
In the Shadow of the Ivory Tower:
Neighborhood Relations in a College Town

Item Type dissertation

Authors Powell, Kathleen H.

Publication Date 2013

Abstract Residential neighborhoods adjacent to a higher education
institution are home to diverse groups of people who share
neither a common sense of community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986)
nor the same degree of attachment to place (Low & Altman,
1992). These ...

Keywords college towns; ethnography; neighborhood relations; town-
gown relations; Community and college; Intergroup relations;
Neighborhoods

Download date 19/05/2023 14:59:56

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10713/2770

http://hdl.handle.net/10713/2770


 

 

 

 

 Curriculum Vitae 

Name: Kathleen H. Powell 

Degree and Date to be Conferred: Ph.D., 2013 

Collegiate Institutions Attended:  

1974-1976 Hood College 

1976-1978 West Virginia University, BSW 

1980-1982 Boston University, MSW 

2007-2013 University of Maryland, Baltimore, Ph.D. 

Major: Social Work 

Professional Publications: 

Svoboda, D. V., Williams, C.D., Jones, A.L., & Powell, K.H. (in press). Teaching social 

work research through practicum: What the students learned. Journal of Social Work 

Education. Retrieved from http://www.cswe.org/ Publications/JSWE.aspx  

Rice, K., Hwang, J., Abrefa-Gyan, T., & Powell, K. (2010). Evidence-based practice 

questionnaire: A confirmatory factor analysis in a social work sample. Advances in Social 

Work, 11(2), 158-173. 

Powell, K., & Dalton, M. (2003). Co-production, service exchange networks, and social 

capital. The Social Policy Journal, 2(2/3), 89-106. 

Powell, K. (1996). The Joshua story: How personal experiences can inform professional 

practice. Reflections: Narratives of Professional Helping, 2(1), 30-35.  

Professional Positions Held: 

1997 – Present  Associate Professor                                                

   Department of Social Work                 

   “Mountainside State University”
*
 

 

 

                                                      

*
 A pseudonym used to protect the anonymity of participants in this dissertation study  

http://www.cswe.org/%20Publications/JSWE.aspx


 

 

1994-2000  Department Chair and Program Director                       

   Department of Social Work                                      

   “Mountainside State University” 

 

1991-1997  Assistant Professor                                                

   Department of Social Work                                      

   “Mountainside State University” 

 

1989-1990 Coordinator, Human Services and Special Populations Training                                                                                 

Allegany College of Maryland                                                            

Cumberland, Maryland 

1988-1990  Geriatric Education Coordinator                                        

   Western Maryland Area Health Education Center                

   Cumberland, Maryland 

 

1984-1988  Social Service Consultant and Free-Lance Trainer 

   Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

 

1986-1988  Adjunct Faculty                                                            

   Mental Health and Social Services Division            

   Community College of Philadelphia                    

   Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

 

1984-1988  Case Management Supervisor                                   

   Intercommunity Action, Inc. (INTERAC)                

   Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

 

1982-1984  Clinical Social Worker                                           

   Ecumenical Social Action Committee                        

   Jamaica Plain Senior Team                                           

   Boston, Massachusetts 

 

1978-1980  Executive Director                                                                

   In Touch and Concerned, Inc.                                    

   Morgantown, West Virginia 

 

1977-1978  Community Resource Development Aide                        

   West Virginia University Cooperative Extension Service  

   Clarksburg, West Virginia 

 

Current Committee Memberships: 

2012 – Present  President’s Task Force on Leadership 

   “Mountainside State University” 



 

 

 

1999 – Present  Leadership Studies Minor Advisory Committee            

   “Mountainside State University” 

 

1994 – Present  Faculty-Student Committee                                            

National Association of Social Workers – Maryland Chapter                                                                     

Baltimore, Maryland 

 

Community Activities or Special Awards: 

 

2011   Doctoral Dissertation Grant  

   U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 

 

2010   Passed with Distinction 

   Doctoral Program Comprehensive Exam  

   School of Social Work 

   University of Maryland, Baltimore 

 

2006  Co-recipient of Distinguished Program Award  

   Maryland Higher Education Commission 

 

2005   Faculty Achievement Award for Teaching                     

   “Mountainside State University” 

