Introduction

About Specialty Communities

“Anything the mind of man can conceive and believe it can achieve.” –Napoleon Hill

Specialty Communities as a concept is really nothing extraordinary, earth shattering, or even new. It goes back as far as the “house” systems at Oxford and Cambridge. Students pursuing the same coursework were housed together, and faculty “fellows” or “tutors” lived in the halls and created a community of “gentlemen and scholars.”

Today, we have altered the work to involve more people – faculty has been accompanied by the Resident Assistants and Residence Hall Directors. Together they join in a quest to create a community of well-rounded men and women.  Specialty Communities enjoy a common bond; academic, lifestyle, or interest. Their relationships develop as they participate in similar endeavors within their community.

Higher Education scholar Arthur Chickering researched the effects of residential living experiences on college students. He found that students living in residence halls are more likely to be retained at the University when they have more contact with faculty and/or administrators, and are more likely to seek out leadership roles on campus (Boyer 207).  Recent studies indicate that students living in special interest housing also have a higher degree of expertise in their course of study, and get better grades overall. Not to mention that incidents of vandalism, student misbehavior, and intolerance are lower in Specialty Community units.

As you can see, Specialty Communities can be a winning situation for faculty, administrators, Residence Life staff, and of course, for the students.

Mission Statement

A Specialty Community is a floor or house where students with similar interests live, study, and socialize together. Specialty units are communities created and continued by students with the support and involvement of University departments, faculty and administrators. Specialty Communities provide environments that encourage in-depth exploration of academic disciplines and/or special interests. The pursuits supported by specialty residences are as diverse as the student population of Boston University.

Boston University’s Specialty Communities exist to offer participants the opportunity to explore specific areas of common interest, toward achieving the University’s academic mission.

Objectives of the Specialty Community program:
· Develop unique living/learning communities.

· Encourage the in-depth exploration of academic disciplines and/or special interests.

· Promote group participation in University programs and events.

· Facilitate the development of mutually respectful relationships within the community.

· Provide safe forums in which to freely share personal perspectives.

· Offer access to a resident assistant whose interests, qualifications, and training allow him/her to effectively guide and assist community members.

· In most cases, provide residents access to an involved faculty advisor who is able to answer course and career related questions.

Specialty Community Benefits

Increase student retention

Provide small group interaction between faculty, administrators, and students
Afford personalized recommendations from faculty and administrators

Provide greater opportunities for individual and independent learning

Stronger and more cohesive communities are created when students study and learn together

Encourage a higher level of learning and community standards

Remove barriers between faculty/administrators and students

How It Works

The Specialty Team
“Coming together is a beginning.  Keeping together is progress.  Working together is success.”  ~Henry Ford
As part of the Specialty Team, you have a distinct role. Think of the Specialty Community as a schooner filled with passengers (students). Each member of the Specialty Team is necessary in moving the schooner forward, continuously making progress in their journey. The faculty or administrator Advisor is the wind; the Residence Life Supervisor is the rudder, and the RAs are the ship itself.

As you read along in this resource guide, you will find more details about each individual’s role as well as the tools that will make your team’s success not only attainable, but surpassed. Don’t forget to use your other team members and enjoy your journey!
The Resident Assistant
“Put your heart, mind, intellect and soul even to your smallest acts.  This is the secret of success”.  ~Swami Sivananda
If you think this position is going to be exciting, you are right. If you think that it is going to be more work than your non-specialty counterparts, you are wrong. The fact that your community has more focus and direction than the non-specialty version should give you a few advantages.

· An identified interest that your residents have in common with one another

· You are a member of a team of individuals with a common goal and mission

· Additional resources, support, and training.

At first glance, this position may seem a bit intimidating. How, you may ask, are you supposed to keep a floor focused on one academic or interest area for an entire year?  The answer is simple – ASK THEM what will keep them interested and more importantly excited about the floor or house and its focus. How you ask them is the key.
TIP: Have a card for students to fill out in their room when they arrive asking them questions that you feel will help you do your job. Ask about program ideas, why they moved onto the floor, what they are anxious about and of course, what they like to do for fun. Read/compile this information prior to the first floor meeting and use your findings when talking about future plans and programs. Students will appreciate the fact that you have used their input and will be more supportive of future plans.
You, your SRA, and your Residence Hall Director are TEAMMATES. Without communication and cooperation, the community will not flourish. This is no different than non-specialty RAs. We encourage you to meet monthly to discuss the community’s progress. Develop a list of issues to cover during the meeting (you can even do it over a meal) and stick to the agenda.  

