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Abstract

As impending budget cuts threaten to hinder the funding in the Department of Residential Life at Any State University, a program must be developed to offset these cuts.  The department currently spends large sums on the training, compensation, and selection of resident assistant staff.  Yet the department does not often reap rewards from these expenditures as high turnover rates and performance problems of the staff tend to create added expenditures through increased recruitment and training needs.  In addition, the department often loses potential sources of funds as residents make the decision to move off-campus, which can often be associated with resident assistant performance.  In light of these problems, the department will need to implement changes to the selection procedures, training, and compensation of resident assistants.  It is proposed that the department will need to redesign interview questions, train interviewers, redesign training procedures and the information presented, and develop an added reward system.  This project, which will begin in the Fall 2002 semester and will be fully implemented by the Spring 2005 semester will require an increase in the budget for the initial months of the project however upon implementation, the department should see cost savings of approximately $72,500 per year.  This will be a substantial cost saving, which will allow the department to offset upcoming budget cuts.

Problem Statement

Universities receive large portions of their funding from student tuition, fees, room, and board payments and residential life departments depend on large amounts of income from university housing in order to sustain current residential needs and to develop new housing to meet the changing demands of students.  Not only does the income from room and board payments pay for housing facilities, but it can also assist the university in developing dining services, which are open to all university students and staff.  These facilities in turn can yield additional sources of funds for the university.  In addition, universities are able to roll these large sums of money into interest earning accounts in order to maximize on these funds.

While university housing has been a long-standing tradition for college students, as times change, more students are seeking options outside of traditional environments.  Many students today will explore options living in Greek housing or in off-campus housing such as apartments or rental homes.  This trend to move away from on-campus housing can be devastating to the university.  Consequently universities are looking for new ways to attract and retain students in on-campus housing.  One method of attracting students that has been explored by Any State University has been to develop new styles of housing such as suite or apartment style residences.  Yet while these options may attract some students, similar options are available off campus often at a reduced cost and with less imposed rules and regulations as found in on-campus housing.  Therefore, these new housing styles alone may not serve to attract and retain students in on-campus housing.  Instead, universities may also need to employ other methods for attracting and retaining students.

One possible method for achieving this goal is through a superior resident assistant staff.  Resident assistants have the capability to influence and motivate students as well as to provide involvement activities.  If students feel that they receive care and support from a resident assistant and are provided with opportunities for involvement and growth through this nurturing environment, they are more likely to remain in the residence halls.  Therefore, the university's residential life department must invest in quality resident assistants.  In addition, as universities in Any State are experiencing budget cuts over the next several years, it is imperative that the university find a way to bring in money for on-campus housing and minimize unnecessary expenditures.

Any State University is currently experiencing difficulty in this area because of excessive amounts of turnover among resident assistants as well as performance problems.  With a high turnover rate, the university loses large amounts of money in extensive rehire and training programs each year.  The nature of this position allows the resident assistants to learn from their job.  If resident assistants consistently leave the position after only one year or less, this experience and training gained on the job is lost and the department must spend large amounts of money trying to train new staff.  In addition, the performance problems of the staff cause many students living on campus that feel that they are not receiving the proper care or the environment that they are paying for to move off-campus causing the university to lose funding from room and board payments.  In addition, as the university is currently building expensive new housing to appeal to students' changing preferences for housing, if students begin moving off campus because of problems with residence staff, the university will have empty buildings and will not be able to recoup the costs of building these new facilities.  This loss of funding coupled with added expenses for hiring and training efforts equals large losses for the university in a time when budget savings are essential.

There are several issues that lead to the turnover and poor performance records of the resident assistant staff.  

1.  One such issue is that no formal job description exists for the position.  While there is a vague description, it does not appear that it is based on a job analysis or that it has been updated and changed with any regularity.  Because of this, it is very difficult for interviewers to understand what to look for in a potential candidate.  Often interviews are subjective and decisions are based on the interviewer's "gut feeling" rather than any real understanding or consideration of job responsibilities and the KSAs required to perform these responsibilities.  This makes it almost impossible for interviewers to hire a candidate that is likely to perform well in the position.