 

2003   Outstanding Service-Learning Faculty Award  

   “Mountainside State University” 

 

2002-2006  Community Outreach Partnership Center Grant Award      

   U. S. Department of Housing and Urban Development     

   “Mountainside State University” 

 

2001   Faculty Achievement Award for University & Community Service                                                  

   “Mountainside State University”    



 

 

Abstract 

Title of Dissertation:  

In the Shadow of the Ivory Tower: Neighborhood Relations in a College Town 

Kathleen H. Powell, Doctor of Philosophy, 2013 

Dissertation Directed by: Julianne Oktay, Ph.D., Professor, School of Social Work 

Residential neighborhoods adjacent to a higher education institution are home to diverse 

groups of people who share neither a common sense of community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) 

nor the same degree of attachment to place (Low & Altman, 1992).  These neighborhoods are 

characterized by transience and a lack of cohesion.  They are highly prized by higher education 

institutions, municipal governments, and private developers who vie for control of their assets 

that include an ample supply of park-like spaces and ready access to cultural, educational, and 

sporting events and facilities.  Despite this interest, the existing research on campus-adjacent 

neighborhoods is emerging and lacks internal consistency and methodological sophistication.  

Without a base of knowledge to understand these neighborhoods, the movement to establish 

stronger university-community partnerships is likely to be compromised. 

The aim of this year-long ethnographic study was to examine the culture of a campus-

adjacent residential neighborhood in a small Appalachian city that is home to a public university 

in order to better understand the intergroup relations among residents who call this neighborhood 

“home.”  The study’s design was informed by a paradigmatic synthesis and a social ecological 

framework.  It included multiple methodological components to allow for multivocality and 

triangulation.  Those components included participant observation, archival research, interviews, 

photography, GIS mapping, a series of focus groups, and a small Photovice project.     



 

 

Findings from the study were grouped into five major themes:  (1) life in a “company 

town;” (2) historical context; (3) “hosts” and “guests;” (4) alcohol and other drugs; and (5) 

studentification (a term used to describe the transition of a campus-adjacent neighborhood from 

one dominated by owner-occupied homes to one dominated by “student rentals”).  These 

findings were analyzed metaphorically and theoretically.  Theoretically, the findings were linked 

to three areas: self and collective efficacy, intergroup relations, and ghettoization.   

The study reaffirms social work’s commitment to community practice including 

neighborhood organizing, community development, and social planning.  Its insights shed light 

on intergroup relations in diverse neighborhoods dominated by an anchor institution.   
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Chapter One: Introduction 

This dissertation tells the story of life in a college town, specifically in a campus-

adjacent neighborhood where “town and gown” meet.
1
  In narrating this story, I have 

especially tried to stay true to the voices of those who live in the neighborhood as the 

story is rightfully theirs to tell.  There are many people in this college town, including 

myself, whose interest leads them to speak about the neighborhood and its residents, but 

none of us can speak for the residents.  Only they can speak for themselves.  As Van 

Maanen (1988) observes “ethnographies are politically mediated, since the power of one 

group to represent another is always involved” (pp. 4-5).  Thus, it is with considerable 

humility that I approached this task.   

The story that I seek to narrate is a collective one born of a process of discovery 

spanning more than a year of systematic research (Richardson, 1990).  I have spent many 

hours in interviews with people who live in the neighborhood as well as persons whose 

professional work leads them to interface with neighborhood residents.  In those 

interviews, I invited people to tell me about their experiences with the neighborhood.  

They were my guides.  I listened to the details they told, the language they used, and the 

way they framed the story.  I checked the insights that I was developing against those 

                                                      

1
 Sonnad (2003) notes that the phrase, “town-gown,” originated during the Middle Ages when students at 

European universities were distinguished from local citizens by the academic regalia they wore to classes.  

These robes had multiple symbolic meanings and helped to shield students from drafty classroom 

buildings.  Today, the regalia are only worn at ceremonial occasions rather than on a daily basis.  In this 

study, the phrase, town-gown, refers to relationships, positive or negative, among university and 

community constituents.  These relationships include, but are not limited to campus-adjacent 

neighborhoods. 



