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1

1
W H Y  A  C U R R I C U L A R 

A P P R O A C H  I N 
S T U D E N T  A F F A I R S ?

In the current context of higher education in the United States, colleges 
and universities are inundated with calls for greater accountability, cost 
reductions, increased return on investment, data- proving impact, and 

more. It seems students, families, community members, employers, and leg-
islators are all asking for institutions of higher education to do more with 
less. Student affairs educators have an obligation to each of these constituen-
cies and to their institutions to make the most of the entire college experience 
for students, including opportunities for learning beyond the classroom. 
As families consider cost, location, reputation, rankings, academic majors, 
amenities, financial aid packages, support services, and convenience (Wyllie, 
2018), it is imperative that the student affairs profession consider how the 
student experience beyond the classroom contributes to student learning in 
areas such as professional skill development, multicultural competencies, val-
ues clarification, and psychosocial development.

One of the authors (Kerr) believes so strongly in the educational poten-
tial of learning opportunities beyond the classroom that despite living 
less than five miles from the campus where she works and all four of her 
daughters have attended or are attending, she agreed with her children that 
they should live on campus because of the educational value of this experi-
ence. Many families, given understandably difficult decisions about college 
costs, may not be as attuned to the value of experiences for students beyond 
the classroom and may make different decisions. Yet, decades of research 
shows that the entire student experience, including what occurs beyond 
the classroom, contributes to student success and offers valuable learning 
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the curricular approach to student affairs2

opportunities (Mayhew et al., 2016). The authors believe that student affairs 
educators have a responsibility to do a better job illustrating their educa-
tional value in higher education.

Student affairs educators can improve their contributions to students 
and institutions of higher education by creating mechanisms to better under-
stand the educational contributions of divisions of student affairs and best 
capture the learning that results from the beyond the classroom experiences 
implemented as a part of the overall educational enterprise. A curricular 
approach is a systemic way to be more purposeful and strategic about how edu-
cators who work with students beyond the classroom can best facilitate student 
learning as an outcome of the student experience. In this book, the authors offer 
guidance to help student affairs educators maximize and demonstrate the 
educational value of college experiences that are not on a professor’s syllabus 
but are crucial to a student’s holistic growth, development, and learning.

The need to demonstrate the educational value of learning that occurs 
beyond the classroom has become more important as challenges institu-
tions face increase, making resource allocation decisions even more difficult. 
Campuses are more complex than they were 10 years ago, with greater stu-
dent diversity, increases in mental health needs, evolving alcohol and substance 
abuse issues, increasing reports of sexual misconduct, and many other issues. 
Simultaneously, state and federal funding to higher education has decreased 
while administrators strive to keep the overall cost of attendance in check (The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, 2018). Initiatives such as espoused competency- 
based education, performance- based funding metrics, cocurricular transcripts, 
massive open online courses (MOOCs), and employability outcomes are reflec-
tive of these ongoing changes in higher education. Rising costs, student loan 
debt crises, and limited employment options are only a few indicators that the 
value of higher education is under scrutiny from students, their supporters and 
families, employers, and legislators. Societal expectations of a college education 
have also changed. Accreditation agencies want to know about student learning 
goals and assessment data of gains that occur both inside and beyond the class-
room (Fallucca, 2018). Lawmakers at the federal and state levels, students, fami-
lies, and senior administrators want a clearer sense of how resource investments 
contribute to student success in areas such as grades, time to degree completion, 
retention, and postcollege employment (Berrett, 2016).

While some campuses may be investing in amenities to attract students 
to their campuses, the authors of this book suggest this should always be 
secondary to investing in the spaces, staff, and resources we know support 
learning, health, wellness, development, and ultimately student success. 
Institution leaders’ decisions should be informed by what will best serve the 
educational needs of students, when designing a new building, developing 
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3why a curricular approach in student affairs?

a new initiative, reorganizing a unit, or hiring or eliminating staff positions. 
The central question remains, how do student affairs leaders make the best 
decisions about where to invest the limited resources they have?

In this book, the authors describe how to develop and utilize an inten-
tional and systemic approach to learning beyond the classroom, which we 
have come to call the “curricular approach.” We use the term curricular 
not to co- opt the term from higher education faculty, but to follow their 
intended, if not always fully realized, model for identifying learning and 
aligning courses and coursework with those outcomes in a sequenced and 
interconnected manner. We also use this term because we have learned much 
from K–12 educators and teacher preparation scholarship. We understand 
that careful and specific design can provide continuity for learners with dif-
ferent teachers. As Parker Palmer (1998) stated, “I have learned much from 
my K–12 colleagues, including these two things: teachers at all levels of edu-
cation have more in common than we think, and we should not be so glib 
about which level we call ‘higher’” (p. 6).

