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Findings from the thematic analysis of the semi-structured 
interviews exploring the relationship between residential life 
and NACE competencies resulted in three emergent themes.

• Unique Context – Participants described how living on 
campus presented them with unique opportunities due to 
their new living assignment. The on-campus experience 
was credited by participants as exposing them to a unique 
opportunity for the first time and providing outcomes that 
they were not initially expecting (unintended outcomes). 
Participants detailed opportunities such as living with a 
roommate, living with others from various backgrounds, 
and holding a leadership position.

• Engagement with residence life – Participants discussed 
two primary elements of their residential experience that 
connect with NACE competencies: residence life processes 
and student leadership roles with the community. 
Residence life processes such as roommate agreements, 
work order system, and resident assistant (RA) interview 
process were highlighted. Student leadership roles within 
the community were revealed as contributors to NACE 
competency development, like RA and Community 
Council positions.

• Utilization and growth – participants differentiated 
between growing and utilizing a NACE skill within the 
residential life context. Growing in a skill was synonymous 
with skill development or being taught a skill. Participants 
also shared their utilization – the ability to practice skills 
with which they were already comfortable – within the 
residential setting.

While studies have examined the relationship between 
NACE competency obtainment and various aspects of the 
co-curricular experience (Massaro, 2019; Peck et al., 2016), 
to our knowledge this is the first study of how a college 
residential environment may facilitate experiences with 
NACE competencies. Fellow scholars have identified the 
need to further examine the impact of the co-curricular 
experience on NACE competency development in saying 
that they “would like to encourage scholar practitioners in 
both fields to conduct research on this topic” (Cramp et al., 
2015). Therefore, the primary purpose of this study was to 
understand how students describe their experiences with 
NACE competencies within residential life.

The research team examined residential students view 
their on-campus living experience as a means for 
developing National Association of Colleges and Employers 
(NACE) competencies.

1) Project CEO Online Program --national 
benchmarking tool provided by Campus Labs to 
measure self-reported NACE competency 
attainment.

2) Project CEO Individual Interviews--SMU 
designed interviews to measure how residents are 
experiencing NACE competencies through the 
residential experience.

Recruitment & Participants
A roster method was implemented to contact 

residential students for the online program. 339 of the 
2,563 invited individuals responded to the survey, a 
response rate of 13%. All students who completed the 
online program were emailed results and encouraged to sign 
up for an interview to discuss their results, with a total of 15 
interviews conducted until data saturation was reached.
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Participants in our study shared that NACE 
competencies are experienced through three main themes: 
unique context, engagement with residence life, and 
utilization and growth. The residential experience shows 
that overlap exists between the on-campus experience and 
lived experiences with NACE competencies. Our research is 
unique as it looks at NACE competencies from a contextual 
lens—the residential experience—compared to a position or 
a specific program. This research is important for scholars 
and housing professionals alike because it advances 
knowledge in both career readiness and its intersection with 
the residential experience. This research should further 
inform practices around how to integrate NACE 
competencies into the residential experience, such as 
encouraging reflection throughout the residential experience 
and documenting organic learning. Future research is 
recommended around creating assessment tools that will 
allow student affairs professionals to accurately assess 
competency development.

The residential community is a key part of the college 
experience simply because students spend a large majority 
of their time in the places where they live. Given this fact, a 
student’s interactions and engagement with their community 
can positively impact their learning experience. We utilized 
a constructivist, qualitative, phenomenological study design 
to examine the residential life experiences of students with 
the competencies outlined by the National Association of 
College and Employers. Findings from a thematic analysis 
of 15 semi-structured interviews resulted in three emergent 
themes around which students connect their residential life 
experiences to the competencies: unique context, 
engagement with residence life, and utilization and growth. 
This research is important for scholars and housing 
professionals alike as it advances knowledge in both career 
readiness and our understanding of how the residential 
experience contributes to transferable skills.: unique 
context, engagement with residence life, and utilization and 
growth. This research is important for scholars and housing 
professionals alike as it advances knowledge in both career 
readiness and our understanding of how the residential 
experience contributes to transferable skills.
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