it would be less expensive. In a brief interview with 

an upper-classman living in 2
nd

 Court, he tells me that living in Pei was less expensive at 

the time of Room Draw, but that the office of Residence Life instituted the policy that all 

Pei residents must purchase the largest cafeteria meal plan only after students had already 

selected housing. 

 Several students living in the new dorms also indicated that, other preferences 

aside, the amount of mold and other sinus irritants in the older residence halls made them 

too inhospitable. Among these students, the fact that V, W, X, Y and Z Dorms were new 

and mold-free was the most significant factor in their housing choice. However, as these 

buildings age, they will undoubtedly develop similar problems to the other dormitories. It 

remains to be seen what will happen to their preference among students once their “new 

dorm smell” begins to fade. 

 Whether a particular residence hall is perceived as a good “social dorm” or a good 

“study dorm” is also important to students who value these qualities. Obviously, a 

designated “quiet dorm” like Y will garner a higher number of students interested in a 

quiet study environment. And we can recall my earlier discussion of upper-classmen 

returning to 2
nd

 Court because they believed it to be typically the most social of the Pei 

dorms. However, it is also significant that thesis students are disproportionately clustered 

in Dort, Goldstein, B Dorm and living off campus. Many of the thesis students I 

interviewed noted that it was important to them to be able to insulate themselves from the 

distractions of an active social life in order to effectively carry on their work. 
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2. Private vs. Shared spaces 

My investigation into the formation of communities in various residential layouts 

merits a focus on the amount of private or semi-private space provided each resident 

versus the amount of dormitory space is common for use by all residents. Because an 

increase in private space and utilities decreases the need for residents to interact with 

their neighbors on a daily basis, it is natural to assume that residence halls that are more 

privacy-oriented will exhibit less contact between members of a dormitory community, 

and thus will foster the formation of fewer bridging ties between neighbors. However, the 

implications of these layouts for a sense of dormitory community is more complicated 

than one might initially suppose. 

a. Layout & Contact 

The relationship between dormitory layout and contact between neighbors is a 

paradoxical one. To begin, my expectation that open layouts would produce more regular 

recognition and interaction among residents than cluster layouts was only partially 

supported by my findings. For example, though several students told me that they made 

most of their friends in Pei within their smaller residential cluster, many more noted that, 

as an incoming student, the urge to meet new people drove them to make connections 

from all over Pei. One student, a V resident, tells me about meeting many of her friends 

at New College:  

I think…mostly first year, just because you’re a first year and it’s in Pei, and 

everyone comes out of their room because it’s really small, and you have nothing 

to do there. 

Many other students shared similar sentiments. While it appears that the cluster layout of 

Pei does increase the regularity of contact between residents of a smaller residential 
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cluster, and while this increased contact helps to encourage friendships for some, the 

physical structure of the Pei dorms is ultimately less important than its social structure as 

a place where new students meet one another and learn about College life together. 

Though the layout of the Pei dorms is arguably at least somewhat conducive to allowing 

residents to meet and interact, the primary source of bridging capital for incoming 

students is undeniably the fact that most or all of them are finding themselves in a new 

situation where they don’t know anyone, but are surrounded by students in the same 

situation. 

 A similar trend is evident in B Dorm. I interviewed one resident, a thesis student, 

who chose B Dorm because it was inexpensive and quiet. When I ask him about the 

spaces that he uses in B Dorm, he tells me: “I don’t go upstairs. I use both of the 

downstairs lounges, because one has the refrigerator I normally go to and the other has 

the laundry room.” For him, there is no need to venture past the boundaries of his 

residential cluster. However, for many other residents B Dorm is not simply a residence 

hall; it is a shared living experience. For these residents, the goal of spending time with 

neighbors overrides considerations of which lounge is closest to one’s room. This 

tendency among residents, coupled with the small size and relative isolation of B Dorm 

from the rest of New College’s on-campus population, likely contribute to a relatively 

high degree of basic familiarity among B Dorm residents. Thus, while the dormitory 

setting functions very well to initiate and sustain contact among residents, this process is 

also greatly facilitated by the bond that they share as the minority of students who chose 

to experience B Dorm life. In this case, the cultivation of bridging capital is therefore 
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inextricably bound to the self-selection of B Dorm’s community for like-minded 

residents. 

 The clearest example of open layouts promoting more contact between neighbors 

than cluster layouts can be seen in the case of Z dorm versus V, W, X and Y. Most Z 

residents reported that they primarily saw the people who frequented their common room, 

and were less familiar with residents of other common rooms. By contrast, most residents 

of V, W, X and Y reported a basic familiarity with who the other residents of their 

building are
*
. However, many residents of V, W, X and Y told me that their interactions 

with neighbors are generally only brief acknowledgements as they come and go from the 

building. In Z, however, interactions between neighbors sharing a common room tend to 

be not only more frequent, but also more substantial. Regardless of whether or not 

neighbors sharing a Z common room are good friends, they see each other on a daily 

basis and share common ownership of a shared space. For some, this increased contact 

can be the impetus for encouraging friendships. One V resident, who lived in Z 

previously, compares her experiences in each dorm: 

I like the way [Z is] set up, and the common rooms are smaller, so there’s two 

other groups of people, so you get to know them a lot better, which I liked… [In 

V], I don’t really like my neighbors that much because I don’t know them and 

haven’t really gotten to know them, and also it doesn’t really have the same setup 

as in Z Dorm where you have the two other rooms. It’s really open, and so I don’t 

really know them very well. 

                                                 
*
 Though one could argue that the differences in population between Z and another letter dorm make this a 

bad comparison, I argue its validity for two reasons: first, despite it’s larger size, Z residents generally 

reported familiarity with fewer other residents than in V, W, X and Y; second, in Dort and Goldstein, an 

open dormitory layout with more combined residents than Z, residents reported being able to recognize 

many more residents by face than in Z. 
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As this quotation illustrates, smaller residential clusters restrict the volume of other 

residents that one is likely to encounter, but may provide more opportunities for 

meaningful interactions to occur between neighbors. Such an arrangement may favor the 

limited development of bridging capital if residents do not already know one another—

the increased contact and shared ownership of the common space is likely to encourage 

the formation of friendships over time. However, these spaces can also be used very 

effectively to secure a much more private and isolated social space for an established 

network of friends, thus strengthening bonding capital instead.  

 We have seen evidence to suggest that the smaller, more separate common rooms 

in Z Dorm encourage interactions between neighbors on a more intimate and manageable 

scale than in V, W, X and Y, but how do both of these layouts compare to those that 

emphasize private or semi-private spaces over public or semi-public ones? From my 

conversations with students from every residence hall, it is clear that the community-

oriented arrangements of V-Z are more effective at fostering contact and interaction 

among neighbors than halls such as Dort and Goldstein that prioritize private and semi-

private space. For example, a thesis student living in Dort offers a comparison of his 

previous living arrangements: 

In Pei, I got to know more people living in proximity, even though there was no 

lounge there was an informal meeting space that was very facilitative of social 

interactions. I feel that I got to know not a huge number of people, but more 

people living in those spaces. And I would say in Y, given the [common room] 

interaction space and the presence of a video game system, I got to know more 

people that I had just known by face or name, I actually got to know them much 

better. In terms of facilitating social interaction, Y was the most facilitative, then 

Pei, then Dort/Goldstein. 
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 Indeed, though many residents of Dort and Goldstein are friends with residents in 

other rooms, these friendships are most commonly formed elsewhere than in a dormitory 

setting. Most residents of Dort and Goldstein that I interviewed agreed that the 

dormitories are best for hosting private gatherings in apartment common rooms, and that 

getting to know one’s neighbors is certainly possible but infrequent. Thus, it seems 

reasonable to conclude that community-oriented residential layouts are an effective tool 

for fostering increased contact between neighbors. 

 However, we should not jump to the conclusion that encouraging more regular 

contact between neighbors is an unqualified good. Despite the success of V-Z in 

shepherding residents out of their common rooms and into shared dormitory spaces, 

many students living in these residence halls complained that their apartment common 

rooms were too small to be truly useful social spaces. Unlike the large common rooms in 

Dort and Goldstein, new dorm residents wishing to have a private gathering may find 

their kitchenettes restrictive for gatherings over six or eight people, and several 

respondents cited this as a reason for preferring Dort and Goldstein. It is also telling that 

several students living in V-Z chose to put their kitchenette table and chairs out into the 

larger common room to make room for a couch and chairs within their apartment.  