The curricular approach is different from a traditional student affairs 
educational approach, which often focuses on singular, standalone, group- 
based programs and services frequently developed and facilitated by student 
leaders. The curricular approach allows student affairs educators to identify 
learning priorities for students in their institutional context and then make 
decisions about initiatives, experiences, resources, and outcomes to align 
with those learning priorities. Table 1.1 is an updated (Kerr et al., 2017) 
summary of the distinctions between traditional educational approaches and 
the curricular approach.

The authors of this book have more than a decade of experience imple-
menting curricular approaches on multiple campuses; contributing to the 
scholarship on the curricular approach; and helping many campuses design, 
implement, and assess a curricular approach to student learning. The cur-
ricular approach is deeply rooted in scholarship about the purpose of stu-
dent affairs work (ACPA, 1996; R.D. Brown, 1972; Keeling, 2004), student 
development (Evans et al., 2010; Jones & Abes, 2013), neuroscience of 
learning (Bresciani Ludvik, 2016; P.C. Brown et al., 2014), critical pedagogy 
(Freire, 1972/2000; hooks, 1994), and organizational effectiveness (Collins, 
2011; Harper & Quaye, 2009b; Senge, 2006).

Moreover, as mentioned previously, the curricular approach is grounded 
in the scholarship of the student affairs profession and beyond. In many ways 
a curricular approach applies what scholarship, such as the Student Learning 
Imperative (ACPA, 1996), Learning Reconsidered (Keeling, 2004), Learning 
Partnerships (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004), and others (Kuh et al., 
2010; Whitt, 2006), has called for systematically, rather than by individual 
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the curricular approach to student affairs4

practitioners, or in an isolated initiative. Although movements toward stu-
dent learning outcomes (Shireman, 2016) and assessment (Lederman, 2019) 
have had their critiques, the substance of these critiques has been that learn-
ing outcomes and assessment have not been done in a meaningful way and 
have been a superficial exercise to placate accreditation teams. The curricular 
approach is a substantive use of learning outcomes and assessment to align 
resources and actions with institutional and student aspirations.

The authors have found and heard from many others that this shift in 
approach can be simultaneously revolutionary and obvious. For many who 

TABLE 1.1
Traditional Approaches Versus Curricular Approach to Learning  

Beyond the Classroom

Traditional Curricular

Identifies list of general topics or 
categories to which students could be 
exposed

Clearly defined and more narrowly focused 
learning aims are tied to institutional 
mission

Often based on reaction to recent needs 
displayed by students

Based on scholarly literature, national 
trends, campus data, and assessment of 
student educational needs

Student leaders or student staff determine 
the content within the categories and the 
pedagogy

Clearly defined learning goals and delivery 
strategies are written by those with 
educational expertise

Determining effective pedagogy is often 
the responsibility of student leaders or 
student staff members

Lesson plans or facilitation guides developed 
by educators with necessary expertise 
provide structure to guide facilitation of 
educational strategies

Focuses on who will show up to 
publicized programs

Utilizes a variety of strategies to reach each 
student

Evaluated based on how many students 
attend

Assesses student learning outcomes and 
effectiveness of delivery strategies

Sessions stand alone, disconnected from 
what has come before or what will come 
after, and vary by each student leader or 
staff member

Content and pedagogy are developmentally 
sequenced to best serve learners

Often in competition with other campus 
units for students’ time and attention

Campus and community partners are 
integrated into the strategies; content and 
pedagogy are subject to review (internal and 
external)
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5why a curricular approach in student affairs?

have been socialized in a more traditional educational approach to student 
affairs work, including all the authors of this book, the curricular approach 
may feel revolutionary as it can turn our paradigm for student affairs work 
upside down. Shifting paradigms and unlearning can be challenging. 
However, once student affairs educators have made the paradigm shift, 
implementing a curricular approach can also feel obvious because a curricu-
lar approach is clear, aligned, and intentional and can simplify initiatives.

Evolution of Student Affairs

The curricular approach depicts how the student affairs profession has 
evolved and continues to evolve. In describing the earliest student affairs 
practitioners, Hevel (2016) states, “These positions originated as college pres-
idents and faculty members became less interested in monitoring students at 
the same time that coeducation spread, generating public concern that such 
monitoring was never more important” (p. 847). Initially, student affairs 
professionals were support staff providing services to students (American 
Council on Education, 1937). Expansive research on the development of 
students morally, psychosocially, and in other ways led to our commitment 
to becoming student development experts (R.D. Brown, 1972). This student 
development approach itself has advanced with a better awareness of identity 
development and the importance of intersectionality (Abes, 2016; Patton et 
al., 2016; Renn & Reason, 2013).