2. In addition, it is very important that resident assistants have a good match between their personality and the position requirements.  Not everyone is a good personality fit for this position and therefore should not be hired.  However, without utilizing a job description to make these determinations, it is difficult to hire individuals who will stay in the position because they will not enjoy the position and will experience turmoil and difficulty in performing their duties.  

3.  Further, because no formal job description exists, potential candidates are rarely presented with the job description prior to being hired.  If candidates don't fully understand the position prior to being hired, they do not have the opportunity to determine whether this is a job that they would actually like to perform.  Consequently, many candidates have a misunderstanding of the position when they apply and only learn its true nature once they have been hired and have begun working.  This leads many students to leave the position within the first year.  In addition, without a clear understanding of the position and its requirements, many resident assistants fail to perform at the desired level.

4.  Another problem that leads to poor retention rates and performance problems is that the interview techniques and interviewers employed by the department are unsuccessful and not equipped to meet the requirements placed on them.  The interviewers utilized by the department are current resident assistants and hall directors or other supervisory staff.  While these people do have insight into the resident assistant position, they are not trained to serve as interviewers.  Consequently their decisions and comments are often highly subjective and based on intuition rather than job requirement information compared to candidate abilities.  In addition, as these individuals are not trained to serve as interviewers, they often unknowingly lead the candidate to a correct answer thus allowing unqualified candidates to appear qualified.  Further, while interviewers are provided with specific questions to ask candidates, there are a large number of questions available such that all cannot be covered during the interview.  This allows for significant variation in interviews resulting in candidates being asked entirely different questions making it difficult to compare candidates with any validity.  These problems with the interview situation also tend to increase problems with performance and turnover.  If interviewers are allowed to provide subjective comments on candidates, many of whom they are familiar with, they are not able to accurately assess whether the candidate would be a good fit with the position.  In addition, these subjective measures are likely to lead to the hiring of unqualified and unfit candidates who will generally enter the position, fail to perform to standard, and leave the position within a year after experiencing frustration over their inability to perform the job and their dislike of the position because of a poor match between the position requirements and their personality.

5.  Another issue related to the problem of turnover and poor performance is the failure of the department to provide job information prior to the school year in which the resident assistants have been hired to work.  Because no job description exists, information about the job is generally provided during training at the beginning of the school year.  Because this information is not presented until two weeks before the position begins, many resident assistants do not have a realistic expectation of the position.  Because of this misunderstanding concerning what the position entails, many resident assistants begin the position only to discover that it was not what they expected.  They soon realize that they are unhappy in the position and either quit immediately or try to serve out the remainder of the year, yet because of a lack of motivation due to dissatisfaction, these resident assistants frequently experience poor performance.  Losing resident assistants during the school year is more costly to the department because an entirely new pool of applicants must be targeted and recruited at this point.  However, had position information been provided shortly after resident assistants were hired or during the hiring process, the resident assistants who had unrealistic job expectations could have made the decision to quit at that point.  Losing resident assistants during this time would not be as damaging to the department as a large pool of candidates would have recently been compiled for the annual hiring and thus advertising would not have needed to be designed to attract additional candidates.

6.  Another problem related to turnover and performance problems is the fact that the training provided for resident assistants does not capture their attention.  Thus many resident assistants do not absorb the necessary information to successfully perform their job.  The reason that the training fails to capture the resident assistants' attention is that it is excessive in content.  All aspects of the position are crammed into a one and a half-week training period.  This means that resident assistants are in training all day long every day during this period.  This setup leads to burn out very quickly.  In addition, the training sessions attempt to cover everything that the resident assistants should know.  The resident assistants already understand many of these items that are covered so they often tune out of training sessions as they view them as a waste of their time.  Unfortunately this tuning out carries over to sessions in which resident assistants do not possess the knowledge and therefore do need to pay attention.  This failure to obtain this information generally results in performance problems during the year.