 Perhaps more important than some students’ desire for more semi-private space is 

the fact that shared dormitory spaces can easily become the settings for tension and 

disagreements among neighbors. Placing an emphasis on public and semi-public space 

increases the frequency of contact among neighbors, but also increases the likelihood that 

neighbors will clash over differing visions for how the space should be used. The case of 

Y Dorm serves as an excellent example. 
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 As of the time of this writing, Y Dorm is a designated “quiet hall”, meaning that 

residents are prohibited from making excessive noise after 10 p.m. Sunday through 

Thursday. In my interview with Y’s RA, she told me that because Y was a quiet hall, 

some of the residents were upper-classmen and other work-oriented students for whom Y 

was their first housing choice, while others were so low in Room Draw that it was one of 

their only remaining options. As a result, Y hosts two subcommunities with drastically 

different visions for the space that they share. When I asked her about her attempts to 

encourage mixing among these residents, she tells me: 

Trying to mediate between the two and bring it to a pretty middle ground has 

been—I mean, easier than I anticipated at the beginning of the year, but certainly 

not a walk in the park. I did a couple of socials in the beginning, and it’s just like 

oil and water, it’s really hard to get them to try and mix together and be civil to 

each other [laughs]. 

As this quotation illustrates, shared residential spaces alone cannot be expected to create 

a sense of commonality among neighbors; they are simply tools for increasing regular 

contact between residents. Like any tool, they are only effective when used properly. At 

New College, I argue that each dormitory’s Resident Advisors are the craftspeople who 

are expected to make proper use of these tools. 

Other residents of V-Y described similar conflicts between students who wanted 

to use the common rooms to watch movies or play video games and those who wanted to 

use them as places to study. It seems that, with regards to dormitory layouts, emphasizing 

shared community spaces becomes problematic if residents rely too heavily on these 

spaces for personal use. There are two methods of making shared spaces into effective 

loci of community interaction; enticing residents into shared spaces by making these 

spaces useful and appealing, and coercing residents into making use of shared spaces by 
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decreasing the appeal and usefulness of private and semi-private spaces. In the case of 

common rooms in the new dorms, some residents feel that they employ too much “stick” 

and offer too little “carrot”.  But how can shared residential spaces be made more 

appealing, and thus foster voluntary interactions between neighbors? A discussion of 

what makes lounges and other shared facilities successful as loci of community 

interaction follows. 

b. Lounges and Shared Facilities as Loci of Community Interaction 

 The amount of use in lounges, shared facilities and other gathering places, and 

their potential to foster interaction among neighbors, appears to be related to several other 

factors: first, whether these shared spaces fulfill a necessary function for their residents; 

second, their ability to encourage students to stay in them for extended periods of time; 

third, whether they primarily serve a single residential population or several. 

With regards to the first factor, shared spaces and facilities that provide residents 

with something that they cannot reproduce elsewhere tend to exhibit much more frequent 

use. Z Dorm provides an interesting example of this tendency. Z was designed with a 

number of spaces meant to encourage gatherings of students; a central courtyard with 

benches and a picnic table, a large kitchen, an open-air amphitheatre, and two wide-open 

“decks” on the second and third floors. Of these spaces, only the kitchen sees regular use 

by more than a small handful of students. The amphitheatre has been used sparingly to 

put on plays or open-mic events, but does not see much in the way of daily use. Similarly, 

the courtyard and the decks have hosted several large parties quite successfully, but do 

not attract many students for casual gatherings. This is likely due to the popularity of Z’s 

shared common rooms for more comfortable, intimate gatherings. A second year in Z, 
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when asked about seeing groups of students in his residence hall, replies “if 

congregations happen they usually happen in common rooms, or in the kitchen, they 

don’t usually happen anywhere else, I don’t think.” 

The importance of usefulness in shared spaces can be seen elsewhere as well. In 

the previous section, I noted that the kitchens in Dort and Goldstein apartments 

contributed significantly to their popularity among students; unsurprisingly, this is also a 

significant reason why the lounges in Dort and Goldstein are underutilized by residents.  

 The lounges in Dort and Goldstein each have an oven and two stovetop burners, a 

sink and cabinets, a laundry room, a vending machine and ample seating. Both also have 

televisions, though neither have a DVD player or a cable connection. Residents use the 

laundry rooms and ovens regularly, but usually only for as long as it takes to change a 

load of laundry or to put something in the oven. Both lounges stay empty most of the 

time, and are most frequently inhabited by residents of the adjacent dormitories, V, W, X 

and Y, or members of the charitable organization Food Not Bombs—a few of whom are 

residents, but most of whom are students from other dormitories or else non-students.  

 The reason for the general barrenness of the Dort and Goldstein lounges is 

straight-forward: residents can do the lion’s share of their cooking and socializing in the 

comfort of their own apartments, and rarely if ever need to use the lounges for long 

enough to encounter other residents. An RA in Goldstein illustrates this fact well: 

I think it’s miraculous how you can walk into the lounges to turn on the oven and 

find out that there is something in the oven and then come back and find that it’s 

gone, and never see the person that it belonged to. It’s the weirdest thing. 

Another student living in Dort shares his thoughts on how to improve the usefulness of 

the lounges: 
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I feel like if they put something actually cool in one of the lounges, like a pool 

table or a ping pong table, people would actually use it, but we already have both 

of those [in the student center]. But if they put something in there besides a table 

and a vending machine I think people would hang out in there. 

These quotes serve well to illustrate the importance of creating useful shared spaces, and 

particularly of encouraging residents to spend more than a few fleeting moments in them. 

 For meaningful interactions to take place in shared residential spaces, it is 

important that residents be doing more than simply ‘passing through’ these areas. 

Laundry rooms, for example, are used semi-regularly by all residents of a building, but 

only for a few minutes at a time, and with no regular interval to encourage habitual 

contact among neighbors. As such, they hold relatively little value as loci of community 

interaction. On the other hand, lounges such as those in Pei or B Dorm that provide both 

cooking and recreational facilities, are much more effective at encouraging meaningful 

interactions among residents. A B Dorm resident demonstrates this fact in her description 

of the spaces around the dorm that get the most use: 

It’s just the B-dorm lounge [upstairs, on the left]. I use it a lot to cook, to entertain 

people just anything. Or the lounge downstairs, where we can watch movies. The 

only space that is actually not used is the lounge where we have the washer and 

dryer. Again, it’s self-explanatory, obviously it has the washer and dryer, it 

doesn’t have a stove or an oven or anything like that. 

A mix of uses is especially important in encouraging casual contact among neighbors: in 

the Pei lounges, for example, some residents may be making dinner while others play a 

video game or watch a movie. By contrast, several residents of V, W, X or Y reported 

that they would walk to another nearby kitchen if they saw that the one in X was already 

in use. 
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 This leads me to the final factor influencing whether shared spaces and facilities 

will serve as loci of neighborly interaction: the degree to which they service a regular, 

stable population of residents. Two examples illustrate this claim. In B Dorm, the spatial 

separation of the dormitory from the rest of the on-campus population ensures that 

essentially nobody uses the lounges who are not residents or friends of residents. As a 

result, B Dormers for the most part only encounter their neighbors in the lounge spaces, 

and do so on a regular basis. These lounges thus provide ample opportunity for frequent 

casual contact among a residential population. X kitchen, on the other hand, is meant to 

serve the residents of V, W, X and Y Dorms, and has to compete with the nearby kitchens 

in Dort, Goldstein and Pei 2
nd

 Court. As a result, the likelihood of a resident encountering 

a neighbor in X kitchen is significantly lower than the chance that he or she will come 

upon an unfamiliar face, or no one at all. For this reason, it comes as no surprise that 

residents of V, W, X and Y do not identify X kitchen as a significant locus of community 

interaction. 

 In general, these three factors emerged as the most important in determining 

whether or not shared facilities would function as loci of community interaction. The fact 

that in many cases they act in concert makes it difficult to conclude if one factor is more 

important than the others; in all likelihood, some degree of all three is necessary.  

 

3. Formation of Dormitory Communities 

a. Influence of Student Preference 

Student preference for specific residence halls or living arrangements influences 

each dormitory’s sense of community in several different ways. Perhaps the most 
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important ways deals with New College’s Room Draw system and the distribution of 

housing points based on a student’s number of successfully completed contracts. Groups 

of more advanced students have a greater ability both to select a residence hall that suits 

their preferences and to choose whom they live by. Next, as my survey data demonstrates 

and my interviews confirm, a large proportion of students share a preference for better 

room amenities, more semi-private (or else manageably sized and populated) space and a 

desire to live near other groups of friends. This means that certain residence halls that are 

more popular with students will also be disproportionately populated by rooms with 

similar numbers of housing points, many of whom are likely to know one another—

through classes, clubs, parties or the enhanced sense of kinship that one feels with other 

students in his or her year. It also means that those residence halls least preferred by 

students will absorb a disproportionate amount of students with fewer housing points—

younger students and those in poor academic standing—who have no choice but to live in 

them. 

In the case of Dort and Goldstein, for example, most of the oldest students who 

decide to live on campus typically take their choice of rooms first, in many cases nearby 

their friends in other apartments. I ask a thesis student living in Dort how many people he 

knows in Dort and Goldstein, and he replies: 

Countless. It’s kind of like a ton of people. When you’re in your fourth year, its 

kind of where most of your friends live. The neighbors, we’re pretty good friends 

with. Not incredibly or anything. Third year we lived next to people we wanted to 

live next to, deliberately. Actually the entire front first floor of Dort and Goldstein 

was us and our friends. 