The call for making student affairs contributions to learning in higher edu-
cation in earnest began with the publication by American College Personnel 
Association (ACPA) of “The Student Learning Imperative” in 1996 and con-
tinued with Learning Reconsidered (Keeling, 2004) and Learning Reconsidered 
2 (Keeling, 2006). Because of this shift to center student learning, many 
student affairs professionals now consider themselves student affairs educa-
tors (Whitt, 2006). However, actualizing this shift from being student affairs 
administrators or student affairs professionals to truly being student affairs 
educators has been more challenging than simply claiming the title.

When those who work with students beyond the classroom are asked, 
“Are you an educator?” most will give a confident and enthusiastic “Yes!” 
But when asked to consider the question, “What do students learn as a result 
of your work?” the response is too often hesitant, tepid, or focused on areas 
such as responsibility, wellness, engagement, career skills, decision- making, 
or life skills. Ask these educators, “Who do you reach?”; “To what degree 
do you reach them?”; “Who do you miss?”; and “How do you know?” and 
the responses too often become even less confident and clear. Like most stu-
dent affairs educators, the authors of this book have coached, mentored, or 
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the curricular approach to student affairs6

helped an individual student or a group of students in an organization or 
club countless times. Like many student affairs educators, the authors have 
helped students facing incredibly complicated personal or family situations. 
But, do student affairs educators have evidence of how they affect student 
learning for the hundreds or sometimes thousands of students within their 
scope of responsibility or within their sphere of influence? The absence of 
an ability to clearly articulate what student affairs professionals teach, dem-
onstrate what students learn as a result, and describe how student affairs fits 
into the larger aims of student learning within our individual institutions 
puts student affairs resources and reputations at risk and undermines the 
educational potential of the college experience for all students.

Each college and university has (or should have) comprehensive data 
actively tracking the key areas of student success. These key success indica-
tors typically include retention, grades, graduation, and time to graduation. 
Those who work with students beyond the classroom have very few initia-
tives that have directly and explicitly been connected to such crucial mea-
surements. Initiatives beyond the classroom with clearly articulated learning 
outcomes and assessment data are better able to be included in key institu-
tional measures. Recognizing the need for student affairs educators to be able 
to intentionally and systematically approach their work as other educators do 
resulted in the creation of the curricular approach.

Critique of the Traditional Educational Approach Beyond the 
Classroom

Not all the work done beyond the classroom is student learning focused. 
Blimling (2001) described four communities of practice for student affairs: stu-
dent learning, student development, student services, and student administra-
tion. To be successful, a student affairs practitioner must be committed to all 
four communities of practice. The scholarship and neuroscience described in 
Learning Reconsidered (Keeling, 2004) argues for the need to think of student 
learning (academic) and student development (personal growth) as not two 
but a singular learning experience. The contributors to Learning Reconsidered 
explained how neuroscience has shown us that students do not experience class 
and out- of- class separately; students experience college.

To claim educator status broadly, beyond the classroom educators should 
be able to possess a deep, informed, compelling, and collectively shared articu-
lation of what all students under their scope of responsibility should have: the 
opportunity to learn. An educator also has a specific yet continually evolving 
philosophy about learning and pedagogies to best facilitate student learning. 
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7why a curricular approach in student affairs?

Educators are individuals who recognize that learning requires more than 
serendipity. In the 2001 book In Defense of American Higher Education, Kuh 
wrote a chapter about student learning entitled “College Students Today: Why  
We Can’t Leave Serendipity to Chance,” and says, “In order for students to 
acquire the competencies and skills they need, institutions must intentionally 
arrange their resources to engage students more fully in the kinds of experiences 
that produce the greatest gains in these areas” (p. 289). We must also avoid 
the trap of “magical thinking" (Harper & Quaye, 2009a, p. 7), the belief that 
simply providing certain experiences or services will be enough to enrich the 
educational experience.

At the root of many of the struggles with educational efforts beyond the 
classroom is a lack of a decisive and explicit focus on what students should 
learn. When developing educational goals for students, a unit will often start 
with a broad brainstorming activity during which individual staff members’ 
personal and professional passion areas are explored. Some student affairs 
educators express a deep commitment to social justice topics. Other student 
affairs educators may express a dedication to student health and safety. Still 
others may focus on student decision- making in an age of highly involved 
families. The result is often a stated set of goals for onetime programs, social 
media campaigns, or special events that may have little to do with the stated 
educational objectives of the broader institution, faculty government, or 
accreditation bodies. Much of the work is done in reaction to external events, 
issues, and traditions rather than being proactively designed in developmen-
tally appropriate ways. The authors encourage student affairs educators and 
others working with students beyond the classroom to be mindful of where 
personal passions and reactions to problems from last year may lead them 
astray and to seek to be more proactive and realize where they can best con-
tribute to the educational goals and aims of the institution.

