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The Effects of Living On Campus versus Off Campus on Student Engagement 

I. Purpose  

As a Resident Assistant for two years, I saw how engaged my residents were on 

campus. However, when I would talk to people who lived off campus they seemed to be 

disengaged from campus activities. I wanted to see if what I already saw to be true, was shown 

through statistical analysis. In an effort to focus the scope of the study, the analysis focused on 

student engagement through involvement in extracurriculars. Thus the purpose of this thesis is 

to determine if there is a statistical relationship between students’ living situations and their 

involvement on campus. Student engagement includes much more than just involvement in 

extracurriculars as Coates (2007) defined, however, a much larger study would need to be done 

to look at all aspects of engagement. This thesis hopes to gain insight into the role on-campus 

living has as it relates to student engagement.  

II. Literature Review  

Student Engagement  

Before looking at how student engagement is affected by living on campus versus off 

campus, we must first define student engagement. Groccia (2018) stated that student 

engagement is used as an “indicator of student and institutional success and quality” (p.11). The 

concept of student engagement has been around for over 90 years with American psychologist 

Ralph Tyler’s pioneering work showing the positive link between time on task and learning 

(Groccia, 2018). There are many different definitions of student engagement with common ones 

focusing on the integration of learning activities. One definition is “the time and effort students 

devote to activities that are empirically linked to desired outcomes of college and what 

institutions do to induce students to participate in these activities” (Kuh, 2009, p. 683). Another 

definition by Coates (2007) stated, “engagement is seen to comprise active and collaborative 

learning, participation in challenging academic activities, formative communication with 

academic staff, involvement in enriching educational experiences, and feeling legitimated and 
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supported by university learning communities” (p.122). Both definitions are similar in that they 

both focus on the efforts that students and colleges put toward desired outcomes, however, the 

second definition clearly states what types of activities make up engagement. 

Student engagement is important because it is directly linked to student learning and 

desired outcomes. As Kuh (2001) stated, “What students do during college counts more in 

terms of desired outcomes than who they are or even where they go to college” (p.1). The best 

predictor of learning and personal growth is the time and effort students put into activities that 

lead to desired outcomes (Kuh, 2001). This means that how engaged students are plays a vital 

role in students reaching their desired goals. Since student engagement has an important role in 

students’ development, it needs to be a priority for both universities and their students.  

Values of Living on Campus 

Many colleges highly recommend or even require students to live on campus at some 

point in their college career. This is often because research has found that there is a link 

between living on campus and improved academic performance. Thompson, Samiratedu, and 

Rafter (1993; as cited by de Araujo and Murray, 2010) stated “freshman that live on campus are 

more likely to remain in school, make more progress in their program, and have higher 

academic performance” (p.1). Another study, done by de Araujo and Murray (2010) found that 

on-campus living had a positive impact on academic performance. They found the correlation 

between positive academic performance and living on campus continued even once the 

students moved off-campus. They also found that students who live on campus are less likely to 

use university resources than those who live off campus. However, they did find that living on 

campus benefits students’ social behaviors. Students who have lived on campus consume less 

alcohol than students who have not. They also spend more time studying with students in their 

classes and their roommates, and are more likely to be involved in extracurriculars (de Araujo & 

Murray, 2010).  
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However, not all studies have found a positive relationship between living on campus 

and academic performance. Delucchi (1993) completed a study on a school comparing students 

who live in a dorm, live in an apartment housing adjacent to campus, and commute to campus. 

The study found that students who commuted to campus had a significant positive effect on 

academic performance and apartment housing had the worst effect on academic performance. 

While some studies have shown a positive correlation between on-campus living and academic 

performance, not all studies supported this possible correlation. 

