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Social interaction and a sense of community among students in a residence hall play a
vital role in student well-being and academic success. Thus, social-study areas in a
residence hall play a significant role in providing places where students can unload
their experiences and stress with their peers. In today’s residence halls, the interactions
between hall-mates have been significantly reduced due to several reasons. Two
significant reasons are: construction of more semi-private residence halls in which
students are spending more time in their private rooms and student dependency on
the internet-based virtual social world. In addition, there is a gap in traditional design
concepts regardin? addressing current needs which has led to creating underutilized
spaces. The need for identifying innovative design solutions that invite students for
more utilization is evident. To fulfill this goal, this study considered experimentation
with various design interventions to create an attractive environment for students.

To fulfill this goal, the study considered experimentation with various design
interventions to create an attractive environment for students. Such as adding privacy
curtains, providing comfortable furniture, and creating a Living-Room style
arrangement. A quasi-experimental research design with a mixed method of data
collection was considered. Data collection includes interviews, observations and
surveys. A 300-bed residence hall, which has six similar underutilized study areas, was
selected for this investigation. Among these six areas, five were changed per the
research plan during the spring break in 2015. Data were collected twice E?:)re—test &
post-test) using the same measures. The final design decisions were made based on
these research findings.

Most of the interventions increased utilization, satisfaction, social interaction, and a
sense of community. Some new and interesting findings were revealed. For example, a
good number of students reported that they do not like having a window view in study
areas because it distracts them during study. Students also like a variety of styles in
study areas instead of similar ones on each floor. The final design decisions were made
based on these research findings. Additionally, a design—checkﬁst with three different
concepts of design-templates are recommended to create better-utilized study areas.

This study has focused on improving student well-being through designing a better
study environment. The systematically collected evidence illustrates that an improved
design attracts more students, eventually increases interaction among hall mates, and
creates a better sense of community. The design checklist and three design templates
provide guidelines for design professionals and for housing administrators to create a
new facility or renovating an old one. These findings (guidelines) are being translated
to other new projects and are helping significantly to convince clients that a better
design has better outcomes. These design-research project findings have been
disseminated to various audiences (housing professiona{s, architects, interior
designers, and manufacturers). So far, this study has been presented in four
conferences of various disciplines, displayed in the most popular magazine of housing-
professionals, and published in a free-access online white-paper.



PROJECT
BACKGROUND

Problem statement: In today’s residence halls,
the interactions between hall-mates have been
significantly reduced due to several reasons. Two
significant reasons are: construction of more
semi-private residence halls in which students
are spending more time in their private rooms
and student dependency on the internet-based
virtual social world. In addition, there is a gap in
traditional design concepts regarding addressing
current needs which has led to creating
underutilized spaces. The need for identifying
innovative design solutions that invite students
for more utilization is evident.

Project: This project was derived from a critical
design issue: underutilized study areas in two
newly constructed residence halls in a university
at Texas. In one case (constructed in 2006), the
areas were visually isolated with glass doors from
the corridor (Figure-1) and in the other case
(constructed in 2011), the areas were completely
open (Figure-2). In both, the areas were under or
never utilized by the residents. The housing
director mentioned one piece of evidence of
these underutilized spaces, in the second project
the chairs were placed on top of the table for
floor-cleaning purposes and those chairs had
remained there for the rest of the semester. They
were never taken down by the students to use.

Connecting place to people
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PROJECT
BACKGROUND

Project Aim: The client (Department of Res-life
of a University) communicated with the
architectural firm to remodel /design the wing
study areas of the second residence hall
(constructed in 2011). The architectural firm
along with a group of researchers from another
university and a furniture manufacturing
company conducted experimental research in
these wing-study areas to come out with the final
design decisions. The project aim was to find out
what the reasons are of these underutilized
spaces and how to design or remodel these
spaces so that the students would utilize them
more. Making students leave their semi-private
rooms and motivating them to use common
spaces in residence hall carry a great significance
in overall well-being of students.
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Why social interaction among students is significant in a residence hall

Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) noted in their reviewed publication that residence hall living has been positively linked to a variety of
outcomes: increases in aesthetic, cultural, and intellectual values; a liberalizing of social, political, and religious values and attitudes;
increases in self-concept, intellectual orientation, autonomy, and independence; gains in tolerance, empathy, and ability to relate to
others; persistence in college; and bachelor’s degree attainment. In their recently reviewed publication (2005), they indicated that many
of these gains associated with living on campus may be indirect, rather than direct, due to the increased opportunities for social
interaction provided when students live on campus. Sohrab Rahimi (2015) also categorized the advantages associated with social
interaction in residence hall, in his thesis's literature review section: increases retention rates; improves educational performance; helps
students develop college-specific values; helps integrate minorities; and, helps generate a friendly and favorable campus atmosphere.
For all these reasons, planning and designing a residence hall that facilitate and enhance social interaction is significant (Paine, 2008;
Rahimi, 2015; and Lawless, 2012).

How social-study area design is impacting student outcome

Social interaction and a sense of community among students in a residence hall play vital roles in student well-being and academic
success. Thus, social-study areas in a residence haI?pIay providing places where students can share their academic experiences with
their peers and release stress — which will help them concentrate more on study and overcoming difficulties. Also, making students leave
their rooms and attracting them to social spaces will eventually increase interaction amon? hall mates - which will create a better sense
of community and provide a sense of belonging. Many students leave a university if they feel disconnected and marginalized from their
community. go, a better utilized space can influence students’ overall physical and psychological well-being, improve academic
performance, and increase graduation rates. Knowing how to create successful spaces will better utilize state money to reduce
underutilized spaces.
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SETTINGS

The residence hall is in a central location of
the university and close to the dinning
center. The hall shares its first floor with the
Residence Life Office and the first floor has a
lobby attached with the hall director’s office,
lounge area with a TV, the only TV in this
hall, along with a ping pong and pool table,
a kitchen, a laundry facility, a large patio at
the back with a BBQ stand. Four swings are
placed in the covered open area between
the hall first floor area and the res-life office.
It contains 300-beds.