Student affairs educators do not have to search far and wide for an edu-
cational focus. Allen (2006) asserts in Assessing General Education Programs 
that alignment of the campus- wide community is critical in establishing “a 
cohesive learning environment that supports general education” (p. 91). In a 
discussion about learning that happens beyond the classroom, Allen (2006) 
adds that the institution, “as a whole, should support the general education 
program” (p. 103). M.J. Barr et al. (2014) “recommend that student affairs 
professionals give serious thought to simply adopting the institutional learn-
ing outcomes as their own” (p. 147). Identifying the educational aims should 
not be focused on individual or departmental passions; rather, the educa-
tional aims should be developed from the institutional history, mission, cur-
rent context, and student populations. Identifying the educational aims for 
student affairs educators should be a task not of creation but of discernment 
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the curricular approach to student affairs8

from the overall institutional mission and context. The educational aims, 
teaching and learning strategies, and student learning assessment are best 
furthered by being guided by the preexisting undergraduate education goals 
of each unique institution of higher education.

As student affairs educators, our measures of impact often lack a con-
nectedness to broader institutional aims or to the metrics of student success. 
The current dependence on satisfaction and head counts never really tells a 
story of student learning (Kerr & Tweedy, 2006). Yet, attendance and sat-
isfaction measures continue to be used frequently to describe success or the 
effectiveness of student affairs contributions to the student experience and to 
student learning. Asking students whether (or to what degree) they are satis-
fied with an event may be a good measure if the goal is customer service, but 
not if the aim is student learning. Attendance numbers are even less helpful 
as measures of impact. Knowing if 20, 50, or 200 students attended an activ-
ity does little to explore the educational impact of the event or determine 
whether such attendance contributed to (or actively undermined) institu-
tional aims for student learning and development.

Banta et al. (2009) note that satisfaction measures are often an interme-
diary step taken between counting heads and assessment of student learning. 
It is easy to measure the number of career workshops, alternative weekend 
programs, diversity programs, or poster series implemented in a semester, 
and these can even be used to claim “impact” based on attendance numbers. 
In a traditional educational approach, this claim is limited because of the 
absence of clear learning goals, sequenced and layered educational strategies, 
and success measures focused on student learning attainment. The analogy 
for this traditional approach is the all- you- can- eat buffet at a favorite restau-
rant. Student affairs educators offer students many options for experiences 
beyond the classroom. Some of these are high quality; some are acceptable; 
and, if educators are being honest, some may be harmful. Then educators 
leave it to students to make developmentally appropriate decisions about 
engaging in the learning opportunities that will challenge their worldview 
in just the right way so that learning occurs but they are not overwhelmed 
and shut down. If left to make your own choices at the buffet, you may be 
satisfied, but it is unlikely that a well- balanced, fully nutritious meal will have 
been consumed. In fact, you may have eaten dessert first.

Hosting a cultural food fest may have enticed attendees to fill the room, 
but the learning that occurred is questionable and perhaps harmful in how 
it tokenizes, exoticizes, and reinforces stereotypes and systems of oppression. 
The essential question for those in student affairs and for others who aspire 
to be educators is “How do you define success?” If success is measured by 
attendance or general satisfaction rather than measures of student learning 
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9why a curricular approach in student affairs?

considered credible and connected to institutional aims, then it should be no 
surprise that the unit or office is given less consideration (e.g., resources, staff-
ing, funds, credit, and respect) than it feels it deserves by institutional lead-
ers. There is no shortage of hard work and dedication in the student affairs 
profession, but there is a shortage of well- supported ways to articulate how 
student affairs work contributes to key success factors in higher education.

Pedagogy can also be of concern with traditional educational approaches 
beyond the classroom. The science of teaching and learning is quite complex 
and is not commonly addressed in depth as part of student affairs professional 
education and development. Unfortunately, with the traditional educational 
approach discussed previously, pedagogical decisions are frequently delegated to 
those who lack the necessary educational expertise. Complicated content such 
as ethics, social justice, and well- being are given to new staff, resident assistants, 
orientation leaders, peer educators, and other volunteer or paid student lead-
ers with the task of designing a workshop, an event, or a dialogue intended to 
expand student learning. Such a method is deeply unfair to both the designers 
and the eventual student recipients. For student learning to happen, initiatives 
should be appropriately layered and sequenced, in terms of both content and 
pedagogy, rather than the happenstance approach that occurs by excessive del-
egation. Faculty teaching a chemistry course would never delegate the content 
and pedagogy of chemistry labs or discussion sections entirely to student teach-
ing assistants. Ideally, faculty members develop the content and sequence of 
the learning both within and between classes that provide a framework from 
which the teaching assistants base their classroom discussions and activities. 
With a curricular approach, student affairs educators situate those who will be 
facilitating learning strategies with the guidance and direction they need around 
content and pedagogy so their connections with students is fully realized as an 
education opportunity.