7.  A final problem related to high turnover and poor performance rates among resident assistants is the reward structure.  Currently, resident assistants at Any State University receive a waiver of their room and board charges.  The charges are placed onto their bursar accounts but automatically listed as paid.  Many resident assistants feel that this system is unsatisfactory because they don't feel like they actually are paid for their work.  Some resident assistants would rather receive a monthly stipend which they could use as they please while others would like to receive the waiver of room and board plus a small monthly stipend as added compensation.

8.  In addition, there are no added incentives for the resident assistants.  Occasionally they are recognized as being an RA of the Month, yet they, their supervisor, and their staff are generally the only individuals who are aware of this recognition.   Nothing further is usually done to recognize the resident assistants receiving this honor other than to print the information in a weekly journal distributed to each floor but rarely posted for residents with any consistency.  Because of this lack of recognition and dissatisfaction with the compensation system, many resident assistants do not feel motivated to perform well.  They begin to develop an entitled attitude in which they believe that residential life owes them these perks for giving so much of their time to the position and always being "on-call" because their work and home environment are the same.  When the resident assistants feel entitled but do not feel that they are receiving what they are entitled too, their performance level drops and they begin looking for other employment options.

Assessment

There are a number of ways in which this problem can be assessed.  These assessment tools can be subdivided according to the needs that they assess.  First of all, it is important to examine organizational needs.  One of the most obvious assessment tools that can be used to help develop and clarify organizational needs is an examination of turnover rates.  This can simply be conducted by comparing the total number of resident assistant positions and the number of positions needing to be filled each year.  An average for the last several years reveals that the current turnover rate is approximately 43 percent (Doe, 2002).  Based on this tool, the organization can determine that a need exists to lower this rate.  This organizational need can then be converted into an organizational goal such as reducing the turnover rate for resident assistants to 25 percent or less.

Another assessment tool focusing on an organizational analysis is an examination of tenure.  It may be important for the organization to understand how many semesters the average resident assistant remains employed by the department.  By doing this, the department can determine if turnover generally occurs within the first year in the position or if many resident assistants stay for a few years, become burned out, and then quit the position.  This information may alter the department's strategies for combating the problem.  The organization may determine that they need to emphasize finding ways to reduce burn out and to reward resident assistants in order to keep them satisfied or they may determine that they need to emphasize securing better selection procedures in order to select good matches for the position.  In order to obtain this information, the personnel files for the resident assistants could be examined for tenure information.  While circumstances vary for each individual, it is likely that an examination of this data will reveal that the majority of resident assistants leave the position in either the first or second year of employment.

A final organizational analysis assessment tool is the exit interview.  Currently no exit interview is conducted with resident assistants.  However, discussing reasons for leaving the position with the resident assistants could produce valuable information about changes that need to be made in the organization.  In fact, Finn (1999) contends that "exit interviews are a very under-utilized way of discovering what's happening in your organization" (p 18).  Gordon and Lowe (2002) also agree that exit interviews can often be the best source for discovering both why employees leave an organization and how to retain employees from the start.  While no exit interviews have been conducted at this time, informal conversations with retiring resident assistants indicate that issues such as lack of appreciation and a misunderstanding of the position and unwillingness to perform the position requirements are frequent reasons for leaving the position (Doe, 2002).  In order to conduct these interviews, the department needs to locate a third party that resident assistants will feel comfortable disclosing information to.  One possible source of this third party would be the individual serving in the training and development position within Residential Life.  This individual may be capable of serving in this capacity because while they do have some contact with resident assistants, the primary contact is through resident assistant training.  Therefore, resident assistants may be willing to discuss problems with this individual because there is less fear of retaliation or scrutiny from a supervisor and in the resident assistant's view this person will likely use the information to improve training.  According to Finn (1999) believing that comments will actually be utilized for improvement and feeling safe from retaliation are issues that can improve the successfulness of the exit interview.