Engagement Benefit of Living On Campus 

If on-campus living has a positive impact on student engagement then it might also have 

a positive but indirect impact on student learning and personal development. Within the past 30 

years, researchers have drastically changed their beliefs on the impact of living on-campus and 

the impact on student engagement. Studies done in the early 1990s found that living on campus 

had a significant impact on student engagement. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) stated that 

living on campus is “perhaps the single most consistent within-college determinant of the impact 

of college” (p. 611). However, by the early 2000s studies showed that living on campus 

indirectly affected student growth. Pascarella and Terenzini stated “Little evidence, however, 

suggested that living on or off campus influenced either knowledge acquisition or general 

cognitive growth. Living on campus, however, appears to foster change indirectly, by 

maximizing the opportunities for social, cultural, and extracurricular engagement” (2005, p. 603). 

Research post-1990 is less compelling than previous research, however, it still shows that on-

campus living has a positive impact on engagement. 

In just over ten years, researchers changed their findings of living on campus from 

having a significant impact on student growth and outcomes to having an indirect effect through 

engagement. Research has continued to show less of a positive impact on students living on 

campus. It is suggested that this is because collegiate and residential experiences are 

becoming less immersive. With the increase in technology, it is easier for students to interact 
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with friends and family. This means that on-campus students do not need to rely as heavily on 

those they live with for social interactions (Gemmill & Peterson, 2006). Another problem with 

looking at the effects of living on campus versus off campus is that direct comparisons are 

complex and there is much variation. For example, “while a good amount of anecdotal evidence 

supports the benefits of living on campus, valid measurements are difficult to achieve” (Graham 

et al., 2018, p. 256). There are so many different factors that play a role in student engagement 

that it is difficult to have valid measurements. 

More recent research has shown contradicting ideas when it comes to the impact of on-

campus living on students. Mayhew et al. (2016) found that living on campus appears to create 

greater social integration, but it also can lead to lower psychological well-being. Whereas, 

Kowalski (2022) stated, “there is a history of research that demonstrates student residence halls 

have a positive impact on student outcomes” (p. 4). Also de Araujo and Murray (2010) found 

that students who live on campus are more likely to be involved in extracurriculars. While more 

recent studies do not agree on how much on-campus living impacts student outcomes, there is 

consistency in the fact that they no longer believe that on-campus living significantly impacts 

student outcomes as much as it was believed to in the 1990s. Even so, most research still 

states that living on campus leads to greater social integration and opportunities to be involved 

in extracurricular activities.  

III. Research Questions  

Does living on campus versus off campus affect student engagement? Are students who 

have lived on campus in the past more likely to be involved in on-campus activities than 

students who have never lived on campus? 

IV. Methodology  

In order to answer the question of how students’ living situations affect their engagement 

on campus, a study was completed by surveying 1000 students on different aspects of their 

college and living experiences (see Appendix A). The study was approved by the Institutional 
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Review Board (IRB) at the University of Northern Iowa and followed all regulations necessary to 

ensure the rights and welfare of the human research participants (see Appendix B). All 

members working or advising the study have completed the Human Subjects Training 

necessary to do a study involving human subjects.  

Of the 1000 students, 500 currently live on campus and the other 500 students live off 

campus. The study excluded non-traditional students who were younger than 18 years old or 

older than 25 years old, part-time students, online students, and graduate students. First-year 

students were excluded as well, due to the fact that the survey was sent out during their first 

month of college. It is important to look at the engagement of non-traditional students, however, 

that was beyond the scope of the study. In the survey students were asked how many 

organizations students are a part of, what types of activities they are involved in (academic 

versus nonacademic), if they hold leadership positions, and how much time per week they 

spend participating in different types of events. The survey was sent out to students in mid-

September and was open for nine days. The survey had 318 responses and after excluding 

non-traditional students there were 169 responses used in the analysis of the survey. Of the 169 

responses, 97 students live on campus and 72 students live off campus.  

