
Residential Learning Communities (RLCs) at Santa Clara University

A Brief History and Rationale

History and Development

In the early 1990s "theme dorms" were the trend in higher education.  Santa Clara had its share, including Casa Italiana, with a focus on Italian culture, and Unity House, with a focus on multicultural education. Their heritage continues in the current da Vinci and Unity RLCs. In the mid-1990s, in conjunction with a revision of Santa Clara’s Core Curriculum, 120 freshmen were offered an opportunity to study a number of Core requirements in an integrated fashion in what was called the Freshman Residential Community (FRC). The success of the FRC, together with the adoption of the Provost Model and the strategic initiative of integrated education, led to the expansion of learning community options for freshmen.   A third community, Campisi, was added in 1999, and in 2000, the creation of two more RLCs enabled all freshmen to enter Santa Clara as a member of an RLC.  Today, in 2010,  there are eight RLCs; each with a cetral theme. 

In 2002 all but the two newest RLCs became two-year communities, giving students the opportunity to continue as members of their RLCs through their sophomore year. In 2003, with the expansion of Casa Italiana and partial remodeling of Sobrato, Santa Clara opened two four-year RLCs, da Vinci and Loyola, with suite-style accommodations for freshmen and sophomores and apartments for juniors and seniors.  Today da Vinci and Loyola continue as four-year communities, and the other six RLCs accommodate freshmen and sophomores.  Our two- and four-year RLCs provide a more comfortable environment than single-year residence halls; returning students welcome new members into an existing community with a history and traditions, and serve as informal mentors and, in some cases, bone fide tutors to the younger students.  

Rationale and Features

The Residential Learning Communities support the University's strategic initiative of integrated education, by creating a culture in which it is natural for students to connect their academic experiences with their social and residential ones.  The RLC program, a partnership between Housing staff, Residence Life staff, the Provost, and faculty, brings what happens in the classroom together with what happens in the residence halls and creates an intersection between formal instruction, the community, and world outside.   To that end, RLCs offer affiliated Core courses that students take in common with other students with whom they live, as well as with commuter members of their RLC.  Courses linked to the RLCs are selected to bring freshmen into a community of scholars, but also to allow sophomores – and juniors and seniors in the da Vinci and Loyola RLCs – to continue to build the integration between their experiences inside and outside the classroom.  This encourages students to carry academic conversations beyond the classroom and facilitates the formation of study groups as well as strong bonds between students.  

Each RLC has a theme; these themes were defined broadly so that a student with any academic interest could potentially find a home in any one of the eight RLCs.  Communities offer co-curricular programming that enriches course work, often aligned with an RLC's theme; such programming includes inviting faculty or guests into the community to give lectures or lead discussions and taking field trips to museums, the theatre, historical sites, and ethnic neighborhoods.  Some RLCs also organize community-based learning experiences and immersion trips, and all of them offer opportunities for the exploration of vocation, broadly conceived, initiated under the Lilly Foundation-funded DISCOVER program.  In the RLCs, anything that might broaden students' perspective on their learning is fair game!

In support of the Jesuit ideal of developing the whole person, each RLC has a Leadership Team headed by a Faculty Director and a Resident Director who work with Resident Ministers, Faculty and Jesuits in Residence, Community Facilitators, and Community Councils to coordinate the life of the learning community.  The Faculty Directors and Faculty in Residence are members of the faculty, and the Resident Directors are members of the Residence Life Staff.  Most Resident Ministers are Santa Clara staff as well.  The presence of faculty and other responsible adults in each RLC, many of them in residence, contributes to a rich developmental matrix for the students.  The Community Facilitators, known as Resident Assistants or RAs at other schools, are carefully selected undergraduates who work as staff within Residence Life.  The Community Councils are the student-run governing bodies in each community.

The RLCs are thoroughly embedded in the life of the University. New students begin making associations with members of their learning community, including other freshmen and the Orientation Leaders who usually belong to the same RLC, during Orientation.  In that way, freshmen return in fall to a group of which they are already a part. In addition, most Community Facilitators are selected from continuing members of the community they will serve, and faculty teaching affiliated courses are invited to participate in RLC activities. 

There is a congenial rivalry between and among the RLCs. At the same time, each week activities sponsored by individual RLCs are open and advertised to all students on campus, so that RLC resources are widely shared. Many programs on campus, including the Library, the Markkula, Arrupe, and Bannan Centers, and Campus Ministry, regularly turn to the RLCs as a natural means of promoting and delivering their services and programs. 

Students Can and Do Change RLCs

For a variety of reasons, some students ask to have their RLC assignment changed, either before they come to campus for their freshmen year, or during the school year.  Within the constraints of a limited supply of rooms and beds, we accommodate every such request as is possible.

Data on Students’ Experiences in the RLCs

We have conducted an in-depth survey of Santa Clara students’ perceptions of and satisfaction with the Residential Learning Communities program annually.  The numbers tell a powerful story:

Students’ satisfaction with the Residential Learning Communities experience has risen steadily, to an astounding high of more than 91% reporting overall satisfaction in a recent survey.  Nine out of ten students say they feel a connection with their RLC, but they don’t feel restricted:  the same percentage agreed with the statement “My RLC helped me become more involved (with Santa Clara) in ways that extend beyond my RLC.”  Only six percent of students say that their assigned RLC did not match their preference.  Perhaps most telling, nearly 90% tell us that their RLC experience is a factor in their academic success.    
For more information, contact:


Dr. Philip Kesten, Associate Provost for Undergraduate Studies


408.554.4311  pkesten@scu.edu
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