Another important area of assessment to consider is task analysis.  The main form of assessment of the task needs is a job analysis.  This job analysis would allow the department to determine what knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) are necessary for successful performance in the resident assistant position.  By conducting this analysis and determining task needs, it will be possible for the department to determine where discrepancies lie between task needs and performance or capabilities of those hired for the position.  The best method for conducting this job analysis will be for the department to utilize the input of subject matter experts.  These experts include current resident assistants and supervisory staff.  These individuals could either participate in small group sessions in which they determine the KSAs necessary to perform the job or they could respond to questionnaires asking for identification of these KSAs.  The feedback could then be compiled by a member of the HR department and formed into a job description.  By conducting this analysis, the department will hope to be more successful in matching individuals for the job.

Finally, the department will need to consider assessment tools to complete an individual analysis.  One assessment tool in this area would be evaluations of the training procedures.  After participating in training sessions, resident assistants should complete a questionnaire rating their interest in the session and whether they feel that they obtained valuable information from the session.  This information would help the department to determine whether training was meeting the needs of the resident assistants and was successfully communicating the training information to them.  Currently, training evaluations are conducted but are often not presented to the resident assistants until weeks after the training program.  This leads the evaluations to be less useful as feedback and initial reactions may be distorted over time.  In addition, resident assistants feel that the information provided on the current evaluations is not utilized in making changes for future training (Doe, 2002).  Therefore, the evaluations are not often taken seriously.  The department needs to make efforts to collect this evaluation data after each training session or each day of training.  In addition, this data needs to be compiled by the training and development position.  By doing this, the department will be able to examine current training for changes that need to be made.  Once information is collected and evaluated from one training period and incorporated into future training, the department should continue to collect this data in order to determine if they meet their goal of improving training ratings to at least an average rating of 3 on a 5-point scale for all aspects of each training session.

Another individual analysis assessment tool is a pay satisfaction survey.  While many resident assistants complain about compensation, no data is collected on areas of dissatisfaction or reasons for the dissatisfaction.  The department should develop a survey of this nature to distribute to resident assistants.  It should also allow for comments or suggestions on the compensation available.  As the department frequently only hears the dissatisfaction of an opinionated few, this survey would allow the department to obtain a clear picture of the feelings of all resident assistants on this matter.  In addition, comments and suggestions provided may be considered by the department in order to improve the satisfaction level with the compensation.  According to Gordon and Lowe (2002) it is not difficult to provide the rewards and perks that employees desire if organizations simply ask employees what they want.  While data of this nature does not currently exist, data from these surveys would likely yield average results at a rating of 2 to 3 on a 5-point scale.  However, the department would like to improve this rating to an average rating of 4, indicating an above average satisfaction with the compensation for the position.

A final assessment tool for individual analysis is an evaluation form.  Currently resident assistants are evaluated by their residents.  Surveys are distributed to residents and all surveys that are returned, which is often not many, are compiled.  Rating information is then provided to the resident assistants.  However, no rating is provided from supervisors or fellow staff members.  This would be an important addition to the evaluation process.  In fact, Schneider (1999) states "one can't expect to be able to identify real problems without feedback from several sources including customer surveys, observation, and discussions [with supervisors]" (p 23).  These surveys would provide the department with a clearer picture of the extent of performance problems among resident assistants.  It may also provide the department with an understanding of particular areas in which performance is lacking.  These areas could then be addressed in training.  While these surveys generally indicate average to above average ratings presently, the department would like to improve ratings for resident assistants to the superior level.

Therefore, with these tools in place to help the department assess the current situation in terms of resident assistant turnover and performance, the department is able to identify goals for improvement.  The department would like to decrease turnover to 25 percent or less.  The department would also like to see ratings on training evaluation forms reach an average level of 3 on a 5-point scale.  In terms of compensation satisfaction, the department would like satisfaction surveys to contain average ratings of 4 on a 5-point scale.  Finally, the department would like evaluations by residents, supervisors, and fellow staff to reveal average performance ratings of 5 on a 5-point scale.