V. Results  

Descriptive Statistics Analysis 

Students who live on campus are not only more likely to be in a student organization, but 

also more likely to be involved in multiple organizations. Of those who live on campus, 77.3% 

are involved in one or more organizations, compared to only 61.1% of students who live off 

campus. Only 37.5% of off campus students are in two or more organizations, whereas 53.7% 

of on campus students are in two or more organizations. On campus students are also twice as 

likely to be involved in three or more organizations than off campus students, with 32% of on 

campus students being involved in three or more organizations while only 16.7% of off campus 

students are. The results are summarized in Table 1.  
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Table 1: Number of Student Organizations Based on Living Situation 

 

 Living on campus in the past continues to have a positive impact on engagement even 

when students no longer live on campus. Only 45% of students who have never lived on 

campus are involved in at least one organization, compared to 70.2% of students who have 

lived on campus in the past. Of those who never lived on campus, 32% of students are involved 

in two or more organizations, compared to 40.4% of students who previously lived on campus. 

Looking at the involvement in three or more organizations, the percentage of each group is 

similar with 16% of students who have never lived on campus and 17% of students who had 

lived on campus in the past. However, the distribution of each group is different; 16% of 

students who have never lived on campus are in three organizations, whereas only 10.6% of 

those who had lived on campus in the past were in three organizations, 4.3% were in four 

organizations, and 2.1% were in five or more organizations. None of the students that have 

never lived on campus reported involvement in more than three organizations (See Table 2).  
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Table 2: Number of Student Organizations Based on Living On Campus in the Past 

 
 Students who are within walking distance of campus versus commuting to campus have 

a slightly different pattern of involvement. Students who live within walking distance are more 

likely to be involved in at least one organization. However, students who commute to campus 

and are in an organization are more likely to be involved in multiple organizations. Only 50% of 

students who commute to campus are involved in at least one organization compared to 70% of 

students who are within walking distance. However, of the students that were in at least one 

organization, 71.4% of commuting students are in more than one, and only 60.7% of students of 

walking distance students are. Table 3 shows the results of Off Campus involvement between 

students that are within walking distance and students who commute to campus. 

Table 3: Off Campus Involvement Based on Living Situation 
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 Students who live on campus are not only more likely to be involved in a student 

organization, but they are also more likely to hold a leadership position. 53.3% of students who 

live on campus and are in a student organization hold at least one leadership position. Whereas 

only 50% of students who live off campus hold a leadership position. The biggest difference 

though is when looking at how many positions students hold. Of the students who live off 

campus and are involved, only 13.6% hold 2 leadership positions and none hold more than 2. 

Compared to 21.3% of students who live on campus, and 2.6% of students who hold more than 

two leadership positions(See Table 4).  

Table 4: Leadership Positions Based on Living Situation 

 

Students who live on campus go to more on campus events each week than students 

who live off campus. On average, 79.4% of on campus students go to an event, whereas only 

65.3% of off campus students do. In the survey, students were asked if they felt engaged on 

campus outside of classes. The answers between on campus students and off campus students 

were very different, with 59.8% of students who live on campus saying that they feel engaged 

on campus. However, only 33.3% of off campus students feel engaged outside of classes. On 

campus students are almost twice as likely to feel engaged on campus than off campus 

students. Living on campus in the past also affects how engaged students feel; 40.4% of 

students who have lived on campus in the past feel engaged compared to only 20% of students 
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who have never lived on campus feel engaged. Currently living on campus and living on 

campus in the past has a positive impact on how engaged students feel on campus. Students 

who live on campus are the most likely to feel engaged and students who have never lived on 

campus feel the least engaged on campus.  

Chi-square Test for Independence On Campus versus Off Campus 

In order to analyze if living on campus versus off campus affects involvement, a chi-

square test for independence was used. “Chi-Square - Sociology 3112, n.d.” was used to 

ensure the accuracy of the information below. A chi-square test determines whether or not two 

variables are related to each other. If they are not related then they are independent of each 

other. When administering a chi-square test there are a few assumptions that must be met. The 

first is that the data must be randomly selected, and the survey used for this study was sent out 

to a random set of students. The second is that the variables must be nominal or ordinal. For 

this study, I looked at whether students are involved in at least one organization with a simple 

yes or no and did they live on campus, yes or no. Table 5 shows the results of the survey on 

whether or not students are involved on campus.  