The reliance on a standalone programmatic or event delivery system is 
pervasive in our field. Student affairs educators need to expand their tool-
box for engaging students in learning opportunities. Student affairs units 
and others who work with students beyond the classroom should examine 
every single point of intersection they have with students and reflect on what 
learning potential exists within that encounter. Do reflection opportunities 
exist in the roommate questionnaire? With the health center documents? 
With service encounters? Points of intersection and direct contact with stu-
dents are more rare than often assumed and should be treated as very special 
opportunities for developing student knowledge, skills, and competencies 
valued by the campus community.

It is certainly true that ultimately students spend more time beyond the 
classroom than within the classroom. McCormick (2011) discusses that “a 
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well- established rule . . . holds that students should devote two hours of study 
time for every hour of class time.” However, McCormick shares that the num-
ber reported by students through the National Survey of Student Engagement 
(NSSE) over a 10- year period when asked about the time they spend “in a 
typical seven- day week” on a variety of activities, including “preparing for class 
(studying, reading, writing, doing homework or lab work, analyzing data, 
rehearsing, and other academic activities),” averages “about one hour for each 
hour of class.” It is estimated that college students have 17.1 hours of discretion-
ary time per week (McCormick, 2011), and there is a great deal of competing 
interests for that time. Cathy Smalls, under the pseudonym Rebekah Nathan 
(2006), author of My Freshman Year: What a Professor Learned by Becoming a 
Student, discussed the over- optioned and overwhelmed student with so many 
choices being presented that many students struggle to develop a cocurricular 
path. In The Paradox of Choice: Why More Is Less, Barry Schwartz (2005) notes,  

As Americans, we assume that more choice means better options and 
greater satisfaction. But beware of excessive choice: Choice overload can 
make you question the decisions you make before you even make them, it 
can set you up for unrealistically high expectations, and it can make you 
blame yourself for any and all failures. In the long run, this can lead to 
decision- making paralysis, anxiety, and perpetual stress. And, in a culture 
that tells us that there is no excuse for falling short of perfection when your 
options are limitless, too much choice can lead to clinical depression. (back 
cover)

Each moment with students should be considered a precious moment for 
student affairs educators to explore what knowledge, skills, or competen-
cies students can develop toward the fulfillment of the institution’s educa-
tional promises. The competition for student time and energy, especially 
without a clear sense of the benefits offered in exchange for such expendi-
tures, may be doing harm to students, no matter how great the intentions. 
For example, a developmentally sequenced, logical, and well- orchestrated 
plan for sharing directions and resources is important for student learn-
ing. A communication plan can help identify if multiple departments are 
sharing duplicative messages with students, contradictory details, or con-
tent that is offered during an unnecessary time frame. The authors have 
seen this on campuses that align all communication to incoming students 
through a single orientation office and email address after the admissions 
process is complete and before students arrive. This can allow for batch-
ing information together so that it is timely, included with other similar 
content, and developed in a visually appealing manner to catch students’ 
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11why a curricular approach in student affairs?

attention. A more serious approach to teaching and learning is called 
for and a much stronger value proposition about the learning potential 
beyond the classroom is necessary. It is essential that student affairs educa-
tors move from basic exposure platforms toward an examination of how 
each student under their scope of responsibility can best learn in ways that 
are consistent with the educational mission of the institution.

Rationale for a Paradigm Shift

The importance of honoring students as learners and shifting from teacher- 
centric paradigms to learner- focused ones within the scope of higher educa-
tion has been documented in various forms of scholarship. R.B. Barr and Tagg 
(1995), in “From Teaching to Learning,” asserted students and institutions 
should cocreate learning experiences. Further, they claimed, with a learning 
paradigm, “a college’s purpose is not to transfer knowledge but to create envi-
ronments and experiences that bring students to discover and construct knowl-
edge for themselves, to make students members of communities of learners that 
make discoveries and solve problems” (p. 15). R.B. Barr and Tagg concluded 
that a learning paradigm better situates practice that will contribute to the insti-
tution’s objectives, including but not limited to retention, increased graduation 
rates, and student preparedness for postcollege life.