 

 

2 

 

shared by participants in three focus groups.  I have also spent many hours observing the 

neighborhood and its residents taking note of interactions among people; the condition of 

buildings, streets, and sidewalks; and the artifacts of everyday life from the objects on 

people’s porches and in their yards to the coverings in their front windows.  I have spent 

many afternoons and evenings attending city and university meetings learning about such 

matters as municipal funding and zoning, code enforcement, public safety, and alcohol 

education.  I devoted days to researching archival documents to learn about the history of 

the neighborhood, the city, and the university, and I combed tax and census records to 

develop neighborhood maps using Geographic Information System (GIS) software.  

Finally, I accumulated hundreds of photographs of the neighborhood, those that I took as 

well as those taken by neighborhood residents who participated in a Photovoice project.          

The narrative that has resulted from this work will be read and interpreted by 

others who will filter the story through their own understanding.  This is the final step in 

the process of sense making.  You the reader will likely draw your own conclusions and 

in that way, you are brought into the story as a full participant.  If Wolcott’s (2009) 

prediction is accurate, you the reader will likely want to know more, but as Geertz (1973) 

reminds us, it is “not necessary to know everything in order to understand something” (p. 

20).  Moreover, because this story is a collective one that attempts to incorporate multiple 

perspectives including the perspectives that you the reader will bring to the mix, this 

ethnography will, like other ethnographies, not be above controversy and debate (Van 

Maanen, 1988).  Although I don’t take ownership of the story, I do take full responsibility 

for the narrative that is presented here.  I can only hope that I have accurately represented 
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the experiences that were so graciously shared with me during the course of this research.  

I only know that I have tried.  

The Study’s Setting 

The focus of this study is a campus-adjacent neighborhood situated in the small 

Appalachian city of “Mountainside” (2010 population of 9,002)
2
 that is home to a 

medium-sized, public university, “Mountainside State University,” whose 2010 student 

enrollment was 5,470 (University’s 2010 Enrollment Profile).
3
  The neighborhood is 

almost exclusively residential with the exception of a few businesses, half a dozen 

churches, a local history museum, and a public elementary school.  The University 

contains the only open green space in relative proximity.  The neighborhood is zoned 

high-density residential and accommodations made for the students over the past 10 years 

have resulted in a disproportionate 80% renter-occupied versus 20% owner-occupied 

housing ratio in this neighborhood of approximately 1,000 residents living in 

approximately 500 residential units (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).
4
  Most of the housing 

stock consists of older, single-family homes (mean age of 70 years), many having been 

                                                      

2
 The official Census count is disputed by city officials who estimate that it undercounts students who, 

because they spend the majority of their time in Mountainside, ought to be counted here.  According to the 

City’s 2011 Comprehensive Plan, the undercount may be as many as 1,132.    

3
 To protect the anonymity of study participants, pseudonyms are used to disguise all references to the 

community and the university that are the focus of this research study.  In addition, sources of localized 

information will be generically cited in the text of the dissertation, but not included in the list of references.  

The campus-adjacent neighborhood in “Mountainside” will alternatively be referred to as “the campus-

adjacent neighborhood” or just simply “the neighborhood” given that neighborhoods in this small town are 

not named.   

4
 A unit could take the form of an apartment or a house. 
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converted into multiple apartments (State Tax Assessment Records, 2010).  Although 

there are several newly constructed apartment buildings of varying sizes in the 

neighborhood, there are some houses that date to the late 1800s and early 1900s.  The 

neighborhood is not, however, included in the city’s historic district. 
 

The City as a whole does not have a history of neighborhood activity, for 

example, there are no neighborhood associations in the city other than the one in the 

study area, which was formed in 2004 as part of a Community Outreach Partnership 

Center (COPC) grant awarded to the University by the U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development (HUD).
5
  COPC grants were designed to partner the resources of 

colleges and universities with the resources of the surrounding community for the 

purposes of mutual benefit.  These grants provided incentives to work towards 

community development goals and to simultaneously transform the university by 

engaging faculty, staff, and students in civic activities and experiential education and 

thereby reform the university’s curriculum and institutional culture. Since 2004, as a 

faculty member of the University, I have supervised numerous groups of students in 

service-learning projects developed in partnership with the neighborhood association in 

the neighborhood.  Figure 1 is a map depicting the City’s current zoning districts.  Figure 