Many other rooms in Dort and Goldstein are a mix of younger and older students. This in 

itself is unremarkable; it is common for friendships to form between students of different 
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age. However, in some cases, two or three less advanced students will seek out an 

upperclassman or two in order to live in their preferred residence hall. This has a 

paradoxical effect on Dort and Goldstein’s population: on one hand, there is a 

disproportionate concentration of students in the upper classes of New College and who 

have chosen to live nearby one another; on the other hand, the allure of its space and 

amenities can sometimes attract odd groupings of unfamiliar students.  

What does this imply for Dort and Goldstein’s sense of community? First, it 

increases likelihood that many neighbors will know one another, thus increasing the 

amount of pre-existing bonding ties within the population. Second, it attracts a wide 

variety of students who share a common preference for better amenities and more 

privacy. One might speculate that drawing a mix of older and younger students would 

facilitate meetings of diverse individuals and foster bridging ties; however, because there 

are few shared spaces or facilities where residents come together and interact as 

neighbors, conflicts between neighbors are infrequent but so is informal contact.  

The influence of student preference on a sense of dormitory community is even 

more pronounced when comparing two residence halls with nearly identical layouts, such 

as W and Y. You will recall that earlier I shared the Y RA’s account of her hall’s 

population as a mix of upper-classmen who wanted a designated quiet dorm and under-

classmen who had few other housing options. Because of the great disparity in preference 

between these two groups, their respective visions for the dormitory are very different. 

Since the dormitory in question provides residents with far more semi-public than private 

or semi-private space, these groups have many more opportunities to encounter one 
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another, increasing the possibility that tensions will mount and have a negative effect on 

the dormitory’s sense of community. 

In W meanwhile, a nearly identical structure has a strikingly different social 

configuration. Here, a greater proportion of residents had lived or spent time in W in 

previous years, and developed both an attachment to and a better understanding of how to 

use the dormitory’s common spaces. Among the residents who are not returning to W, 

several have inserted themselves in the existing community and others largely keep to 

themselves but are not bothered by their neighbors’ use of the common rooms. W’s 

stronger reported sense of community is therefore a combination of a community-

oriented layout and a very specific residential population that shares similar visions for 

the dormitory as a whole. 

b. Bonding vs. Bridging Capital 

Due to the significant influence that student preference—for specific residence 

halls or living arrangements—exerts on the distribution of dormitory populations, it 

comes as no surprise that bonding capital between friends or students who share similar 

preferences plays an important role in forming dormitory communities. As discussed 

above, the increased ability of upperclassmen to select both their residence hall and 

neighbors means that the most popular dormitories in terms of layout and amenities are 

also likely to attract pre-existing networks of friends, while those dormitories that rate 

lower in overall student preference are more likely to house students who did not choose 

to live near one another. 

However, greater levels of bonding capital among a subcommunity of dormitory 

residents does not necessarily translate into an increased sense of community in the 
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dormitory overall; in some cases, the exact reverse is true. In V Dorm, for example, close 

to half of the dormitory’s residents are friends who chose to live nearby one another. But 

the boundaries of this subcommunity do not stop at V’s electronically locked doors; 

instead, they extend out, encompassing younger students living in Pei as well as non-

students in the Sarasota area. Many V residents want their home to be open to their larger 

network of friends, and choose to prop the electronic doors, despite the fact that other 

residents disagree and do not want to incur the fines for broken doors. This is a clear 

example of bonding ties contributing to an in-group mentality that sets two factions of a 

residential population at odds with one another over an issue of common space, and 

illustrates why bonding capital alone is insufficient to create healthy residential 

communities. 

Bridging capital also plays a role in creating dormitory communities. Perhaps the 

most striking example of this is the sense of commonality that an overwhelming number 

of students report with the members of their incoming class. While there is little doubt 

that part of this camaraderie is derived from the shared experience of being introduced to 

New College together, there is a strong locational component to it as well. Most students 

noted that the “first year experience” and the “Pei experience” were inextricably 

entangled; disputes with roommates over shared space, for example, were a common 

theme in many students’ narratives of the first year experience.  

Furthermore, many older students view the Pei dorms specifically as an integral 

component to the first step of being socialized into New College’s culture. In an earlier 

quotation from a three-year Pei RA, she described living in Pei as a time when “your 

education is…70% social”. Remarkably, this same sentiment is echoed by students who 
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otherwise hold a negative opinion of the Pei dorms. For example, when I asked a thesis 

student living in B Dorm about his first year in Pei, he replied “Pei was…eugh. Living in 

the same room as someone is not something I frequently enjoyed. Especially living with 

someone that I didn’t know at all.” However, when I ask him where he made most of his 

enduring friendships, he tells me: 

I’d say most of the people I’m friends with I met first year, probably just by living 

near people in Pei. That’s the one thing that I’ll give Pei, is that you’re near a lot 

of people and first years don’t have anything to do. I met some people through 

classes or have gotten to know them better because I have classes with them, but 

most of my friends are people that I got to know while living in Pei. 

I ask him if he thinks he would have had a different experience living in one of the new 

dorms as a first year, he responds: 

For me, I think it would’ve been detrimental. I feel like the new dorms don’t 

necessarily encourage groups of people to…the new dorms are nice enough, and 

you have enough space that’s private to you that I feel like I would have been 

happy to just sit in my room more often. I think part of the reason I got out and 

got to know people my first year is that I didn’t want to be in my room. 

Thus, we can conclude that both the physical structure and the social configuration of the 

Pei dorms contribute to the formation of bridging capital, which in turn can lead to the 

creation of ties of friendship, a shared sense of identity, and the formation of much more 

extensive and beneficial relationships of friendship and acquaintance. 

 Interestingly, New College’s most robust residential community, B Dorm, 

exhibits a blend of bonding and bridging ties. On one hand, B Dorm’s emphasis on 

shared facilities and semi-public spaces provides residents with ample opportunities to 

meet, interact and become familiar with one another. On the other hand, such a living 

arrangement might well be disastrous if residents were randomly assigned or unable to 
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secure a residence hall of their preference. Since B Dorm’s community is self-selecting 

enough to include so many residents who share an interest in a community-oriented 

living situation, the creation of bridging ties, and thus a sense of dormitory community, is 

much easier to accomplish. 

 How might we encourage the formation of bridging ties in dormitories where this 

is not the case? I suggest that the RAs in each residence hall could play an active role in 

doing so. In my interviews with students, most noted that RAs are important for helping 

incoming students adjust to life at New College, but serve an ever-smaller function as 

students become more advanced and self-sufficient. This is true, in the sense that after a 

year or two most students have formed interpersonal networks of support for themselves 

and are likely to have more or less adjusted to New College life. However, RAs appear to 

be a vastly under-utilized resource in their role as stewards of residential communities. 

The case of 2
nd

 Court’s dormitory meetings this year serves to illustrate this point.  

 In my interview with a 2
nd

 Court RA, she revealed that she and her fellow 2
nd

 

Court RAs were trying a different approach to fostering a sense of community among 

their residents this year. RAs for every dormitory are required to host dormitory meetings 

for their residents, to check in and to give people important updates and reminders about 

goings-on—for example, telling residents to remember their keys when they leave over 

break, because housing inspectors lock all of the doors after they leave. Usually these 

events are sparsely populated—RAs often provide food in order to coax residents into 

attending, but have trouble getting them to stay. But this year, the 2
nd

 Court meetings 

have been much more successful. I asked the RA to tell me about it, and she replied: 
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Last year my Court meetings were terrible. Like, people never came to them and 

it made me really sad. People generally don’t come to Court meetings, because 

it’s really basic information, and if they do come it’s because they want to eat 

cookies, because we usually have cookies for them. But this year, for some 

reason, our Court meetings have been really well attended, and I think it’s 

because at the beginning—the first Court meeting of the year, especially in Pei, 

all first years kind of manditorily [sic] have to go to it. It happens during 

orientation, and we set up—the RAs and I—set up this open forum, so not only 

were we giving the information, but we like, let people discuss what ever they 

wanted to about the court. And I think that’s really helped. Also, having a 

megaphone. 

Have you kept that up? 

Yeah, we’ve kept that up. After every court meeting we always have like the open 

forum and we talk about whatever we want. And sometimes it gets ridiculous, 

but…it’s really nice, because people actually come, and they stay, and we don’t 

even have cookies. 

What do they talk about? 

