





Practitioner Interview Synthesis: Campus Living Operations

Angelina Fusitua
Higher Education Administration Department, Buffalo State University
HEA618: Student Affairs Administration
Dr. Hermen Díaz III
April 21, 2026

	


		
	Working in residence life as a live-in professional can be challenging at times for a person’s well-being and can create blurred lines in someone’s work-life balance. When interviewing Northern Arizona University’s (NAU) Assistant Director for Campus Living Operations (CLO), Tommy Newsom II, the questions focused on Newsom’s experience entering the field and where Newsom as well as where his current department is at present. Newsom works in the Campus Living department, overseeing all of on-campus living facilities, operations, and supervises a portion of the campus living administrative staff while serving in a 24 hour on-call crisis intervention rotation as leadership on call. Newsom has worked in the residence life functional area for about 20 years and has served in multiple roles within student affairs, including being a live-on professional staff. 
	The residence life department has shown consistently high rates of burnout amongst professionals which can be seen across student affairs departments (Shell, 2021). Bender et al (2024) outlines this reality for all residence life staff, citing that the staff in the average residence life office work longer hours than contracted, operate in high-stress environments, and endure emotionally draining situations involving students and institutional occurrences. When asked about Newsom’s early career experience, he noted that as an entry-level staff member serving as a live-in Residence Hall Director, he fell victim to the burnout and overworking that many professionals can relate to in the residence life field. Newsom shared that while he is now a seasoned professional in a director role, he still feels overworked in some capacity and has experienced firsthand the negative impact that no work-life balance can have on a person’s social and personal life. As Bender et al (2024) highlights the impact of the high-stress environments and long working hours have on professions, both entry-level and seasoned, these findings reflect Newsom’s answers within the questions relating to trends seen throughout history in the residence life field and what Newsom’s experience has been working for several years in the field at different institutions.  
	Professionals entering residence life seek to support students and engage with the campus living community through programming, providing resources, and serving in a supervisory role to student staff. With this passion, one is limited in what one can do when institutional support is not going through the learning model that best aligns with one’s values (Shushok et al, 2011). When asked about the correlation between student success and the campus living department, Newsom provided that the Campus Living team is full of passionate, creative, and well-connected staff members that are always working to create the best living environments for students and that is a main reason for the success of their students. Newsom’s statement of the campus living staff being well-connected to campus goes to support Lukens et al (2022) claim that student success is strongly linked to the student’s ability to form connections to campus, including making friendships and sustaining campus-identity. Another cited concept is that students do not just rely on the institution to form the ideal environment, but also their fellow students (Lukens et al, 2022). When prompted to provide more context on the connection between campus living and student success, Newsom provided details of another duty that falls into his job description, overseeing the implementation of Campus Living Communities (CLC). Campus Living Communities are residence hall communities that are comprised of students who share a similar interest, major, or identity (cultural, sexuality, etc.) and Newsom states that these communities have shown substantial student success and graduation rates amongst their campus, strengthening the claims made of student success not only being reliant on institutional structure, but also their fellow students in their communities.
	Institutional values and practices can substantially affect both students and the professional at that institution, the values and philosophies held by each can create great discourse or harmony. Shushok et al (2011) argues that it is often a battle between student affairs educators and institutions when discussing the impact that physical space and environments have on student retention and learning. During the interview, Newsom stated that he has had to operate as a liaison between facilities and the campus living department and has noticed some disconnect between how the institution views facilities operations and how facilities operate. Newsom spoke on the important connection that campus living maintains with facilities, he strongly believes that NAU facilities, maintenance, and custodial workers play a pivotal role in student success and retention. Newsom has stated to have to advocate for more facilities workers when a clear understaffing was present within the residence halls, the pushback he felt from the institution before eventually agreeing to increase the facilities staff in the buildings goes to prove Shushok’s claim of discourse between institution and staff on issues pertaining to student success and the physical space the institution provides. 
	When asked of any disagreements or instances of disagreement between himself and the institution, he noted that there was always an underlying tone when communicating with NAU that gave him the sense that they were viewing students as more of a source of income than as individuals they should be developing and supporting. These anecdotes shared by Newsom followed similar thoughts as Shushok’s article, specifically echoing similar themes of the “Market Model” and the “Sleep and Eat Model”. Shushok et al (2011) tell the tale of 3 institutions, 2 of which view the students at their institutions more as “machines” that they need to keep enrolled, these models being the “Market Model” and the “Sleep and Eat Model”. Essentially these two models result in the institution giving students what they deem as “absolutely necessary”, the “Market Model” does everything they can to avoid sending money on anything related to student well-being and only builds a new residence hall once forced to as their occupation reached it’s limit and the “Sleep and Eat Model” views residence halls purely as spaces to rest at the end of the day and not as collaborative spaces for students to continue growing and developing.
	Collaborations between residence life and campus/academic partners is an ideal which promotes holistic developmental opportunities for students. Lukens et al (2022) speaks on the concept of a “collective identity”, which describes a community which feels as if you know everyone around you even if you don’t. Students have been shown to thrive in environments which connect them to different resources, communities, and experiences (Lukens et al, 2022), this is echoed in Newsom’s sentiment shared when questioned about certain ideals and philosophies. Newsom shared that he appreciates his current role within campus living because he has more leverage when pushing for certain initiatives and campus collaborations that he believes are needed in the residence halls, all of which promote holistic student development and connecting students to each other which inevitably connects them to campus which goes to form a “collective identity”. Technology comprehension and development is a competency and ideal that Newsom values and emphasized that without the advancement in the use of technology across all departments, student affairs would fall into deeper disfunction. From developing new spreadsheets to developing training for staff on how to use technology within their role ethically, Newsom holds great value for technology and appreciates the central usage of it in his department.
	The future of student affairs is something that can seem uncertain, especially with the ever-shifting political state the world is in. There has been a widely repeated sentiment of “that’s just the way it is” when these realities of working in residence life are put into question, sustaining an overwhelming pressure on staff to be successful despite the many opposing forces that exist in this field (Shushok et al, 2011). Newsom expressed concern for the residence life professionals as he acknowledges the overt pressures and unfair expectations frequently placed on staff in this field. There is a disproportionate demand for professionals to go above and beyond with little to no efforts to try and alleviate the well-known burnout of residence life staff, creating frustration and dissatisfaction amongst the student affairs educators in this field (Shell, 2021). However, Newsom shared that he believes that the future of residence life has the potential to shift for the better as new professionals gain new positions and bring change. With such a demanding field of work, departments across the student affairs areas need to reevaluate how they handle the wellbeing of their staff as it directly impacts the students and an institution (Bender et al, 2024). The interview concluded with Newsom emphasizing the importance of maintaining staff morale and prioritizing the wellbeing of their staff, insisting that a department cannot simply function because it must, but because the staff are passionate about the work they are doing and are well taken care of to carry out their mission.
	I chose to interview a professional in the residence life field because that is where my passion has been since becoming involved in residence life during the first year of my undergraduate career. Since I have served in this field in both the student staff and professional staff capacity, the amount of work and emotionally draining instances that I have experienced have only increased the longer I’ve been in this department. Conducting my own research on residence life, I knew I wanted to dive into the feelings of professionals who have worked in the field and then compare the sentiments of those professionals to my interviewee. During the interview I was able to engage with a potential path into this department and get a glimpse into the struggles and successes that one could feel throughout their time in this field. Overall, this functional area does tend to overwork their staff with demanding hours while minimizing their resources and this could be said about a lot of areas in student affairs. I knew that I wanted to make an impact on students and fight for social justice and equity through my work and I chose the residence life path a while ago because I found it to be the most engaging and uniquely advantageous way to connect with students to help them connect with campus. This interview overall did not dissuade me from the path I already put myself on, but rather empowered me to keep with my passions to make a change in not only the lives of students, but also create change in the culture of residence life departments.