It will take all of you to succeed, therefore, remember to affirm one another often, this will make your work together more enjoyable and fulfilling. 
The Residence Hall Director

“As a rule of thumb, involve everyone in everything.” – Tom Peters

In order to make progress, one needs direction. Understanding the course ahead is integral in being able to navigate yourself towards your goal. The same is true for Specialty Communities. Without direction, the community will not be able to develop and succeed. 

The Residence Hall Director’s contribution to the Specialty Team is to act as a conduit of information from the Residence Life and the individual(s) who can direct the floor/house to reach its goals. 

While this Specialty Community is located in a specific hall or area, the Residence Hall Director is not expected to become an expert in this academic field or interest. However, he/she will become familiar with the course offerings, sequence of courses, faculty/staff names and resources from the college/department. If it is an “interest house”, he/she will learn more specifics about past programs, goals of the community, and ways to better enhance the learning process of the students within the “interest house.”  

Since the RA is currently active in the academic program or interest, the RA will assist the Residence Hall Director in becoming informed and knowledgeable about the Specialty Community.

The Advisor
“Imagination is more important than knowledge. For while knowledge defines all we currently know and understand, imagination points to all we might yet discover and create.” - Einstein
Knowledge is the key to progress. As we become more knowledgeable about the value of Specialty Communities and our abilities to contribute, we ensure the floor’s success. The Advisor can assist students in acquiring knowledge, and help them find practical applications for the information learned in the classroom or in life.

The Advisor’s contribution to the Specialty Team is to assist in developing the academic, developmental, and visionary goals of the Specialty Community. He/she is the link to the mission of the floors. The Advisor works closely with the Resident Assistant and residents to help the Specialty Community meet its stated interests and goals.  As the academic or administrative representative to the Specialty house or floor, the Advisor provides support and guidance to the community through formal and informal interaction with residents.
Often times, Advisors are most intimidated by the thought of programming for the community. The best advice we can give to you in working with your Advisor is to think of programming or developing community with your residents as creating a syllabus. As the year goes along in academic classes, there are particular topics that need to be covered. The same is true with a programming/community syllabus. The major difference between a class syllabus and a programming syllabus lies in how we assess the needs of our audience. In the classroom, the professor’s lesson plan and the calendar dictate the route that the course is going to take. With programming, the residents often dictate the course they want to take.

Roles and Responsibilities
Residence Life 
· Define roles; needs; purposes

· Create, distribute and collect specialty applications

· Advertise specialty housing options to students (via flyers and through resident assistants, Admissions Open Houses, New Student Orientation)
· Facilitate information sessions for RAs at fall training

· Facilitate training session for contract interview process in January (Is the Specialty Community of residents accomplishing what they started out to do.) 
Specialty Advisor (recommended)

· Recruit students for room selection and specialty vacancies

· Attend first floor/house meeting of each semester in order to get acquainted with the community

· Be involved with programming/attending related programs

· Inform community of classes, lectures, programs, and events related to the stated academic/social interest of the residence via the RA

· Maintain regular communication with the RA—and communication with the Specialty regarding opportunities and activities sponsored by the college/department

· Assist with the recruitment of resident assistants via classes and student meetings

· Meet with the hall/area director usually in August/ September and Spring semester

· Offer the Specialty Community regular meeting times (e.g. office hours) or forum (e.g. bi-monthly lunches) to meet and discuss both individual and communal issues

· Assist in the maintenance of the integrity of the Specialty Community by participating in the review of applications and recruitment of RAs and residents

· Meet with the RA regularly as established each September

Residence Hall/Area Director and Senior RA

· Provide training and on-going education and support sessions for resident assistants

· Meet with the resident assistant to assess the needs of the community and plan strategies for meeting such needs

· Maintain integrity of the Specialty Community by coordinating the interviewing  and recruitment of RAs and residents