2 depicts the study area within the City’s boundaries.  The study utilized the boundaries 

established by the neighborhood association founded as part of the COPC program.  The 

study encompasses much of the high-density residential zone adjacent to campus, 

                                                      

5
 Note:  The COPC Program was last funded in FY05 and to date, funding has not been restored.  For more 

information, see the website for HUD’s Office of University Partnerships (http://www.oup.org).  

http://www.oup.org/
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Figure 1.  City Zoning Map 
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Figure 2. Map of Study Area 

 

 

however, there are some streets on the border of the neighborhood, which are currently 

part of the medium-density zone, but which have a considerable number of rental 

properties marketed to students.  In recognition of that fact, these streets were included in 

the association’s boundaries. 

The University’s student enrollment has increased over time, with most of that 

increase being accounted for through undergraduate enrollment.  According to the 

University’s Office of Information Services, total student enrollment increased by 560 

students from 2006 to 2010.  In 2010, the University housed approximately 34% of its 

Study Area Outlined in Purple 

Mountainside State University 
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undergraduate student body in University-owned residence halls with another 500 

students (approximately 9%) being housed in an on-campus residence hall constructed 

through a public-private partnership.  While some of the remainder of the student body is 

made up of commuting students, the vast majority lives in the neighborhood adjacent to 

campus.  Because the University has not consistently tracked students’ local addresses, 

however, it is unknown exactly how many students live in the adjacent neighborhood. 

Problem Statement 

Deliberate zoning decisions in the City have concentrated off-campus student 

accommodations in the neighborhood.  This decision has resulted in a residential pattern 

known in the United Kingdom as “studentification” (Smith, 2008) and in the United 

States as a “student ghetto” (Gumprecht, 2006).   Such neighborhoods have experienced a 

shift from a predominance of owner-occupied single-family houses to a predominance of 

houses in multiple occupancy (HMO) or multi-family dwellings as they are known in the 

City’s zoning parlance.  Because the single-family homes are owned mostly by older  

adults who are “aging in place” (Black, 2008) and the HMOs are rented by young, 

transient college students in their 20s, the net result is a generational divide.  Although 

these groups share a neighborhood, they share neither a common sense of community 

(McMillan & Chavis, 1986) nor the same degree of attachment to place (Low & Altman, 

1992).  The 80-20 ratio of rental to owner-occupied housing units in the City’s campus-

adjacent neighborhood threatens the sustainability of the neighborhood and leads to a 

lack of social cohesion among its residents.  Because of its adjacency to the University 

campus, the neighborhood offers assets that are of interest to the City, the University, and 
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private developers.  The lack of social cohesion among neighborhood residents, however, 

makes it difficult for them to have a voice in shaping the future of their neighborhood as 

outside groups seek to develop the area for their own interests. 

A second problem related to the studentification of the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood in Mountainside is an exacerbation of problems such as deteriorating 

properties, trash, and problem behavior that is linked to alcohol.  These problems are 

worsened by the neighborhood’s transience and the lack of social cohesion, which may 

serve to intensify residents’ lack of self and collective efficacy. 

Finally, the changing demographics of the University’s student population are 

introducing new challenges in intergroup relations among residents of the neighborhood.  

For example, although the neighborhood’s year-round residents are almost exclusively 

white, the off-campus student population is increasingly racially diverse.  This fact has 

made for “strange bedfellows,” not only in terms of race, but in terms of intersecting 

diversities related to class, ethnicity, and religion among others.   

Together, these are the problems that have prompted this study.  Although the 

idea for the study arose many years ago from my work with the neighborhood association 

in the neighborhood, the study took on a new sense of urgency as a result of some highly-

publicized crimes.  In a close-knit university and community with a relatively low crime 

rate and a shared sense of immunity to crime, such incidents are deeply felt and create a 

sense of vulnerability among neighborhood residents.  These crimes date back to 2006 

and include several acts of violence that claimed the lives of two off-campus students and 
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left a year-round resident with significant injuries that continue to affect his life.   Such 

crimes have impacted on people’s perceptions of both the City and the University and 

have sparked a renewed interest in town-gown relations.    