Intervention

In meeting the goals outlined above, the department will need to implement new procedures in selection, training, and compensation.   One of the most important procedures that need to be implemented to achieve the goals is the creation of a job description.  In performing the assessment of the problem, it was suggested that a job analysis be conducted utilizing current resident assistants and supervisors as subject matter experts.  These individuals could provide information on the important tasks of the resident assistant position and then determine the KSAs necessary to accomplish these tasks.  This information could be acquired through small group discussion sessions or questionnaires.  While the questionnaires would be less expensive for the department to conduct, there is the chance that there will not be a good response rate.  In this case, it might be useful for the staffs of the different residence halls to utilize a normal meeting time to discuss and complete the questionnaires.  Once this information has been collected, a member of the HR department should be able to compile the information along with organizational and departmental goals and mission statements in order to develop a job description.  This job description can then be utilized to distribute to potential candidates in order to ensure that they understand the requirements of the resident assistant position.  This is important because according to Schultz (1999), "an important link between employee success and failure is often as simple as accurate and up to date job descriptions because employees without job descriptions are like travelers without a map, they often get lost" (p 10).

In addition, the job description coupled with the job specification can be utilized to develop another intervention technique, which is a redesign of the interview questions for the resident assistant selection process.  Questions on the current interview list should be reviewed to determine whether they actually address the tasks performed on the job and whether they tap into KSAs needed for the job.  This can be done by reviewing the information provided on the job description and job specification and designing questions that examine these areas.  In addition questions may need to be added in order to cover all tasks of the position.  Rovner (2001) also suggests that questions should be developed that help interviewers to determine whether candidates possess the KSAs possessed by the best resident assistants currently employed by the department.  Questions on the selection measure also need to be more standardized.  The length of the interview needs to be reduced so that all questions are asked of each candidate rather than allowing interviewers to choose which questions to ask.  This will allow for a better comparison between candidates.  In addition, each question should allow space for comments by the interviewers but should also contain a numeric rating of the candidate's response.  This too will increase the ability to validly compare candidates.

This leads to a second part of the interview process that must be revamped which is the quality of interviewers.  Currently, interviewers are current resident assistants and supervisory staff.  The problem with this arrangement is that these individuals are not trained to conduct interviews.  They often display poor interviewing techniques and are not able to provide objective feedback.  Creating a selection instrument in which interviewers rate the candidate's responses will alleviate this problem to some degree; however, interviewers must receive some training in what constitutes the various rating levels for each question.  In order to provide this training, it would be advisable that the department send a representative to the various hall staff meetings to discuss examples of responses that would fit at each response rating level as well as a brief overview of how to conduct the interview.  It is also advisable that at least one supervisory staff member is placed on each interview team and that these staff members receive a more extensive training in conducting interviews.

These changes to the interview format coupled with the job description should help increase the likelihood that a capable candidate is selected as well as one who will be a good personality fit with the position.  This should help to improve the turnover rate and should also help improve performance ratings, as these people will be better qualified for the position to begin with.

Another area in which intervention strategies are necessary is in the area of training.  Here again the job description that has been developed can be utilized to determine training needs.  First of all, the department can use the job description to determine the tasks and KSAs that must be trained for.  Next the department would need to identify current capabilities and knowledge of the resident assistants.  This is important for the department as pointed out by Glennon (2000) who claims that organizations must determine performance requirements and then compare these with current capabilities in order to develop intervention programs.  Determining current abilities could be done by developing a test/questionnaire covering basic areas of training.  If responses to particular areas/test questions appear to be satisfactory, these areas should not be the focus of training.  For instance an entire training session is currently utilized to convey information about campus resources, yet a large number of resident assistants are already familiar with these resources and therefore do not feel the need to pay attention in these sessions.    In addition, as it stands new resident assistants and returning resident assistants are required to attend many of the same training sessions.  This produces a large amount of dissatisfaction among returning resident assistants, which often spills over into negativity in new resident assistants.  Therefore, it is imperative that the department identifies skills that could be useful to returning resident assistants but that have not been covered in previous training sessions.  Specific sessions for returning resident assistants could then be developed separate from the sessions for new resident assistants.