 

Table 5. Actual Results of Being Involved On Campus and Living Situation 

  Involved On 
Campus 

 

  Yes No 

Living On 
Campus 

Yes 75 22 

 No 44 28 

 

The next part of using a chi-square test is determining the null and alternative 

hypotheses. The null hypothesis(H0) assumes that there is no relationship between the 

variables and the alternative(H1) hypothesis assumes there is a relationship.  
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H0: There is no relationship between living on campus and being involved on campus. 

H1: There is a relationship between living on campus and being involved on campus. 

Table 1 has the results from the survey that was sent out. The next step in using a chi-square 

test is to find the expected frequency of each cell if there is no relationship between the two 

variables. Table 6 shows that if there is no relationship between living on campus and being 

involved on campus then 68 students would live on campus and be involved. However, what the 

actual survey showed was that 75 students lived on campus and were involved.   

 

Table 6. Expected Results of Being Involved On Campus and Living Situation 

 
 

 Involved On 
Campus 

 

  Yes No 

Living On 
Campus 

Yes 68.3 28.7 

 No 50.7 21.3 

To find the chi-square statistic we use the formula, (“Chi-Square - 

Sociology 3112”, n.d.). Which is then applied to the results from the survey and expected 

results. This gives a chi-square statistic of 5.2114. The next step was to compare the statistic of 

5.2114 to the critical statistic. To find the critical statistic it is necessary to have the alpha, which 

represents the probability of the results being because of chance (Alpha & Beta, 2023). In social 

sciences, an alpha of 0.05 is used (“Chi-Square - Sociology 3112”, n.d.). It is also necessary to 

find the degrees of freedom which is “the maximum number of logically independent values, 

which may vary in a data sample” (Ganti, 2023). The degrees of freedom are found using Table 

1, which is the number of columns minus one multiplied by the number of rows minus one. For 

the 2 x 2 table used in this study, the degrees of freedom are (2-1) x (2-1) = 1. Looking at a chi-

square table, with an alpha of 0.05 and 1 degree of freedom gives a critical statistic of 3.84 (See 

Appendix C, ”Interpreting the Results”). Comparing the obtained statistic of 5.2114 and the 
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critical statistic of 3.84, the obtained statistic is greater. This results in the null hypothesis being 

rejected. By rejecting the null hypothesis, the alternative hypothesis is supported by showing 

there is a statistically significant relationship between the two variables.  

Chi-square Test for Independence Living On Campus in the Past 

 In order to answer the research question “Are students who have lived on campus in the 

past more likely to be involved in on-campus activities than students who have never lived on 

campus?”, another chi-square test was conducted.  

H0: There is no relationship between living on campus in the past and being involved on 

campus. 

H1: There is a relationship between living on campus in the past and being involved on 

campus. 

Table 7 represents the results from the survey and Table 8 represents the expected results if 

there is no relationship between being involved on campus and living on campus in the past. 

 

Table 7. Actual Results of Being Involved On Campus and Living On Campus in the Past 

 
 

 Involved On 
Campus 

 

  Yes No 

Lived On 
Campus 

Yes 33 14 

 No 11 14 

 

Table 8. Expected Results of Being Involved On Campus and Living On Campus in the Past 

  Involved On 
Campus 

 

  Yes No 

Lived On 
Campus 

Yes 28.7 18.3 

 No 15.3 9.7 
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The procedures described above resulted in a chi-square statistic of 4.7183. Once 

again, a critical statistic of 3.84 is used since the alpha is 0.05 and the degree of freedom is 1. 

The null hypothesis can be rejected since 4.7183 is greater than the critical statistic of 3.84. 

Thus, the alternative hypothesis is supported meaning that there is a statistically significant 

relationship between involvement on campus and living on campus in the past. Not only are 

students who live on campus more likely to be involved than students who live off campus, but 

students who have lived on campus in the past are more likely to be involved than students who 

have never lived on campus. This indicates that living on campus continues to have a positive 

impact on engagement even once students no longer live on campus.  