Guiding learning by articulated outcomes for learners has long guided 
good educational practice in the K–12 context and has now begun to guide 
quality academic programs in higher education through expectations of 
accreditation agencies and to permeate student affairs literature (Bresciani et 
al., 2009). The Association of American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U, 
2008) has put forth a set of “Essential Learning Outcomes” that are espoused 
to be the core of a liberal undergraduate education. Examples of AAC&U 
outcomes for today’s learners include domains such as intellectual and practi-
cal skills (e.g., critical and creative thinking, teamwork and problem- solving) 
and personal and social responsibility (e.g., civic knowledge and engage-
ment, both local and global; intercultural knowledge and competence; and 
foundations and skills for lifelong learning).

In Learning Reconsidered (Keeling, 2004), scholars describe learning as 
“a comprehensive, holistic, transformative activity that integrates academic 
learning and student development, processes that have often been consid-
ered separate, and even independent, of each other” (p. 4). Authors of that 
document acknowledge much of the literature that influenced higher edu-
cation and student affairs to that point. Perhaps one of the most salient mes-
sages of Learning Reconsidered is the emphasis on transformative learning 
and placing students at the center of experiences versus simply conducting 
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transactions with students. The authors underscore that students do not 
have a bifurcated experience of college with student learning occurring in 
classrooms and student development beyond classrooms. However, campus 
buildings, organizational structures, staffing patterns, budgets, and other 
systems are set up in a bifurcated manner that does not reflect how stu-
dents experience college. Learning Reconsidered offers the following seven 
broad, desired learning outcomes for transformative education: cognitive 
complexity; knowledge acquisition, integration, and application; humani-
tarianism; civic engagement; interpersonal and intrapersonal competence; 
practical competence; and persistence and academic achievement (Keeling, 
2004). Other learning outcome frameworks include the Council for the 
Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) and the Degree 
Qualifications Profile (DQP).

In 2006, Whitt published “Are All of Your Educators Educating?” In 
the article she challenged everyone working with students beyond the class-
room to “focus on student learning. Period.” (p. 3). The remainder of the 
article suggested the following ways to do that: Create key partnerships, hold 
students to high expectations, develop early warning systems, teach students 
how to succeed, celebrate diversity, invest in programs and people who con-
tribute to student learning, use data- driven decision- making, create spaces 
for learning, and make all halls learning communities.

A curricular approach aligns the mission, goals, outcomes, and prac-
tices of a student affairs division, department, or other unit that works to 
educate students beyond the classroom with those of the institution and 
organizes intentional and developmentally sequenced strategies to facilitate 
student learning (Edwards & Gardner, 2019; Kennedy, 2013; Kerr et al., 
2017; Kerr & Tweedy, 2006; Shushok et al., 2013). Changing organiza-
tions to focus more clearly on student learning in a demonstrable man-
ner takes more than language changes. Substantive change throughout the 
organization’s staffing, practices, and processes needs to be broadly consid-
ered for such a movement to achieve desired outcomes and be sustained 
long term.

The shift to a curricular approach to learning beyond the classroom 
moves student affairs educators from being transactional to transformational. 
It allows educators to honor, synthesize, integrate, assess, and continually 
design pedagogy in the cocurricular arena. As discussed earlier in this chap-
ter, Table 1.1 summarizes the distinctions between traditional educational 
approaches and the curricular approach. This series of changes reflects the 
shift to a new approach to educating beyond the classroom, which educa-
tors can adopt to refocus commitment, time, energy, and resources to foster 
student learning.
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The Curricular Approach

Adopting the mind- set of educator over administrator and focusing not on 
the teacher but on the learner requires today’s educators beyond the class-
room to understand the magnitude of a paradigm shift from traditional edu-
cational approaches to a curricular approach. The foundational questions 
that are inherent to the curricular approach are “What do we want students 
to learn?” and “How do we help facilitate experiences that will foster that 
learning?” Each student affairs educator has a role in facilitating and enhanc-
ing student learning (Whitt, 2006). Most experiences central to students’ 
lives at college are relevant: living in a residence hall community, serving as 
an orientation leader or in another peer leader role, participating in a student 
organization, attending a conduct meeting, visiting the counseling center, 
and more. In a traditional approach, student affairs educators often observe 
existing experiences and associate assumed learning to them. The assump-
tions may be accurate, or wildly inaccurate.

With a curricular approach, student affairs educators start with the end 
in mind: To accomplish the desired, predetermined educational aims that 
have been developed based on research, literature, data, and institution spe-
cifics, how can these student experiences be tailored, modified, or changed 
based on good pedagogy to facilitate learning? These ends, or learning aims, 
are grounded in the institutional context and as such are unique to meet the 
institutional mission and purpose as well as the student background, needs, 
and experiences. Achieving the learning aims may mean providing infor-
mation on conflict resolution, offering activities to practice applying con-
flict resolution strategies, and carefully crafting opportunities for students to 
reflect and engage in their own learner- directed meaning- making. If initia-
tives do not serve an educational purpose, why are resources being invested 
in them, instead of something that does have educational merit? Students’ 
diverse approaches to learning are incorporated, and assessment, both quali-
tative and quantitative, is used to foster a cycle of continuous improvement 
to enhance student learning and improve the effectiveness of educational 
strategies.