Noise issues, sometimes a court event that we’re going to do, we’ve talked about 

getting items for the lounge, or…maybe, one time someone was selling girl scout 

cookies and taking orders…Sometimes someone will suggest that we do like a 2
nd

 

Court ritual type thing, like scream really loudly, or do something like that… 

 

 From amidst the chaos that is Pei’s SCI data, we see here a deliberate and 

successful attempt to create meaningful community ties—not with free food, not by 

rearranging the space, but with open communication between residents. Whether it was 

unknown factors that have caused such striking differences in SCI scores between 1
st
 and 

3
rd

 courts, or merely a statistical aberration, may never be known; however, it seems 
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likely that 2
nd

 court’s noticeably higher score reflects a genuinely stronger sense of 

community. This example presents the strongest case for re-envisioning the function of 

dormitory meetings to encourage residents to openly discuss dormitory issues. 

 Cultivating bridging capital in a residential population through identification as a 

community, communication on community-specific issues and mediation of conflicts 

between residents is beneficial because it expands the social networks of all involved and 

provides a countermeasure for dealing with the potentially deleterious effects of 

disagreements between tightly-bonded subcommunities. Whether or not one’s neighbor is 

one’s best friend, the ability to communicate openly with other residents about dormitory 

issues is an unqualified good from the perspective of creating healthy dormitory 

communities.  
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V. Conclusions 

 

 In the following segment I attempt to answer my research questions and address 

my hypotheses in light of my findings and earlier discussion. At the end of the chapter, I 

present my prescriptions for New College’s future campus development and housing 

policy, followed by my suggestions for future research into the relationship between the 

built environment and a sense of community.  

 

Research Questions 

 

How are communities formed? 

There is no one simple answer to this question. First, we must make an important 

distinction between residential communities and communities of shared interest. In 

Robert Putnam’s terms, this equates to the difference between “bridging” and “bonding” 

capital. In residential communities, neighbors who may have very little else in common 

share the commonality of inhabiting a shared space. Similar levels of investment and 

ownership of this space, shared views or interests for how the space should be used and 

cared for, and in some cases shared hardships can function to create common ground for 

residents to recognize their connection to one another; this is referred to as bridging 

capital.  

Communities of shared interest form more “naturally” out of the tendency of 

individuals to associate with those most like themselves. When people choose to 

associate with one another because of shared interests, goals or outlooks, this is referred 
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to as bonding capital. The primary difference between bonding and bridging capital is 

that the former is abundant and essentially produces itself, while the latter is more 

difficult to attain and relies on an external commonality, such as a shared location, to 

create bonds among otherwise different individuals. 

Both kinds of capital go into making a dormitory community. When incoming 

students enter New College, most of them are placed in the Pei dorms, assigned one or 

two roommates and surrounded by other students who are in their same situation. The 

shared experience of living in Pei as a first year—commonly referred to by older students 

as “the Pei experience” or sometimes “the first year experience”—is a significant source 

of common ground among all members of an incoming class. It contributes to a sense of 

commonality in two ways: first, the shared hardship felt by many students of having to 

share a living space with a stranger creates common ground among Pei residents; second, 

incoming students share a common identity as such that binds them to one another. 

However, many of the lasting friendships that form during one’s first year arise 

from existing similarities rather than common experiences as neighbors—in other words, 

bonding rather than bridging capital. As students interact with their fellow residents, they 

eventually work out who is most similar to them. When the time comes to find 

roommates for the upcoming year, bonding ties play an important role for many students. 

Even at the level of dormitory community, many students seek to live near their friends if 

possible, which means that dormitory communities can be a patchwork of smaller friend 

groups sharing a building.  

Friend groups can form in any number of ways. For some, living nearby others is 

a significant source of daily interactions that, over time, develop into friendships. Others 
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find that they get along best with people they meet in classes who share their academic 

interests. Still others make friends through clubs, organizations or activities where they 

can meet others who share their interests. A considerable number of friendships are made 

through chance encounters at parties or other gatherings, where students “get to talking” 

and find that they get along (attending Walls, going to the Four Winds, and sitting in 

Ham Center during mealtimes were several recurring answers). Finally, several students 

mentioned that being introduced to friends of friends was an important factor in 

expanding their friendship networks.  

Overall, my findings indicate that bonding capital ultimately plays a larger role in 

creating communities at New College than does bridging capital. This is due in large part 

to the fact that students have a lot of freedom in choosing both their roommates and 

neighbors. However, bridging capital is still important, particularly for incoming students 

living in Pei. The shared experience of being a first year in the Pei dorms allows for the 

establishment of extensive networks of friendship and familiarity that many older 

students believe to be vitally important in forming lasting ties to New College’s 

community.  

 

What constitutes strong vs. weak community ties? 

 Strong community ties are able to endure the test of time much better than weak 

community ties. The strongest ties seem to be those made between individuals who share 

a common lifestyle or identity, while the weakest are made up of superficial or transient 

commonalities. For example, despite the sense of connection that many students feel with 

their incoming class, relatively few of these connections survive two, three, or four years 
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of “growing apart” after their time as wide-eyed Pei residents comes to an end. However, 

residents of B Dorm who choose to live there because of its reputation as a tight-knit 

community environment tend to form connections with their neighbors that are much 

more deliberate and meaningful. The relative strength of these community ties is 

reflected in the sense of shared identity that many B Dorm residents espouse. 

 Though the above example highlights the importance of bonding capital in 

creating enduring ties, the role of bridging capital in creating a sense of community must 

not be overlooked. The example of 2
nd

 Court’s dormitory meetings illustrates this point 

well. When RAs treated the meetings as a necessary platform for disseminating basic 

information, very few residents were willing to attend. But when the 2
nd

 Court RAs 

decided to use them as an opportunity to create an open forum for the exchange of 

dialogue between residents, attendance and participation jumped dramatically. The 

principal drawback of bridging capital is not that it is less important than bonding capital, 

but that it needs to be actively cultivated in order to forge meaningful connections 

between neighbors. In the case of the 2
nd

 Court meetings, the crucial step taken by RAs 

was to address (and therefore identify) the dormitory as a community rather than a loose 

association of residents. 

 Strong, close community ties, the type that are regularly associated with bonding 

capital, are important because they help to form meaningful networks of emotional 

support. The benefits of developing bonding capital typically involve relying on members 

of a more intimate network for big favors—the type that acquaintances and less close 

friends would consider “asking a lot”, like providing constant emotional support during a 

time of need. Weak community ties, on the other hand, typically allow one to ask smaller 
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favors of a much wider base of acquaintances; for example, asking one’s neighbor for an 

egg or to borrow their car to get to the store. While these types of favors may seem trivial 

in comparison to the deep emotional needs covered by close relationships, their 

importance is bolstered the more extensive networks of bridging capital become. 

Multiplying these relationships greatly increases the chances that one will be able to find 

someone who can meet his or her needs when they arise, thereby increasing one’s social 

capital immensely. Relying on one’s smaller, more intimate network of friends for these 

smaller favors is likely to be limiting, since the amount of time and effort required to 

cultivate close relationships keeps these networks relatively small. Thus, we can conclude 

that bridging capital and “weak” community ties are at least as important as bonding 

capital and “strong” community ties in developing and sustaining social capital in a 

residential setting. 

 

How important are dormitory settings as loci of community interaction? 

 My findings lead me to believe that the dormitories are very important as loci of 

community interaction. They serve as the setting for a large proportion of New College’s 

social activity; most parties thrown by students are thrown in dormitories, and a majority 

of the students I talked to reported spending a large part of their recreational time in 

either their own residence hall or visiting friends elsewhere on campus. Their role in 

having students meet and become friends, while only one of several important factors, 

justifies studying their potential influence on the formation of community ties. 
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What role does the built environment play in fostering or inhibiting a sense of dormitory 

community? 

 The relationship between the built environment and a sense of dormitory 

community is subtle and complex. Different arrangements of public, private and shared 

space certainly produce variations in the number and of interactions between residents of 

the same building, but the real-world effects of these variations are highly circumstantial. 

For example, I observed that the common rooms in Z Dorm differed from those in 

VWXY because in the latter, residents share the space and interact regularly with a 

greater number (and proportion) of their neighbors than in the former. But this does not 

necessarily equate to an increased sense of dormitory community in VWXY: for some, 

like the residents of V Dorm, the larger common space provides an ideal location for a 

sizeable pre-existing network of friends to stay close; for others, such as residents of Y 

Dorm, differing visions for the building’s common spaces create tension in the 

community as a whole. 

 Even within Z, the effect of student preference and circumstantial factors can 

produce radically different social arrangements between very similar spaces. For 

example, a group of upper-classmen may use their housing points to secure a common 

room between their existing network of friends, and thus severely reduce their chances of 

interacting with other residents. Another group of younger students, meanwhile, may find 

themselves sharing a common room with strangers that they get to know and like; 

conversely, their dislike of their neighbors may cause them to find other places to spend 

their time.  
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 In the final analysis, the layouts of the residence halls do play an important role as 

actants in fostering or inhibiting a sense of dormitory community. But due to the myriad 

of other salient factors, including student preference, the independent formation of 

communities outside of a dormitory setting, the effect of the Room Draw system in 

distributing students and a wide variety of personal and circumstantial factors, the built 

environment should not be relied upon as a predictive measure of dormitory community.  

