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Outline of our 
presentation

• Themes in residential colleges

• Introduction to Hereford Residential College

• Four questions to guide our discussion



What do we 
mean by 

”themes” in 
a residential 

college?

Focus on liberal 
education

Disciplinary
focus

Thematic
focus

Focus of 
College

No single disciplinary 
focus. Instead, 

interdisciplinary in classic 
liberal education sense.

Focus on a single 
discipline. 

Focus on an intellectual 
concept and not a 

discipline. 

Examples Creative exploration of 
the humanities, arts, 

social & natural sciences, 
& world languages

Business College, 
Ecology House, 
Technological 
Sciences, etc.

Innovation, Leadership, 
Equity, even “Honors”



Hereford Residential College



UVA Residential Colleges

Monroe Hill College

(renamed Brown)

Est. 1986

New College

(renamed Hereford)

Est. 1992

International 
Residential College

Est. 2001



Hereford stakeholders

Admin 
Team

Housing 
& Res 
Life

Dean of 
Students

Senior 
Resident 

& RAs

Students

Student 
Senate

FellowsContemp
Sciences 
Center



The Hereford student community (n=200)
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27%

26%22%

26%

1st year

2nd year3rd year

4th year

62%

27%

3%

3%

2%
2%

1% Arts and Sciences

Engineering

Nursing

Architecture

Commerce

Education

Leadership and
Public Policy

CLASS YEAR SCHOOL/COLLEGE



The Hereford student community (n=200)
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57%

43%

Female

Male
4%

7%
5%

18%

19%
22%

27%
White

Asian

Black/ 
African 

American

Non-resident
alien

Multi-race

Hispanic/Latinx

Unknown

74%

26%

U.S. citizen

International

GENDER CITIZENSHIP

RACE/ETHNICITY



Hereford’s 3 foci
We emphasize overall wellbeing through 3 integrated and interrelated foci
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A 
Life
of

Purpose

10



3 competing ideas about themes
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8 Philosophical 
opposition to themes
Favored liberal 
education tradition

Fa
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18 Introduction of 

themes to ground 
goals and objectives
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incorporate theme of 
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8 Commitment to 
sustainability and 
social awareness as 
loose themes

Fa
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18 Resistance to 

changing themes
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How does the presence or absence of themes 
contribute to the creation and experience
of community in the residential college? 

Discussion 1





What does student engagement look like
in a residential college with themes versus without? 

Discussion 2



Hereford programming

Before Themes After themes introduced

Mindfulness Social Awareness Sustainability



Hereford programming over time
Mindfulness

Social
Awareness

Sustainability



Discussion 3

• What are some recommendations for tinkering with the thematic landscape?
• How to introduce themes where they do not exist? 
• How to sharpen them where they are weakly defined?



CHOOSING A THEME
How to introduce themes where they do not exist 
or sharpen them where they are weakly defined

Reflect on your College’s 
goals & objectives,

and how these themes 
will get you closer 
to achieving those 

aspirations

1
Orient the themes around 
student passions, interests

2
Take advantage of 

strengths that already exist 
on your campus

3
Find the "sweet spot" 

between overly vague and 
narrow themes
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INTRODUCING 
A THEME

How to introduce themes 
where they do not exist or 
sharpen them where they 

are weakly defined 

Slowly—it’s a marathon, not a sprint

With great optimism, but also honesty

With humility that there was a tradition 
in place previously

With student buy-in, even if it’s only 
some of the students at first



What are some recommendations for 
tinkering with the thematic landscape?

Think comprehensively:
• Promotional and recruitment materials (website)
• Application materials
• Socialization activities
• First-year course (syllabus)
• Student leadership training

Special note: don’t replace traditions, enhance them



In what ways might themes be leveraged 
to help students confront and cope with 

the twin diseases facing American society: 
COVID-19 and endemic racism? 

Discussion 4



Gives us an organizing framework, 
which hones our sense of purpose

• Addressing COVID-19 with 
mindfulness, compassion, 
interdependence

• Discussing systemic racism 
and the presidential 
election through social 
awareness

• How can you leverage your 
themes to address major 
social issues like a pandemic 
or structural racism?

Examples at Hereford:



Some parting 
examples



From a student who initially 
opposed mindfulness as a theme

“You managed to overcome our 
skepticism on mindfulness and 

integrated it into a welcome part 
of our community, something which

I’m very grateful for.”



From a flyer made by a student that combines 
the foci of social awareness and mindfulness





Discussion topics:

• What is your residential college’s theme? Or, what theme might you 
introduce to your residential college?

• What might student engagement look like in your residential college if 
you incorporated themes?

• How can you leverage your residential college’s theme(s) to address 
major social issues like a pandemic or structural racism?



Thank you!

Caren Freeman
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