In addition to the distinction of applying scholarship, and use of learn-
ing outcomes and pedagogy, the curricular approach represents optimal 
stewardship of resources. The art of maximizing resources is most evident 
when an entire division implements the approach to achieve shared learning 
goals. With previous approaches, student affairs staff members’ efforts were 
typically not coordinated; thus, duplication, redundancy, and competition 
within and among units often occurred. Staff members attempting to devise 
deliverable content in isolation of division colleagues often struggled. There 
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may have been experts within another department at the institution who 
could have provided content better or may have been better positioned to 
reach learners.

By planning educational strategies in a developmentally sequenced man-
ner, student affairs educators and others have the capacity to better utilize 
resources of funding, staff and student time, energy, and focus. Further, stu-
dent affairs divisions with shared student learning goals can maximize the use 
of resources by reviewing the nature, timing, and assessment of educational 
strategies to remove unnecessary redundancy and plan integration and rein-
forcement that is useful in the student learning process.

While a curricular approach has been utilized in K–12 education and 
in the academic affairs area of higher education for a long time, it is a novel 
approach to learning beyond the classroom, applied in practice initially 
within the housing and residence life functional area and now permeating 
philosophies and priorities to broader campus contexts. There is nothing 
about this approach that ties it to housing as a functional area. Since the first 
Residential Curriculum Institute in 2007, the authors have seen more and 
more institutions launching a curricular approach as a student affairs divi-
sion or expanding from a residential curriculum to a divisional curriculum. 
Coordinated and articulated institutional goals for the student experience 
beyond the classroom, across a division of student affairs, allow for different 
departments to organize their educational initiatives and strategies to be in 
alignment and foster integration of educational initiatives throughout the 
student experience.

Impact of This Change

Shifting from a traditional approach to educating beyond the classroom to a 
curricular approach can be a time- consuming and painstaking process; how-
ever, when fully actualized the authors have found it incredibly rewarding 
for students, staff, and the institution. Because each set of learning aims and 
strategies to achieve these aims is unique to the institution and its students, 
it is hard to compare the results across institutions. When the goals and out-
comes differ as well as the educational strategies and student experiences, 
apples to apples comparisons are impossible. However, the authors do see 
trends emerging across institutions from the data schools use to assess their 
own curricular efforts.

The most important gains the authors have observed on their own cam-
puses and through their work with colleagues throughout the United States 
and Canada are student learning gains. Student affairs divisions and other 
units can demonstrate clear student gains connected to institutional goals in 
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specific knowledge, skill, and competency areas. For instance, one depart-
ment of residence life at a midsized liberal arts institution on the East Coast 
was highlighted as a model during the presentation by the accreditation team 
not only for how student affairs staff could use learning outcomes and assess-
ment but also for how academic units could do so.

The ongoing cycle of continuous improvement can be professionally 
energizing. Staff working with students beyond the classroom have seen 
fallacies in their initial assumptions and frameworks and made immediate 
improvements. One of the most common thoughts the authors hear from 
new professionals specifically after implementing a curricular approach 
is, “I finally get to use my master’s degree.” Engaging thoughtfully about 
student needs, designing content and pedagogy to align, implement-
ing systemically, and utilizing assessment to see where the learning aims 
are progressing and how improvements can be made is rewarding. With 
clearly stated student learning goals, students are demonstrating their 
ability to move from being passive recipients of learning to actors in the 
dynamic learning process.