VI. Summary  

In my personal experience, I saw the effects living on campus had on student 

engagement. I spent two years working as a Resident Assistant (RA) and I saw my residents 

make friends on the floor, join different organizations, and overall be engaged in all areas on 

campus. However, I saw that my classmates and friends who lived off campus had a different 

experience. They went to classes and then left campus to work and go home. When I would ask 

them if they wanted to go to an event on campus they often didn’t even know that it was 

happening. It felt like students who lived off campus were disengaged from on campus 

activities. I wanted to see if research also showed what I saw in my own experience. When 

looking at recent studies researching student engagement and living on campus there seemed 

to be at best a small positive relationship (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005). This however, was 

different from what I personally experienced on campus. This led me to conduct a study to see if 

on-campus living did have a positive impact on student involvement. Thus the purpose of this 

thesis was to see if there was a positive statistical relationship between living on campus and 

student involvement. 

The study found that living on campus appears to play a significant role in student 

involvement and feeling engaged on campus. These results can be seen not only by the 
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statistically significant relationship between on campus students and involvement, but also by 

the quantitative analyses of the data. Not only does living on campus mean that students are 

more likely to be in student organizations, but it also makes them more likely to be involved in 

multiple organizations. Students who live on campus are more likely to hold leadership 

positions, go to more events on campus, and feel more engaged than their counterparts. Living 

on campus has a significant positive impact on student involvement.  

 Living on campus continues to have a positive impact on students' involvement even 

once they move off campus. There is a statistically significant relationship between living on 

campus in the past and involvement on campus.Students who have lived on campus in the past 

are more likely to be involved in an organization and more likely to be involved in multiple 

organizations than students who have never lived on campus. Perhaps the biggest difference 

between these two groups though is how engaged the students feel. Only one in five students 

who have never lived on campus feel engaged on campus. This is compared to two in five 

students who have lived on campus in the past. 

 An important variable that impacted involvement for off campus students was whether or 

not students walk to campus or commute. Students who live within walking distance are more 

likely to be involved in at least one organization than students who commute to campus. 

However, when looking at off campus students who were involved in at least one organization, 

commuting students were actually more likely to be involved than students who live within 

walking distance. It is possible that this is due to the low number of participants in the study or 

even the fact that the students who commute to campus have more motivation to be involved 

because it takes more work on their part. However, further research would be needed to make 

conclusions on why that might be.  

 Students who live on campus are more likely to be involved than any other students. 

The students who are least involved are those who have never lived on campus. This shows 

that on campus living has a positive impact on involvement on campus. It continues to have a 
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positive impact, though not as strong, even once students move off campus. The results show 

that on campus living has a strong positive impact on involvement, and it also helps students 

feel more engaged. While this study cannot say whether or not on-campus living impacts 

student engagement as a whole, it does show that it greatly impacts student involvement. 

There were a few limitations of the study. The total number of responses used was 169 

students with 97 students living on campus and 72 students living off campus. Which means 

that the sample was smaller than desired, and in turn limits the validity of the study. Another 

limitation of the study was that there were only 25 students who had never lived on campus, 

which once again limits the validity. The last limitation of the study was the research was 

conducted at a regional comprehensive university and may not be applicable to other 

institutions.  

Future research should include looking at student engagement through multiple lenses 

and not only involvement in student organizations. Previous studies, as outlined in the literature 

review, have shown that living on campus has less of an effect on engagement than it used to 

and it would be interesting to see why that is. Is it because of technology, which means that 

students feel more connected nowadays? Or is it because campuses are getting larger 

throughout the country? Does the type of college play an important role in student engagement? 

At smaller colleges, even if students live off campus they often do not live very far away. 

Whereas, at larger colleges students often have to travel farther to get to campus. It would be 

interesting to see if large versus small campuses have different outcomes for student 

engagement when looking at on campus students versus off campus students. 

This led to the study that I conducted to see if statistics backed up my own findings. 