Another area of training that needs to be changed is the format for the training sessions.  Presently the format is a lecture format in which older guest speakers and lecturers are brought in to discuss topics.  Many of the resident assistants find these sessions to be boring.  In addition, there is not much ability to transfer what is presented in lectures to actual job situations.  Due to these problems, it would be more beneficial if training comprised of more small-group activities and role-plays.  Currently, there is one role-play session and most resident assistants enjoy this activity more than any other aspect of training.  In addition, many of them feel that this is the most beneficial aspect of the training in terms of providing them with useful and applicable information (Doe, 2002).  Improving the format of the training sessions and ensuring that training considers the task analysis as well as individual analysis, should allow the training to be more effective in communicating important information and helping this information carry over to actual job situations.  This should lead to improved performance and less turnover, as resident assistants understand how to perform their job.  In addition, the resident assistants should be more satisfied with training.

A final area in which interventions are needed is in the area of compensation.  The department needs to assess the current level of satisfaction with the pay system based on responses to the pay satisfaction survey described in the assessment section.  This survey should also allow the resident assistants to provide suggestions for improving the compensation system.  Based on these suggestions and the capabilities of the department, it may be possible to redesign the compensation system such that resident assistants receive a paycheck for a value equal to the value of room and board.  This would allow the resident assistants to feel that they are receiving compensation without having to increase their compensation amount.  This may alleviate some of the complaints with compensation.

However, a more viable option may be to increase the rewards available to resident assistants.  According to Gordon and Lowe (2002) "good employees should be thought of in terms of investments needing frequent rewards" (p201).  Presently, there are few rewards available to resident assistants.  A more formalized reward system could increase satisfaction.  Therefore it is advised that the department should develop criteria for a monthly "RA of the Month" award.   These criteria should focus on behaviors that the department wishes to promote and that are attainable by resident assistants if they take their job seriously and work hard to serve in their position to the highest level possible.  The criteria for the awards should be distributed to the resident assistants.  Each month one resident assistant from each residence hall should be selected by his or her supervisors.  The supervisor should submit a two-page letter indicating why this resident assistant deserves to receive this reward.  A committee composed of the Area Coordinators and the Director of Residential Life should then select the top resident assistant for that month.  Those residents not selected should receive a "free duty" pass, which entitles them to ask their supervisor to serve their duty shift for them with at least one week's notice.  The resident assistant selected as the "RA of the Month" should receive a check for 50 dollars.  This amount of money is a lot to a college student and would be a good motivator to perform at an outstanding level.  In addition, the resident assistants would feel that they are appreciated by the department for the work that they do which should increase their satisfaction with the pay system thereby decreasing turnover.

Evaluation

Once the interventions have been administered, they will need to be evaluated in order to determine whether they are successful in helping the department to meet its goals.  There are four levels of evaluation that will need to be addressed.  The first level is reaction.  This level assesses the resident assistants' reactions to the changes that have been implemented.  In order to determine these reactions, an evaluation of the training procedure and a pay satisfaction survey will need to be distributed.  These surveys should be the same ones that were suggested in the assessment phase.  As mentioned, the department wishes to reach a goal of an average rating of 3 on the training evaluation form and an average rating of 4 on the pay satisfaction survey.  This data can easily be collected from these two surveys after the changes in the programs have been implemented.  If these goals are met, then the intervention most likely was successful.  If the goals are not met, the department can compare the responses on these surveys prior to and after the interventions to determine whether any change in response surfaced.

The next level of evaluation is learning.  In order to determine whether any learning took place, the department could administer the survey given to assess current knowledge in areas of the position.  This survey would need to be given within a week of the training session.  If it is not given in this time frame, it is possible that any learning reported on the survey would be due to on the job training rather than the training sessions.

The third level of evaluation is behavior.  This level assesses whether knowledge that was gained is carried over into actual job performance.  In order to assess this, resident, supervisor, and fellow staff member evaluations should be conducted after each training period and compared to former evaluations.  For example, within the first month on the job, each resident assistant should be evaluated.  Then in January when mid year training is completed, the evaluations should again be collected.  This will allow the department to determine whether training is meeting its objectives by actually being applied in the work setting.