 

Do different dormitory layouts affect the type/frequency of neighborly interactions? 

 In short, they do in several ways. Arrangements that favor public spaces as places 

to gather increase the amount of regular contact between neighbors, while arrangements 

that favor private or shared spaces have generally the opposite effect. Residents in B 

Dorm, for example, are more likely to spend time out in common areas with their 

neighbors than are residents of Dort and Goldstein, where large common rooms and a 

comparative lack of enticing public spaces go a long way toward ensuring that most 

gatherings will occur in private.  

 However, due to Dort and Goldstein’s open layout, and the tendency of students 

to furnish the semi-public spaces directly outside their rooms, there is a good chance that 

residents will either see or hear groups of their friends in other rooms, and thus have the 

option of carrying on a conversation between levels or buildings, or else heading over to 

their friends’ room. Though Dort and Goldstein still provides opportunities for casual 

contact between residents, its orientation toward private and shared space means that 

neighbors who are not already friends are less likely to meet through chance encounters. 



Geoffrey Vitiello  Shared Spaces 

 107 

 When analyzing public and semi-public spaces as loci of community interactions, 

it is important to take into account their usefulness as places where students will both 

gather and stay. Laundry rooms are an example of a less important community space 

because students are likely to occupy them for only as long as it takes to change a load of 

laundry. Kitchens, on the other hand, are a more important community space, because 

residents occupy them for the duration of cooking, and possibly eating, their food. 

Finally, the most important kinds of public spaces are those that entice residents to linger 

for a variety of reasons. The lounges in Pei or B Dorm are good examples of this, since 

they serve as both cooking facilities and a place to play video games or watch a movie. 

But mixed spaces also carry the potential for residents to clash over competing uses of 

the space. 

 When judging the communitarian potential of various kinds of public and semi-

public spaces, it is important to consider how they stand in relation to the rest of the 

dormitory. In Dort and Goldstein, for example, very few residents cook and eat in the 

lounge kitchens because their personal rooms are extensively furnished for food 

preparation. In VWXY, a single kitchen is meant to be shared by the residents of four 

buildings. This has three consequences: first, the kitchen becomes less effective at 

fostering contact between neighbors, because there is a greater likelihood of encountering 

unfamiliar students; second, a fair number of students choose to frequent other nearby 

kitchens instead of relying on the one meant for their dorm; third, more students avoid the 

problem of sharing a kitchen all together by keeping illegal cooking implements in their 

personal kitchenettes. 
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 Continuing with this example, because suites in VWXY provide residents with a 

kitchenette area, residents are much more likely to return to their rooms with their food 

than in B Dorm, where the lounges are a more convenient location than the bedrooms to 

sit and eat. In fact, the lounges and public spaces in B Dorm appear to be the most 

effective overall as loci of community interaction, because they  a) contain facilities that 

students must use regularly,  b) are used primarily by a small, regular group of residents,   

c) provide for a mix of uses that encourage more residents to share the space, and           

d) in light of B Dorm’s generally small single bedrooms, serve as the most logical and 

prominent location for any variety of social interactions. 

 

What do students prefer in dormitories, and how does this interact with the formation of a 

dormitory community? 

 To begin, it must be acknowledged that student preference is ultimately a personal 

matter, and therefore can only be generalized to a certain extent. That being said, I have 

identified several trends in student housing preference that are worth discussing. First, it 

goes without saying that the added privacy of suite or apartment-style dormitories is 

preferred by a clear majority of students. This is evidenced by the low number of 

returning students who also return to Pei, as well as a wealth of qualitative data attesting 

to the difficulty, for many students, of sharing one’s living space with no privacy. Among 

the available apartments and suites, students heavily favor living arrangements that 

provide the most in terms of amenities. This is reflected by the noticeably higher 

preference of Dort/Goldstein and off campus locations among students, and is supported 

by numerous survey and interview respondents, who indicated the importance of having  
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functional kitchens and large bathrooms shared by fewer people. 

 There also appears to be a trend in student preference toward a greater amount of 

private, semi-private, or manageably sized and populated space. I hesitate to include the 

high preference of Dort, Goldstein and off campus in my evidence, because such a large 

part of their appeal is tied to their superiority in terms of room amenities. Instead, I will 

focus on the substantial difference between student preference for Z Dorm vs. V, W, X 

and Y. They are roughly equivalent in terms of their suite layouts and their proximity to 

dormitory facilities; although it could be argued that Z’s kitchen is more useful and 

convenient to its residents, the fact that V, W, X and Y are equally close to three other 

kitchens that residents use at least as frequently as X kitchen seems to negate this point. 

 The key difference that sets Z apart from the other letter dorms is that rooms in Z 

share smaller common rooms between fewer neighbors than in V, W, X and Y. The 

smaller common rooms in Z sometimes allow for smaller networks of friends (8-16 

people) to inhabit a separate space of their own without the worry of disagreements with 

neighbors or the intrusion of outsiders. However, even when neighbors sharing a 

common room did not specifically choose to live together, the smaller space and reduced 

traffic of Z common rooms seems to make them more “manageable” than the wide-open 

expanses in V, W, X and Y. This is evidenced by the greater tendency for Z common 

rooms to be furnished and decorated, and confirmed in interviews with residents. 

 Still, there is good reason to believe that this trend is not set in stone. Though V, 

W, X and Y dorms are relatively low in terms of overall student preference, they are 

clearly preferred by some residents. It is especially important that many of the residents 

who preferred V and W in particular this year are returning to these buildings due in part 



Geoffrey Vitiello  Shared Spaces 

 110 

to a sense of attachment to them. Furthermore, the common rooms in V, W, X and Y 

have become noticeably more furnished and used in the three years since they opened. 

Though their larger common rooms carry the risk that neighbors will clash or that 

residents will feel less personally invested in the space, many such problems this year 

were related to residents being low in Room Draw and ending up stuck somewhere that 

did not appeal to them. Thus, while V, W, X and Y are unlikely to overtake Z in overall 

popularity, it seems likely that they will continue to improve as subsequent classes learn 

better how to inhabit them. An X Dorm RA whom I interviewed made this point 

eloquently. He was an upperclassman who had seen the new residence halls constructed; 

at the time of my interview, he was in the middle of his second year as an RA in VWXY. 

When I ask him why he chose to be an RA in X, he tells me: 

When I started becoming an RA, I was interested in helping to develop [the new 

dorm] community. I wanted to help this community foster and grow, so I was 

interested in the newness of the community, and how it hasn’t been defined like 

Pei or Dort/Goldstein has. 

I ask him if he thinks that the layout of V, W, X and Y have been successful in 

encouraging students to mix in the common spaces, and he replies: 

I feel like different communities have used the spaces better and as new 

generations of students come in not knowing anything else they’ve learned to 

utilize it better, not knowing anything else. When the new dorms were first made, 

no one like ever … people hated going in the new dorms, no one ever carried 

around their ID to get into the dorms, so they were socially dead. Now, this year 

in X dorm, you can see them playing games out in the common room, and in V 

dorm…they decorate their common areas, so I think that it’s kind of hard for us as 

older students to see it, but the newer students have really utilized that space. I 

don’t think the dorms are perfect to push the social areas, but I do think it’s very 

good at what it does and it provides a unique environment on campus. 
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 The cost of living emerged as an important factor for some students, particularly 

those who chose to live off campus, as well as a number of B Dorm residents. While 

several older students living in Pei cited the cost of living in a Pei double as a reason to 

return to Pei, several others noted that the added cost of purchasing the largest cafeteria 

meal plan made Pei a less appealing choice. 

 Though only a relatively small number of students indicated B Dorm as their first 

housing choice, its high SCI scores and my interview findings indicate that it is strongly 

preferred by a minority that favors its quietness, seclusion and focus on a community-

oriented lifestyle. In fact, B Dorm’s success as a community is probably dependent on the 

fact that very few of its residents came to be “stuck” living there. However, it is 

important to acknowledge that this may not always be the case. Rooms in B Dorm are 

among the only singles available on campus; there are about 10 Studio Singles available 

in the new dorms, and students can in some cases live in Pei singles, but both of these 

options are substantially more expensive than even a preferred room in B Dorm. Since a 

number of students indicated that the cost of living in B Dorm was a significant factor 

influencing their first choice, the lack of more affordable singles has the potential to 

attract residents who do not particularly wish to be a part of B Dorm’s community and 

are less interested in sharing so many common facilities. This theory is supported by 

evidence from interviews with residents of singles in both B Dorm and the new dorms. 

 Another interesting trend in student housing preference is the greater tendency for 

older students (particularly thesis students) to prefer living arrangements that allow them 

to work without disruption. This is by no means a hard and fast rule; there are students in 

every year who value a quiet work environment, just as there are those in every year who 
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prefer to be immersed in the daily activity of campus life. Nonetheless, my interviews 

with thesis students, particularly those living in Dort/Goldstein or off campus, support the 

claim that students may find their priorities drifting toward more quiet and privacy as 

their workload increases. 