Which my study did conclude, finding that students who live on campus are more likely to be 

involved, go to events on campus, and have executive positions in their organizations.  
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Research has shown that student engagement has a significant impact on the success 

of a student, both academically and socially, while attending higher education. The literature 

review identified that on-campus living had a small indirect effect on student engagement. 

However, my experiences in higher education and as an engaged student found the effect to be 

much more direct. The results of this study are important because it proves that living on 

campus has a positive impact on students' college experience. College is much more than 

simply academics, students who live on campus have a more well-rounded college experience 

as a result of their level of engagement, furthering their development and success as a student. 

 

 

  



THE EFFECTS OF LIVING ON CAMPUS VERSUS OFF CAMPUS ON STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

 

16 

References  

Alpha & Beta - Statistics Resources - LibGuides at Northcentral University. (2023). NCU Library.  

https://resources.nu.edu/statsresources/alphabeta 

de Araujo, P., Murray, J. (2010). Academic benefits of living on campus. SSRN Electronic  

Journal, 1-16. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1628371  

Delucchi, M. (1993). Academic performance in college town. EDUCATION-INDIANAPOLIS-,  

114, 96-96. 

Ganti, A. (2023). Degrees of Freedom in Statistics Explained: Formula and Example.  

Investopedia. https://www.investopedia.com/terms/d/degrees-of-freedom.asp 

Gemmill, E. L., Peterson, M. (2006). Technology use among college students: Implications for  

student affairs professionals. NASPA Journal, 43(2).  

https://doi.org/10.2202/0027-6014.1640  

Graham, P. A., Hurtado, S. S., Gonyea, R. M. (2018). The benefits of living on campus: 

 Do residence halls provide distinctive environments of engagement? Journal of Student 

Affairs Research and Practice, 55(3), 255–269. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/19496591.2018.1474752  

Groccia, J. E. (2018). What is student engagement? New Directions for Teaching and Learning,  

(154), 11–20. https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.20287  

Kowalski, P. (2022). The Impact of Campus Housing on Student Outcomes. Temple  

University ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 1-132.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.34944/dspace/7655  

Kuh, G. D. (2001). The National Survey of Student Engagement: Conceptual framework and  

overview of psychometric properties. 

Kuh, G. D. (2009). What student affairs professionals need to know about student engagement.  

Journal of College Student Development, 50(6), 683–706. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.0.0099  



THE EFFECTS OF LIVING ON CAMPUS VERSUS OFF CAMPUS ON STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

 

17 

LaNasa, S. M., Olson, E., Alleman, N. (2007). The Impact of on-campus student growth  

on First-Year Student Engagement and Success. Research in Higher Education, 48(8),  

941–966. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-007-9056-5  

Mayhew, M. J., Rockenbach, A. B., Bowman, N. A., Seifert, T. A., Wolniak, G. C., Pascarella, E.  

T., Terenzini, P. T. (2016). How college affects students. 21st century evidence that  

Higher Education Works (Vol. 3). Jossey-Bass, San Francisco.   

Pascarella, E.T., Terenzini, P. T. (1991). How college affects students: Findings and  

insights from twenty years of research. Jossey-Bass, San Francisco.  

Pascarella, E.T., Terenzini, P. T. (2005). How college affects students: A third decade of   

research (Vol. 2). Jossey-Bass, San Francisco 

Step 5 - interpreting the results. PASSEL. (n.d.).  

https://passel2.unl.edu/view/lesson/9beaa382bf7e/8.  

The chi-square test for Independence. Chi-Square - Sociology 3112 - Department of Sociology - 

The University of Utah. (n.d.). https://soc.utah.edu/sociology3112/chi-square.php.  

 

 



THE EFFECTS OF LIVING ON CAMPUS VERSUS OFF CAMPUS ON STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

 

18 

Appendix A 
Survey Questions for Participants to Complete Document

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yt-BKt0ogzEErg08xdGOROcNZjd9t7KT/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yt-BKt0ogzEErg08xdGOROcNZjd9t7KT/view?usp=sharing
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