The final level of evaluation is the results.  This level seeks to determine whether the goals and objective set by the department are being met.  In order to determine this, the survey data can be examined for training and pay satisfaction.  In addition, staff evaluations can be examined to determine whether the average ratings are a 5 on a 5-point scale, thus meeting the performance objective of a superior rating.  Finally, turnover data can be again calculated to determine whether it has been reduced to the 25 percent level.

Impact

This proposal has the potential to greatly impact the department.  While initial startup costs associated with training, development of survey materials, and staffing may increase the department's budget, within one year the department should begin to see improvements that will translate into cost savings.  As turnover is reduced, costs of recruitment and advertising should be reduced as less time and staff will need to be put into these activities.  In addition, as turnover is reduced, more experience will be retained each year within the resident assistant staff thus reducing the need for an extensive training process such as the current process, thus again reducing costs.  Finally, as performance problems are reduced, the department will increase the likelihood of retaining residents each year, which should provide the largest cost savings as each resident yields approximately 5,000 dollars to the department each year.  If good resident assistants can serve to retain 2 residents per floor the result would be an added cost savings of $72,000 per year.  In the coming years as budgets must be reduced further, this added source of funds would allow the department to continue its current operations.

Staffing Needs

In order to complete this project, one part-time employee will need to be hired to coordinate creation, distribution, and computation of surveys.  A student employee could fill this position over the summer, as this position will only be required for the initial startup of the project.  Once survey materials are designed and the original assessment of the situation is conducted, it will become easier for regular staff to distribute and compile surveys in the coming years.  In addition, the department must consider employing an HR consultant during the initial months of the project.  This person is needed to assist in conducting the job analysis, creating a job description, determining training needs, and assisting with creating survey questions.

Time Frame

This project will be conducted in phases throughout a three-year period.  This will allow the department time to complete all steps of the project while phasing these steps in to ease the transition to the new program.  A time frame for the project would appear as follows:

Fall Semester 2002

Collect reaction to training surveys immediately following fall training

Spring Semester 2003

Collect data on task and KSA requirements from subject matter experts

Collect pay satisfaction surveys

Collect staff evaluations

Conduct exit interviews with retiring staff

Summer 2003

Compile data on pay satisfaction

Compile data on staff evaluations

Compile turnover and tenure data

Compile information on tasks and KSA and utilize this information to develop a job description

Utilize the job description to format interview questions

Utilize the job description to determine training needs

Collect data on existing training knowledge through survey

Fall Semester 2003

Collect reaction data after conducting new training session with intervention

Implement the new reward system

Conduct staff evaluations within the first month of the semester

Spring Semester 2004

Train those who will be serving as interviewers

Conduct staff evaluations within the first month of the semester

Conduct pay satisfaction surveys

Fall Semester 2004

Continue program as conducted last year

Spring Semester 2005

Collect turnover data

This time frame allows the first year to be utilized to conduct initial assessment data such as current reactions to training and pay satisfaction as well as current staff evaluations and reasons for leaving the job.  In addition data can begin to be compiled to determine a job description.  Therefore this first year is primarily utilized to assess the situation, which will allow for a comparison for results after the interventions are introduced.

The second year of the project allows for the introduction of some of the interventions such as the training changes, use of the job description, training of interviewers and the new reward system.  At the same time, measures such as the pay satisfaction survey, training reaction survey, and staff evaluations continue to be taken to assess the progress toward goals.

In the final year, all interventions will have been implemented and evaluations will continue to be conducted.  At the end of the year, results of pay satisfaction, training satisfaction, and staff evaluations can be compiled to determine if the goal has been met.  In addition, as this will be the end of the first year in which the resident assistants will have been exposed to all interventions, turnover data can be collected in the spring semester to determine if the turnover level has been reduced to the goal level.

Support Services

Very little support services will be needed for this project as the department already has secured work areas as well as training areas.  The department might consider leasing the needed HR consultant from the HR department on campus if the HR department would agree to this.