 It also seems significant that some residents of nearly every dormitory indicated 

their desire to leave near others who preferred the same dormitory. The highest overall 

numbers of students who wanted to live near their friends occurred in Dort, Goldstein and 

Z Dorm, which makes sense given that these dorms were also the highest-rated overall in 

terms of preference. V and W Dorms also had relatively high percentages of students 

who wanted to live nearby one another, which agrees with my interview findings that 

both host pre-existing communities that feel an attachment to the spaces. Additionally, it 

is interesting to note that, in the case of Y Dorm, the number of respondents who 

indicated their desire live near others who preferred Y was fairly low when asked about 

their first housing choice, but was noticeably higher when students were asked about their 

final decision to live in Y. This evidence suggests that the prospect of living near friends 

exerts its own influence on housing decisions.  

Finally, I must address the anomaly of older students returning to the Pei dorms. 

Pei houses only a very small number of returning students and upper-classmen, but it is 

preferred by a minority who like the layout and the experience of living with another 

person. A number of students also referred wistfully to the “first year experience” in Pei, 

and some choose to recapture it by involving themselves in the community. This is 

especially true in the case of 2
nd

 Court, where this year a group of upper-classmen settled 

nearby one another to re-incorporate themselves into the community. It is also significant 
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that, due to its low preference, older students have their choice of the many interesting 

rooms in Pei. 

 

Hypotheses 

 

Residence halls with open layouts will have higher reported levels of community 

recognition/interaction than those with cluster layouts. 

 Perhaps these should have been separate hypotheses. Based on interview 

responses, it does appear that dormitories with open layouts, such as V, W, X and Y or 

Dort and Goldstein, do have higher levels of facial recognition. With regards to 

interaction, however, there are a few complicating factors. 

In the three-story arrangement of Dort and Goldstein, a resident sitting outside in 

the Crease can see or hear many of his or her neighbors coming or going on their 

respective floors, but are less likely to engage them without a good reason because of 

their spatial separation. Thus, chance meetings and instances of direct neighborly contact 

are few. As a result, many of the interactions that occur between stories in Dort and 

Goldstein occur between friends. 

Something similar is true in the two-story arrangement of V, W, X and Y; 

residents of both floors are likely to see or hear people in their dorms passing through the 

common room space on their way in and out, and neighbors are likely to see each other 

on a regular basis outside of their rooms, but this does not necessarily lead to increased 

interaction. Unlike Dort and Goldstein, however, the common rooms of V, W, X and Y 
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provide more instances of direct contact between neighbors, which does allow for a 

gradual increase in familiarity in some cases. 

In the cluster arrangement of Z Dorm, it is true that students primarily interact 

with the residents and friends of residents who frequent their common rooms. But it is 

important to note that in these clusters, interactions tend to be more frequent, and often 

more meaningful. While residents in Z were more likely to report that they knew fewer of 

the residents living in other common rooms, many noted that they were very familiar 

with their neighbors and the other people who regularly used their common room, and 

several even mentioned developing close relationships with these people. 

 In B Dorm, residents’ bedrooms are clustered around shared bathrooms and 

lounges. In my interviews, I found that residents who feel little or no attachment to B 

Dorm’s community have no need to visit the lounges beyond their local residential 

cluster. However, because of B Dorm’s smaller size and population, even these residents 

are likely able to recognize most of their neighbors. Furthermore, due to B Dorm’s 

reputation as a community-oriented living arrangement, many residents choose to gather 

in the lounges regardless of their proximity to their local residential cluster. 

In Pei, reported levels of recognition are fairly high, despite its cluster layout. 

This may be due to the fact that in each Pei Court all of the rooms are clustered around a 

central courtyard where residents pass, although the same could be said of Z Dorm to 

some extent. Levels of reported interaction are higher in Pei than in Z, probably because 

a) first years are more invested in meeting new people, and  b) Pei rooms do not hold the 

same opportunities for private interaction that Z common rooms or personal rooms do. 



Geoffrey Vitiello  Shared Spaces 

 115 

However, there is at least limited evidence to show that interaction in Pei may be higher 

within clusters than between, although not enough to make a substantial claim. 

Overall, while open layouts do appear to provide increased recognition when 

compared to cluster layouts, there is not a strong connection between recognition and 

interaction. Direct contact, as opposed to indirect visual or aural contact, seems to play a 

much larger role in determining whether neighbors will meet and interact. Furthermore, 

the case of Z common rooms demonstrates that more frequent and meaningful contact 

with fewer neighbors can actually do more to encourage relationships than brief contact 

with a wider range of residents. From the perspective of a sense of dormitory community, 

this is a significant observation to make. In Blake et al.’s (1956) study of “buddy” 

preference among soldiers in open vs. closed barracks, they noted that while soldiers in 

closed barracks formed closer bonds than those in open barracks, they were also less 

likely to form extensive friendship and support networks with people outside of their 

cluster (p. 137). If this finding is reflective of a more general trend, careful consideration 

should be given to the relative merits of close kinship ties and broader social 

connectedness. 

 

Residence halls with more shared facilities will produce higher levels of community 

interaction than those with more private facilities. 

 This appears to be true, but with an important caveat: in order for the facilities to 

produce higher levels of community interaction they must encourage a regular pool of 

residents to spend a substantial amount of time in them. Laundry rooms, for example, are 

shared by many residents but tend to produce only brief, infrequent episodes of 
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neighborly contact. As loci of community interaction, they are insignificant when 

compared to kitchens and lounges. 

The most community-oriented facilities provide a mix of uses, allowing a greater 

cross-section of the residential population to make use of them simultaneously. The best 

examples of this are the lounges in Pei and B Dorm, where the kitchens are in the same 

room as tables, chairs, couches and televisions, so that some residents may be making 

dinner while others play video games, and others still can sit and talk or do homework.  

In order to encourage community interactions, however, these facilities must be 

useful to their residential population. The lounges in Dort and Goldstein, for example, 

provide a similar mix of uses as those described in Pei and B Dorm, but are seldom used 

by residents. This is because the well-equipped common rooms of Dort and Goldstein 

already provide residents with ample social space and cooking facilities that make the 

lounges largely redundant. Similarly, many residents of V, W, X and Y find it more 

convenient to furnish their apartment common rooms with cooking supplies that violate 

housing regulations than to carry all of their cooking supplies back and forth to the 

kitchen in X, through multiple sets of electric locks. 

Finally, in order to encourage interactions between neighbors, these lounges must 

be frequented by a regular population of residents. The residents of V, W, X and Y who 

do not choose to equip their rooms with illegal cooking implements have a nearly equal 

choice between four nearby kitchens—the one in X, the two in Dort and Goldstein, and 

the one in 2
nd

 Court. Unlike in B Dorm, where the people that one sees using the kitchen 

are extremely likely to be familiar faces, residents of V, W, X and Y are much more 

likely to encounter students with whom they have little to no regular contact.   
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Residence halls that place a greater emphasis on public or semi-public space will report 

higher levels of casual contact among neighbors than those that place a greater emphasis 

on private or semi-private space. 

This is true, although there is one important point to make. As I noted in my 

discussion of open vs. cluster layouts, the arrangement of semi-public spaces determines 

how many residents are actually interacting with one another in them; in the common 

rooms of V, W, X, and Y, residents are likely to come into direct contact with most of 

their neighbors at some point, while in Z only the same few residents will regularly meet, 

and in Dort and Goldstein, residents may see most all of their neighbors regularly without 

ever being put in direct contact with them.  

 

Residence halls with fewer students will have higher levels of recognition, interaction, 

and therefore sense of community. 

Having fewer students does appear to lead to higher levels of recognition, 

although this may be due in part to the fact that smaller dormitories also have layouts that 

do not separate residents nearly as much. In the open layout of Dort and Goldstein, for 

example, residents report fairly high numbers of facial recognition despite housing close 

to a quarter of New College’s on-campus population, while the clustered layout of Z 

Dorm houses fewer students but also reports lower levels of recognition among residents.  

However, there are two further points to discuss on this topic: first, as I discussed 

above in terms of the differences between Dort/Goldstein and V, W, X and Y, the 

connection between recognition and interaction is ultimately dependent on whether the 



Geoffrey Vitiello  Shared Spaces 

 118 

layout provides opportunities for direct face-to-face contact rather than merely visual or 

aural contact; second, and more importantly, the link between interaction and a sense of 

community is contingent on residents having harmonious visions for how the space 

should be used and treated. Increased contact between neighbors in shared spaces has the 

equal potential to encourage the development of friendships and to increase tensions over 

community issues such as cleanliness, noise, and respect for the property of others. As I 

have demonstrated above, the chance that residents of a given dormitory will share the 

same vision for a dormitory’s shared spaces depends on student preference, the 

mechanism of the Room Draw system, and circumstantial factors as much as the 

dormitory’s layout. 