The shared student learning–focused language within and between 
units has also been reported as a strong benefit on campuses the authors 
have assisted. We have seen shared language reduce silos to foster real 
collaboration and to make student learning more seamless. Educational 
strategies are developed and implemented in a proactive manner rather 
than as a reaction to the latest issue on campus. Competition between 
(or among) departments is replaced with collaboration, making units and 
divisions nimbler and more responsive. Instead of being experts on cam-
pus for how to order the right number of T- shirts by size or how to throw 
a social event, student affairs educators are called on for their new and 
developing expertise on learning outcomes, assessment, and pedagogy. 
One large institution in the Southeast found it saved 80% of the resi-
dence life programming budget in their first year of implementation of 
their curricular approach. This $80,000 in savings came almost exclusively 
from not needing to buy pizza to cajole students to attend poorly planned 
and organized programs. When students can engage in high- quality, well- 
planned, and meaningful learning experiences, they seek them out. This 
institution was able to shift those resources to leadership initiatives by 
developing retreats, inviting speakers, offering self- assessments, and more. 
Many student affairs educators who have made this shift find themselves 
engaged in different conversations on campus such as being invited to 
join the accreditation team, to sit on the advisory board for the center for 
teaching and learning, or to contribute meaningfully to the faculty sen-
ate’s development of learning goals and outcomes for general education.
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The curricular approach grows campus partnerships that connect student 
learning efforts between units in a division and between student affairs and aca-
demic affairs. A student affairs division with a statement of educational priority 
focused on civic engagement and citizenship may find an integrated partnership 
with a school of public policy. A combined effort by the counseling center, 
student wellness, and student health units may connect with courses in public 
health policy to further the use of positive social norming as a pedagogy. A 
student union staff may develop a slate of speakers and entertainers that fur-
thers elements of the campus common read book selected by the faculty that all 
incoming students read. Many possibilities arise when articulated educational 
aims are shared among student affairs and other educators and when those edu-
cators can connect, align, and integrate student learning strategies. For example, 
when the strategic enrollment management plan called for an increase in avail-
able short courses (eight- week courses starting halfway through the semester) at 
one of the author’s institutions, the dean of University College reached out to 
Residential Life and requested assistance in designing these courses because of 
the success with the curriculum Residential Life was offering on that campus. 
The curricular approach provides many new opportunities for partnership and 
allows student affairs educators to better demonstrate the value added to the 
educational experience.

College and university success is measured most commonly by retention 
and graduation rates and increasingly by success after graduation. While it 
is difficult to prove causality, increases in persistence and retention to the 
institution as well as to individual learning experiences such as living on 
campus have been very common. One large institution in the Midwest saw a 
6% increase in first- year to second- year retention during the first three years 
of the implementation of their curricular approach in the residence halls. 
Promising measures positively connected to student retention and gradua-
tion do exist, such as increases in student sense of belonging, student sat-
isfaction with the overall learning environment, student engagement, and 
student self- efficacy. Campuses have seen their trends increase in a positive 
direction on national assessments like Skyfactor Benchmark surveys, NSSE, 
and first- year experience surveys.

Other indirect but important measures attributed to the curricular 
approach include deepening connections between students and professional 
and paraprofessional staff members. Direct engagement in the student learn-
ing process has afforded many educators the opportunity to engage with 
students in a proactive rather than reactive manner. Through a curricular 
approach, learning goals and points of connection are designed and imple-
mented systematically, not by happenstance. One large public institution in 
the Northeast saw a 147% increase in their care and concern reports, which 
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allowed them to be aware of more student issues when they were at a lower 
level and intervention could result in learning and a more positive outcome.

Though not an intended product, many institutions the authors have 
worked with and attended report as much as a 20–30% reduction in stu-
dent conduct incident reports and hearings following the implementation 
of a curricular approach. One large public institution in the Midwest saw 
a 50% reduction in conduct reports and hearings. Results such as these 
often come from learning goals and outcomes that emphasize a different 
way of conceptualizing community and implementation plans that actu-
alize community members holding each other accountable. In residence 
life and housing, the reduction in serious conduct issues has allowed resi-
dent assistants to shift energies toward coaching and advising and away 
from general authority and security roles. New professional- level staff 
have expressed time and time again that they have a renewed appreciation 
for their work when they view it from the role of teaching and learning 
rather than administrative management with elusive gains from their pro-
gramming efforts, resulting in increased professional staff engagement and 
retention (for the right reasons).

Conclusion

Student affairs educators in environments beyond the classroom in higher 
education have advanced their practice to mirror models most familiar to 
those within the classroom in higher education and K–12. The priority has 
been to foster student learning and development toward institutional aims 
and outcomes. While a wide range of internal and external considerations 
exists for institutions of higher education, attention to how student affairs 
practice can evolve to further prioritize student learning and development 
in all spaces of campus is critical.

In this book, the authors provide context and guidance for understand-
ing and implementing the curricular approach to education beyond the 
classroom. In chapter 2, we outline what a curricular approach entails, focus-
ing on the “10 Essential Elements.” In chapter 3, we discuss how staff in a 
department or division can identify learning aims for students to guide their 
curricular approach. In chapter 4, we detail how to tangibly develop com-
ponents for implementing a curricular approach. Chapter 5 explores how 
students learn and how we can best facilitate student learning beyond the 
classroom. In chapter 6, we share insights on leading differently for a cur-
ricular approach. The process of designing a full- year or four- year sequenced 
curriculum for student learning requires division and department leaders to 
ask themselves hard questions, deeply examine institutional priorities, and 
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develop congruence on not only what students should have the opportunity 
to learn but also how students best learn beyond the classroom. The simple 
act of engaging with such questions starts the process for improving student 
learning and success.
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