Study Aim and Research Questions 

This study’s aim was to examine the culture of a small-town residential 

neighborhood adjacent to a public university campus in order to better understand the 

intergroup relations among residents who call this neighborhood “home,” even if only for 

a limited period of time.    Even though the study was situated in a college town and 

examined neighborhood relations in a campus-adjacent neighborhood, in many ways, this 

was a study of intergroup dynamics and the intersection of cultures in neighborhoods.  

Insights gleaned from this study may be useful in understanding the relationships among 

diverse groups of people whose only bond is that they share a common place of 

residence.  Moreover, the study’s findings include insights about neighborhoods and 

communities dominated by the presence of a large institution.  

The study was designed to address four research questions.  First, what are the 

distinguishing cultural characteristics of a campus-adjacent neighborhood situated in a 

college town that is home to a medium-size public university and how might these 

characteristics be described?  Second, what is the nature of the interactions among the 

residents who live there?  Third, how are these cultural characteristics related to larger 

town-gown relationships between the university and the community, both past and 

present?  Finally, what is the nature of the tension in these relationships at both the 

neighborhood and institutional levels?  



 

 

10 

 

Social Justice Questions in College Towns 

The power dynamics inherent in town-gown relations raise important social 

justice questions.  As Nichols (1990) notes, the vast majority of colleges and universities 

in the United States are located within the corporate boundaries of cities and towns.  On 

an institutional level, these colleges and universities play a major role in their 

community’s social, economic, and cultural environment, wielding tremendous, often 

disproportionate power in real estate and labor markets and in economic and community 

development initiatives (Lafer, 2003).  Unfortunately, many university communities fail 

to engage in joint planning and resource sharing.  Maintaining a positive relationship 

between town and gown requires on-going efforts on the part of both city and university 

constituents.  For example, Heyworth (1991) reviewed a series of four widely read books 

and papers published in the 1980s on town-gown relations that were prepared by 

prominent higher education officials in the U.S. and Canada.  None of these writings, 

however, communicated an assumption of mutuality and reciprocity.  The authors of 

these writings acknowledged that communities can provide real-life experiences for 

students and that universities should perform some public service to justify taxes that the 

community pays to support the university, but none put forth the notion that there should 

be an egalitarian relationship between university and community.  Consequently, the 

message that is often communicated by the university to the community is paternalistic as 

the university is seen as “giver” and the community is seen as “taker.”  This paternalism, 

Heyworth argues, evolves naturally from the fact that the university is embedded within 

the dominant power structure and operates on an agenda that is driven by its own self-
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interests, which are not always compatible with the interests of the surrounding 

community and/or its residents (Lafer, 2003).   

To transform the relationship between universities and communities from one of 

paternalism to one characterized by mutuality and reciprocity, a prerequisite for creating 

an institutional structure that promotes social justice, which Sen (2009) defines in terms 

of “the lives and freedoms of the people involved” in a process of public reasoning (p. 

xii), there has to be a commitment on the part of university officials to jointly construct 

with the community the university’s research and service agenda.  The boundaries 

between town and gown must be made more permeable and must facilitate a bi-

directional crossing over.  The proverbial ball, however, is in the university’s court, since 

it is usually the entity with the greater share of power.  Sen (2009) argues that institutions 

must be evaluated in terms of realized justice (nyaya in Sanskrit), in other words, the 

outcomes produced by the institution itself.  The concept of nyaya has relevance to town-

gown relations in examining the impact that universities have on neighborhoods adjacent 

to the campus and the residents who live there. 

HEIs have had a long history of being the “shining cities on a hill,” institutions 

that are simultaneously part of their localities, but apart from these localities both in 

terms of physical arrangement and in terms of purpose and function (Bender, 1988).  

Calhoun (1999) traces the evolution of higher education from institutions that centered on 

faith and learning in medieval times, to normal schools for teacher training, to technical 

institutes for applied sciences such as engineering, to small, liberal arts colleges, and 



 

 

12 

 

finally to sprawling universities offering a range of academic and professional 

disciplines.  In an 1899 essay, Jane Addams (as cited in Lasch, 1965) wrote that:  

As the college changed from teaching theology to teaching secular knowledge the 

test of its success should have shifted from the power to save men’s souls to the 

power to adjust them to healthful relations to nature and their fellow men.  But the 

college failed to do this, and made the test of its success the mere collecting and 

disseminating of knowledge, elevating the means into an end and falling in love 

with its own achievement. (p. 199)   

Addams’ words, although written long ago, shed light on the tensions that often exist 

today between universities and their surrounding communities.  