 

Residence halls with better access to utilities and amenities will rate higher in student 

preference. 

 This is true overall at New College, except in the cases of B Dorm and Pei, where 

a minority of students who preferred other aspects of life in their respective residence 

halls. 

 

Suggestions for Future Development & Policy 

 New College’s developmental Master Plan lists, as two of its stated aims, to 

encourage mixing and the formation of a strong campus community, and to seek 

feedback from all students in the planning process. In the course of my study at New 

College, I have made many observations that I believe will be helpful in shaping New 

College’s future development and housing policy. I list and briefly discuss them below. 
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1. Provide more affordable single housing. 

Some students prefer the security of living in a single, and not having to worry 

about conflicts and disagreements with roommates. With the imminent destruction of B 

Dorm, the only singles available on campus will be in either the new dorms or Pei—both 

of which many students will find prohibitively expensive. Given New College’s 

abundance of apartment-style dormitories, I recommend that any new housing project 

include a significant number of affordable singles to replace the 32 that will soon be lost. 

2. Strike a balance between coercion and enticement in community-oriented 

spaces. 

As we have seen in the case of Dort and Goldstein, it is difficult to coax students 

outside whose every need is met by their personal room. However, the complaints of 

many new dorm residents about the inadequate size and furnishing of apartment common 

rooms, and the fact that shared residential spaces carry with them the possibility of 

creating tensions between neighbors remind us that encouraging residents to interact by 

necessity can have a detrimental effect on a sense of community. Therefore, it is 

important that dormitories include some degree of shared facilities, but also that common 

spaces such as lounges provide a mix of potential uses that will entice other residents to 

make use of them voluntarily. 

3. Orient shared facilities toward a stable, regular population of neighbors. 

In order for shared facilities to become loci of community interaction, they should 

ideally be a place where residents who see each other on a daily basis can spend extended 

periods of time in close quarters. If a kitchen, lounge or other facility is shared by too 

many residents of other buildings, the chances of meeting a neighbor are reduced; 
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conversely, if a population of residents has too many options for shared facilities from 

which to choose, it is likely that none will become centers of regular community 

interaction. 

4. Emphasize the role of RAs as community mediators, and the function of 

dormitory meetings as open forums to discuss community issues. 

Many older students come to feel that RAs have little left to offer them. However, 

their role as community mediators could be substantially bolstered by using dormitory 

meetings as a way of engaging residents in an open, proactive dialogue on their visions 

for and concerns about shared residential spaces. 

5. Implement housing policy decisions before Room Draw. 

As my study demonstrates, the factors influencing students’ housing decisions are 

complex and diverse; changes in the cost or availability of housing options are likely to 

affect the preference of some students. This year, a number of older students returned to 

Pei under the assumption that it would be less expensive, only to find that a subsequent 

change in housing policy required them to purchase the school’s most expensive cafeteria 

meal plan. This suggestion is a very straightforward one: changes in housing policy 

should be announced or implemented before students participate in Room Draw for the 

coming year, so that they can take these changes into account when deciding where to 

live. 

 

Suggestions for Further Research 

 Continued research on the relationship between the built environment and a sense 

of residential community have several important issues that need to be addressed. First 
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and foremost, further studies on a sense of community must acknowledge the limitations 

of using brief surveys and indices. Though such tools are tempting because they are 

straight-forward and easy to distribute widely, they may provide only a partial picture of 

what it truly means to be a part of a community. The Sense of Community Index used in 

this study and others like it measures a sense of community along the dimensions of 

membership, influence, reinforcement of needs and shared emotional connection; 

however, these dimensions are poorly suited to the study of residential communities, 

where the most important dimensions may be entirely different. 

 Thus, my first suggestion for continuing studies of a sense of community is to 

begin by outlining a specific definition of community as it relates to the study at hand—

in this case, a community of residents whose primary association with one another is a 

shared location and common facilities. Once this definition is in place it becomes 

possible to construct a set of functional dimensions that more accurately reflect a specific 

sense of community. For example, some suitable dimensions for investigating a sense of 

residential community might include; security in one’s property, open communication 

about dormitory or neighborhood issues, harmonious visions for the use of shared spaces 

and facilities, and a shared sense of identity as residents of a specific location. 

 However, even this more grounded approach runs the risk of being at odds with 

community members’ understandings of what it means to be a community. Particularly if 

the object in question is a sense of community, it is entirely possible that respondents’ 

scores on a sense of community questionnaire will not reflect whether or not they believe 

themselves to be members of a community. For this reason, I find that qualitative 
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methods are the most effective for gaining an accurate, well-rounded understanding of 

community ties. 

 Qualitative methods are also under-utilized in studies of the built environment, 

and this can lead to an over-attribution of people’s behaviors to environmental factors, 

and an undervaluation of social and personal factors. For this reason, I suggest that future 

studies of the built environment place a greater emphasis on studying the role of humans 

as active participants in shaping their social environments. 

Finally, because my study is cross-sectional but the built environment is a lasting, 

stable construct, a follow-up study of the same site in several years would be valuable for 

evaluating which aspects of student interaction with dormitory spaces stay constant 

versus which are transient. Ideally, this should be done with primarily qualitative 

methods, with a focus on the factors that I have already identified as significant to a sense 

of dormitory community, and open-ended enough to uncover insights that I may have 

missed (for example, a more in-depth look at the structure of Room Draw as a 

mechanism for distributing students and shaping student preference, and the process of 

sorting and placing incoming students in Pei). 
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Appendix 1: Residence Hall Floor Plans 

 

(Source: http://www.ncf.edu/student-life/residential-life/housing/floorplans) 

 

The Pei Dorms 

 

 

 
A1.1 Pei Floor Plan (1

st
 floor) 
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A1.2  Pei Floor Plan (2

nd
 Floor) 
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B Dorm 

 

 

 
A1.3 B Dorm Floor Plan 
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Dort 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
A1.4  Dort Floor Plan 
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Goldstein 

 

 

 
 
A1.5 Goldstein Floor Plan 
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V and W 

 

 
 

 
 

 
A1.6 V and W Floor Plan 
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X and Y 

 

 
 

 
 
A1.7 X and Y Floor Plan 
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A1.8  Z Floor Plan 
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Appendix 2: Survey Instrument 

 

Part 1: Housing Preference Survey 

 

1. How many contracts have you completed at New College? 

• 0 

• 1 

• 2 

• 3 

• 4 

• 5 

• 6 

• 7 

• 8 or more 

 

2. What was your first housing choice as of the last Room Draw? 

• Pei (1
st
 Court) 

• Pei (2
nd

 Court) 

• Pei (3
rd

 Court) 

• Dort 

• Goldstein 

• V (single) 

• V (3 person suite) 

• V (4 person suite) 

• W (single) 

• W (3 person suite) 

• W (4 person suite) 

• X (single) 

• X (3 person suite) 

• X (4 person suite) 

• Y (single) 

• Y (3 person suite) 

• Y (4 person suite) 

• Z (single) 

• Z (4 person suite) 

• B Dorm 

• B Dorm (Preferred) 

• Off Campus 

• I was an incoming student and did not participate in Room Draw. 

• I was an RA and did not participate in room draw. 
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3. What factors influenced your first housing choice? (Check all that apply). 

• Not applicable (I was an incoming student). 

• It has a good social environment. 

• It has a good environment for doing work. 

• The cost of living was most suited to my preferences. 

• I like the way the dormitory is laid out. 

• I wanted to live close to other people who preferred this dorm. 

• Other (please specify): __________________ 

 

3. Where do you currently live? 

• Pei (1
st
 Court) 

• Pei (2
nd

 Court) 

• Pei (3
rd

 Court) 

• Dort 

• Goldstein 

• V 

• W 

• X 

• Y 

• Z 

• B Dorm 

• Off Campus 

 

4. What were the primary factors that influenced your decision to live where you 

do? (Check all that apply). 

• Not applicable (I was an incoming student). 

• My first choice for housing was already full. 

• It has a good social environment. 

• It has a good environment for doing work. 

• The cost of living was most suited to my preferences. 

• I like the way the dormitory is laid out. 

• I wanted to live near the other students who preferred this dorm. 

• Other (please specify): _________________ 
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5. Where else have you lived previously? (Check all that apply). 