Budget

The budget for this project will need to include several items.  First the budget will include the 50 dollar cash reward for the RA of the Month.  This amount will be given nine times each year totaling a yearly budget increase of 450 dollars.  The department will also need to budget for the copying and mailing of surveys, which may cost around 500 dollars a year.  Finally the department will need to consider staffing needs in the budget.  The part-time student worker could be paid six dollars an hour for a 30 hour workweek, which would total approximately 2,200 dollars.  This would be a one-time fee.  In addition, there would be a one-time fee for the HR consultant.  Fees for this could vary depending on whether the HR department will lease an employee or a consultant must be brought in.  If an employee is leased, the department could merely pay the employee's salary for the month or two that they would be needed plus a small additional stipend.  If a consultant is needed the department would need to determine a suitable amount to offer this person in relation to comparison pay data.  In addition, temporary housing would need to be secured for this person.  While this increase in budget initially seems high, the cost pales in comparison to the proposed savings resulting from implementation.  

Currently, training costs the department approximately 4,500 dollars each year.  Selection adds another 1,700 dollars each year and compensation of room and board equals 400,000 dollars each year.  This is a total expenditure of 406,200 dollars.  While the implementation of the interventions will not reduce these expenditures greatly, some cost will be saved in terms of selection because it would not need to be conducted as frequently or to the extent that it is currently conducted with turnover rates lowered.  In addition, training costs will be reduced as the amount of training and thus the time needed to train is reduced.  This would likely yield a cost savings of 500 dollars.  In addition, if these interventions result in improved performance which yields more returns to on-campus housing the department can expect an increase in funding of approximately 72,000 dollars.  This cost reduction in selection and training and funding in retention then serve to yield an expenditure amount of 333,700 dollars.  This savings of 72,500 dollars may be allocated during the first year of the project to secure materials and a consultant and assistant, however after this initial year of the intervention phase, this savings of 72,500 dollars can be placed into a savings account that the department can use throughout the budget cuts and also can earn interest off of thereby increasing the savings further.  

Conclusion

As budget cuts at the university will soon affect the Department of Residential Life, it is imperative that the department take action now to increase funding in order to offset budget reductions.  One viable area to target for increasing funding is the resident assistant staff.  These individuals have a direct impact on residents and therefore can influence their decision to return to the residence halls thus essentially continuing to fund residential life operations.  If performance problems exist, it is less likely that students will wish to return to the residence halls resulting in a loss of potential sources of funds.  In addition, if resident assistants constantly leave the position within the first year of employment, valuable experience is lost and the department must spend chunks of the budget to train new individuals.  If resident assistant turnover was reduced however, this money could be spent in other areas of the department, as training needs as well as recruitment materials could be scaled down.  Therefore it would be wise for the department to develop interventions to combat these problems.  There are several interventions that should be developed to alleviate the problem.

1. Conduct a job analysis and utilize the resulting job description to inform resident assistant candidates about what the position entails.

2. Use a job description to develop interview questions that assess the candidate's abilities to perform the tasks of the position and to "fit" the position.

3. Reformat current interview questions so that they are more quantifiable and so that all questions are asked of all candidates.

4. Train interviewers to conduct interviews.

5. Use a job description to determine what resident assistants need to be trained in.

6. Determine what resident assistants already know and eliminate these areas from training.

7. Include more role-plays and small-group discussions in training.

8. Develop a reward system to recognize an RA of the Month.

9. Develop surveys to assess training and pay satisfaction.

10. Conduct staff evaluations with residents, fellow staff, and supervisors.

While the department may consider these interventions to be an inconvenience and a drain on the budget while the present status quo works at a satisfactory level and can be maintained without interventions, it would be wise for the department to remember that the status quo snowballs and becomes stale over time and without changes will likely begin to produce lower results.  With impending budget cuts, the department must look to improve the turnover rates and performance of the resident assistant staff now while funding is still available so that when the crucial time comes, the department will generate enough funds to maintain its current operations without cutbacks.
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