· Monitor office systems for specialty contracts and approval

· Coordinate timely and accurate recordkeeping of Specialty programming efforts

· Maintain on-going communication with advisors as contact person for ORL

· Meet with specialty advisor and resident assistant to create strategies for yearly planning

· Review mission and goals of individual units with resident assistants

· Confirm that students who are re-applying to the specialty have meet the required standards 
Administrative Staff and Office Staff

The administrative staff works closely with the RAs and the Residence Hall/Area Director in maintaining accurate Specialty records and overseeing the administrative side of the contracting process. Specifically, the administrative staff should:

· Create and maintain specialty housing log applications and verification of eligibility of residents

· Create and maintain contract files for each specialty residence

· Provide residents and RAs with meal card and other incentives to promote faculty involvement in conjunction with Residence Hall/Area Director

· Communicate Specialty Community concerns and questions to Area Director or Specialty Community Committee
· Maintain files of blank contracts and completed contracts

· Maintain area data as is outlined in the contracting process

· Facilitate contract distribution to residents and resident assistants

· Assist ORL advisor as needed with events data
· Organize and maintain Specialty RA programming efforts (where applicable) in conjunction with HD/AD

Resident Assistant

· Initiate contact with the Specialty Advisor in August/September in order to prepare for the first floor/house meeting and arrange a meeting with your supervisor

· Invite your specialty advisor to your first floor/house meeting each semester

· Plan and implement on-going specialty programming- four events each year specifically related to Specialty Community, two events in conjunction with the Advisor
· Maintain activity and enthusiasm within residence

· Review applications of potential residents-submitting applications to area office for verification after review

· Work with Specialty Advisor to ensure awareness of related classes, lectures, programs, events and communicate this information to the residents and possibly organize a program around them

· Maintain regular contact with the Specialty Advisor and assess the needs of the community and plan strategies for meeting those needs- specifically in September & January

· Assist in maintaining the integrity of the Specialty Community by participating in the recruitment of residents as well as in the RA selection process

General Expectations

Specialty Community Expectations 2009-2010
Between April 1st and the end of the semester:

· Review this year’s specialty community applications for programming ideas. (You may get the applications in the Hall or Area ORL office where the house or floor is located.)

· Meet with your hall director to discuss the nuances of your specialty.

· Meet with the advisor of your specialty to discuss:

· Yours and the department’s goals for the community
· Identifying clear expectations for participation (or an “agreement”) in the community
· Possible event ideas for the fall semester
· The challenge of a potentially partially-filled house/floor
· The challenge of having two houses: one specialty, one regular residence

· How they would like to participate in the house or floor: meetings, events, referrals 

Fall semester:

· Attend Specialty Community RA Training and prepare for house or floor events

· Participate in a fall Advisor meeting in conjunction with your Residence Hall Director 

· Meet with the Advisor upon returning to campus to discuss programming for the semester
· One of first September events should be planned in collaboration with the Department/Advisor
· An additional 3 events should be related to the specialty
· Confirm criteria and expectations for the house or floor and inform residents that this will impact their ability to return the following year
Spring semester:

· Specialty-themed bulletin boards/door tags
· At least one event should be planned in collaboration with the Department/Advisor
· An additional 3 events should be related to the specialty (balance from Fall semester)

· Meet with the Advisor to review program planning, feedback from residents, and the overall relationship with the Department
· In January, meet with your Advisor and your Residence Hall Director to identify residents who have not met the established criteria for participation in the house or floor.  Meet with students to inform them of their future status for selection into the house or floor

What Comes Next?

2009-2010  Residence Life Goals for the Future of Specialty Communities

· Determine criteria that will identify the success of each Specialty Community as it relates to student interest, faculty or administrator involvement, and vitality of program.

· Provide opportunities for assessment of Specialty communities’ impact on students and their residential education.

· Foster the collaboration between HD/RA/Advisors

· Initiate more faculty involvement in residential programs & activities

Ways in Which You & Your Residents Will Assist in Achieving Departmental Goals

· Admissions Open Houses

· Advertising of program to current and/or incoming students

· Sending out assessment tools

· Providing quality Specialty related activities & events

· Documentation of Specialty programs & events via photos & testimonials
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