• Pei (single) 

• Pei (double) 

• Pei (triple) 

• Dort 

• Goldstein 

• V (single) 

• V (3 room suite) 

• V (4 room suite) 

• W (single) 

• W (3 room suite) 

• W (4 room suite) 

• X (single) 

• X (3 room suite) 

• X (4 room suite) 

• Y (single) 

• Y (3 room suite) 

• Y (4 room suite) 

• Z (single) 

• Z (4 room suite) 

• B Dorm 

• B Dorm (Preferred) 

• Off Campus 

 

6. How do you feel about living in your current dormitory? 

• Very positive 

• Moderately positive 

• Indifferent 

• Moderately negative 

• Very negative 
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Part 2: Sense of Community Index 

 

1. I think my dormitory is a good place for me to live. 

• 1 (strongly disagree) 

• 2 

• 3 (neutral) 

• 4 

• 5 (strongly agree) 

 

2. People in this dormitory generally share the same values as I do.  

• 1 (strongly disagree) 

• 2 

• 3 (neutral) 

• 4 

• 5 (strongly agree) 

 

3. My neighbors and I want the same things from the dorm. 

• 1 (strongly disagree) 

• 2 

• 3 (neutral) 

• 4 

• 5 (strongly agree) 

 

4. I can recognize most of the people who live in my dorm. 

• 1 (strongly disagree) 

• 2 

• 3 (neutral) 

• 4 

• 5 (strongly agree) 

 

5. I feel very at home in my dormitory. 

• 1 (strongly disagree) 

• 2 

• 3 (neutral) 

• 4 

• 5 (strongly agree) 

 

6. Very few of my neighbors know me. 

• 1 (strongly disagree) 

• 2 

• 3 (neutral) 

• 4 

• 5 (strongly agree) 
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7. I care about what my neighbors think of my actions. 

• 1 (strongly disagree) 

• 2 

• 3 (neutral) 

• 4 

• 5 (strongly agree) 

 

8. I have no influence over what my dormitory community is like. 

• 1 (strongly disagree) 

• 2 

• 3 (neutral) 

• 4 

• 5 (strongly agree) 

 

9. If there is a problem in this dorm, the people who live here can get it solved. 

• 1 (strongly disagree) 

• 2 

• 3 (neutral) 

• 4 

• 5 (strongly agree) 

 

10. It is very important to me to live in this particular dorm. 

• 1 (strongly disagree) 

• 2 

• 3 (neutral) 

• 4 

• 5 (strongly agree) 

 

11. People in this dorm generally don’t get along with each other. 

• 1 (strongly disagree) 

• 2 

• 3 (neutral) 

• 4 

• 5 (strongly agree) 

 

12. I would happily choose to live in this dormitory again. 

• 1 (strongly disagree) 

• 2 

• 3 (neutral) 

• 4 

• 5 (strongly agree) 
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Appendix 3: Semi-Structured Interview Guidelines 

 

 

Introductory Disclaimer 

Hello, and thank you for participating in this interview. As you know, I’m trying 

to collect qualitative data on the student experience of New College residential life—

what it’s like to live in various places on (or off) campus, which spaces students use the 

most and how they use them, and why they’re drawn to live in certain places over others. 

I should begin by telling you that neither your name nor any identifying details will be 

kept or published in my thesis. But, since we go to a very small school there is a 

possibility that another student reading my thesis could recognize you by something that 

you say. For this reason, I would advise you not to say anything that could be potentially 

embarrassing or incriminating to you or your friends. In all likelihood nothing of the sort 

will end up printed in my thesis, since it isn’t my focus, but it is important that I mention 

it, since this interview is being recorded. 

 

Part 1: General Questions 

 

-Please state your current residence for the record. 

-Briefly describe to me the primary factors that influenced your decision to live in your 

current residence hall. 

 -Was this your first housing choice? If so, what about it appealed to you? If not, 

 tell me about the process of compromise that led you to live here. 

-What do you like about living here? What do you dislike? 

-Where else have you lived while going to New College? 
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 -Tell me about your different experiences with and opinions of these other living 

 arrangements. 

-What was or is your favorite place to live at New College, and why? 

 -Is there anywhere you haven’t lived that you’re curious to try? What appeals to 

 you about this residence? 

-How often do you see the other residents of your dorm, and (about) how many of them 

do you know to say hey to or chat with? 

 -Of the people that you see regularly, how many of the people that you recognize 

 in your dorm are already familiar faces from classes, clubs, or other social events, 

 and how many are people that you’ve met by living close to one another? 

-What spaces around your dorm do you use the most? Are there any parts of your dorm 

you don’t use? 

-How often do you see people using the dormitory’s public spaces for work or recreation? 

-What spaces appear to be the most heavily used, and how? 

 -How many of those people do you recognize as living in your dormitory? 

 -Do you often see non-residents using the public spaces in or around your dorm? 

-Where do you and your friends generally spend your free time? (Multiple answers are 

fine). 

-Where do you do most of your studying? Why? 

 -How do you feel about your location as an environment for getting work done? 

-How would you rate your dorm as a social environment? This includes: small, private 

gatherings of friends, informal meetings of friends and neighbors, and large gatherings 

such as parties and events? 
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-Do you typically leave your door propped/unlocked?  

 -Do you feel that your dormitory/neighborhood is a generally safe environment? 

-How comfortable would you feel putting up decorations in the public spaces around 

your dorm? How would you feel if your neighbors decorated these same areas? 

-How many RA events (dormitory meetings, etc.) have you attended in your dorm this 

year? 

-RA: Tell me about your duties as an RA. 

 - how have you tried to encourage mixing among residents of your dorm?  What 

 approaches have you found most successful, and what are the challenges that 

 you have faced? 

-Where or how would you say that you made the majority of your enduring friendships? 

Some examples include a) by living nearby them, b) by taking classes with them, c) by 

participating in clubs or sports with them, or d) by meeting them in another social 

situation, such as in Ham Center or at a Wall. 

-Do you eat most of your meals in Ham Center, in your dorm, or elsewhere? 

-Can you think of any ways to improve the usefulness of the public spaces in your dorm? 

-Can you think of anything that I didn’t ask you, but should have? 

 

Part 2: Follow-up Questions by Residence Hall 

 

B Dorm 

-One of the main things that distinguishes B-Dorm from our other housing options is that 

essentially all of its facilities are shared—kitchen, lounge, laundry, bathroom and shower. 
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In your experience, is this a source of tension among the community, does it contribute to 

an increased sense of togetherness, both, or neither? Please explain. 

-B-Dorm is the only residence hall located on New College’s west campus, and as a 

result is separated from the rest of New College’s on-campus population. What do you 

see as the benefits or drawbacks of this isolation, and how did it factor into your decision 

to live in B-Dorm? 

-In my survey, B-Dorm scored the highest by far on a Sense of Community Index. Do 

you feel that B-Dorm has a particularly tight-knit community, or might this be a 

statistical aberration? If so, do you feel that you are a part of this community? 

 -Tell me about it. 

 

Off-Campus 

-What were the primary factors that influenced your decision to pick your particular 

location? For example, did you try to live as close to school as possible, look for the 

nicest property you could find, look for the least expensive housing option, or try to live 

nearby other off-campus students? 

-After almost a year of living off campus, do you feel that your relationship to New 

College’s community has changed at all?  

-If yes, how so? 

-If no, how come? 

-Have you gotten to know any of your (other) neighbors? 

-What is the approximate cost of living off campus for you and your roommates? (If you 

don’t want to discuss it, that’s fine). 
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V, W, X and Y 

-VWXY dorms are unique in that most suites have small personal common rooms, 

designed and furnished primarily to be used as a kitchen area, but share a large, 

expansive common room between all of the suites. In your opinion, do you think that the 

dormitory space has played a part in encouraging greater community interaction or not?  

 -Is there anything that you would suggest to improve the attractiveness or 

 usefulness of these spaces? 

-V-Y all share a few common spaces, including a kitchen in X. Part way through fall 

semester, however, a fire in that kitchen rendered it unusable for a long time. How did 

you and other residents cope with this sudden lack of close-by facilities? 

-Is door-propping an issue in your dormitory? Tell me about it. 

 

Z Dorm 

-Z is what one might call a cluster complex, which means that rooms are arranged into 

smaller groups instead of all being equally close. In Z, clusters of two or three rooms 

share a smaller common room between them. How much time do you spend in your local 

common room, and how often do you visit the other common rooms? 

-How well do you know the people in your local cluster? How well do you know  the 

residents of the other clusters? 

 -Did you choose to live by these people when you were selecting your room, or 

 have you gotten to know them as a result of sharing a common room? 
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-Of the people that spend the most time in your local common room on a regular basis, 

how many of them are the people that live in the adjacent suites, and how many are 

visitors from other parts of Z or from other dorms? 

-How often do you see people that you don’t recognize in your local common room? 

How do you feel about their presence (or how would you feel)?  

-Do you consider these to be fully public spaces? 

-Is door-propping an issue in your dormitory? Tell me about it. 

 

Dort/Goldstein 

-What areas of Dort/Goldstein do you recognize as public spaces? 

 -Would you be comfortable sitting in the chairs in front of someone else’s room? 

 Why or why not? 

 

Pei Dorms 

-Is this your original living arrangement, or did you move/find other roommates? 

-The Pei dorms are the only ones where students must share their personal space with 

roommates. Tell me about your experiences with your roommate or roommates. 
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