Interview Protocol
· Historical and contemporary context of the functional area (i.e., When and why did this area of student affairs develop? What is the current state of this particular area?). Develop this section of the paper before the interview, as it should not be a specific question to the interviewee 
· Please describe your role and functional area. Share one or more aspects of your role that you believe are the most impactful for you and/or students
· How has your role changed from before you started till now, if unaware of how the role was before: how has the role changed or stayed the same since stepping into the position?
· What makes this area of student affairs vital to student success? How would students be affected if your current area did not exist?
· Professional foundations and principles (i.e., What is the personal philosophy of the professional you are interviewing? What common principles or philosophies guide this particular area?) 
· What personal philosophies do you let guide your praxis as a student affairs educator? How do these align with your functional area?
· Do you see any conflicting views and values between yourself, your general career field, and your institution?
· Theoretical bases of the profession (i.e., What models or theories guide this functional area or are employed by this professional? In what ways is this area contributing to student learning?) 
· What frameworks do you position within your praxis to inform the work that you do?
· Why did you choose this specific framework and what kind of impact do you see this having on students?
· Organizing and managing programs (i.e., Where does this functional area fall within the organizational structure of the institution? How might this impact the financial resources allocated to the area? How are programs managed, assessed, and financed? What collaborations occur with academic affairs if any? 
· Within your role and area, how have collaborations with other entities, on-campus and off-campus, worked to attain your department’s goals?
· Have you or others in your department felt any effects of budget/funding changes? Did these affect your organizational structure? What programs or initiatives had to be cancelled or put on hold due to these challenges?
· Essential competencies (i.e., What competencies or skills does the professional identify as necessary for successful work in this particular area? What skills would they consider themselves as being underprepared for post-graduate school? 
· Have you been able to engage with the ACPA & NASPA competencies since post-grad? How would you compare your engagement with them freshly post-grad to now as a well-seasoned professional?
· Which of these competencies have been essential to your success as a professional? Which has led to the success of your department and functional area?
· The future (i.e., What trends do they see emerging in this area? How has technology shaped their program or service development? What does recent research say about students that may impact this particular area? 
· Since being in this role for many years, has technology usage changed or shifted in any way? How do you see this developing throughout time and what effect will this have on students?
· Have you noticed any trends or patterns when using technology to engage with student’s vs when only relying on paper communication?
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