Harkavy and Puckett (1994) note that the academy virtually retreated from 

applied social science research after World War I.  The horrors of this war shattered 

people’s optimism and hope in a better world.  Reformist, action-oriented service and 

research in the tradition of the field studies carried out by the Chicago School in 

conjunction with settlement houses began to take a back seat to the “hard sciences” (e.g., 

physics and engineering) wedded to the positivist tradition.  As universities redefined 

their missions to coincide with these cultural trends, they began to retreat from a 

commitment to their surrounding communities.   

Whereas the pursuit of a university education was once reserved for elites, over 

time, higher education in the U.S. has increasingly opened up opportunities to the middle 

and working classes as well.  Policy developments such as the G. I. Bill and the first and 
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second Morrill Acts, which authorized land grants for public universities for both white 

and black students, helped to facilitate this process (The Democracy Collaborative, 

2007).  As the U.S. has shifted from an agricultural and manufacturing economy to an 

information- and service-based economy, college degrees have become increasingly 

important prerequisites to economic success.  Consequently, as Calhoun (1999) notes, 

today’s students have become “more diverse, less exclusively upper and middle class, 

and more commonly immigrants and members of minority groups” (p. 13).  The growth 

in the number of students and the proportion of each age cohort that is now enrolled in a 

college or university have had an impact on the structure of higher education itself, 

spawning an increase in the sheer number of institutions and a shift in the relative 

popularity of certain educational settings.  These developments have injected a new kind 

of competitiveness in the higher education landscape and fueled a trend towards the 

increased commodification of education where education is the “product” and students 

are the “consumers” (Washburn, 2005).   

Another recent trend is the increasing corporate dominance in higher education 

and the increase in entrepreneurial activity on the part of colleges and universities 

(Slaughter & Leslie, 1997).  White (2000) fears that the increasing corporate control of 

colleges and universities will result in a movement away from the democratization of 

higher education.  Soley (1995) shares this view and cites numerous examples of the way 

in which this phenomenon has already begun to occur, including corporate influences 

over the research agendas of faculty, faculty’s retreat from teaching and service in order 

to devote more time to secure corporate-funded research grants, corporate consulting 
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contracts for faculty, and university presidents’ pursuit of corporate gifts.  If today’s 

businesses are less local and more global, will increasing corporate control of higher 

education lead institutions to further retreat from their surrounding communities 

(National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2000)?  Will community 

members, particularly those who live in campus-adjacent neighborhoods be able to 

compete with these corporate influences over the university’s institutional priorities given 

their relative lack of resources and political clout (Lafer, 2003)? 

Study’s Importance 

Research on town-gown relations is important for reasons tied to both institutional 

and neighborhood levels.  Institutionally, the heightened interest in civic engagement 

within higher education presents an opportunity for institutional change, moving the 

university’s relationship with the surrounding community from charity to justice (Marullo 

& Edwards, 2000).  In order to achieve this goal, however, community members must be 

able to hold the university accountable to community residents, and both parties must be 

committed to establishing a new relationship characterized by mutuality and reciprocity, 

since these elements are essential in building institutional arrangements that enable 

people to realize their full capabilities and engage in a process of public reasoning, and in 

so doing, to promote social justice (Sen, 2009).  Additional research on town-gown 

relations will help to inform such an institutional change effort.   

On the neighborhood level, campus-adjacent residential neighborhoods are where 

town and gown meet, and yet, there is only nascent empirical understanding of the 

intergroup dynamics present in these neighborhoods.  Campus-adjacent neighborhoods 
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reinvent themselves at the start of every school year with the arrival of a new crop of off-

campus students.  Their often bifurcated intergenerational make up differentiates them 

from other residential neighborhoods of similar size.  Their adjacency to a college or 

university campus is both an asset and a liability that competing groups from both inside 

and outside the neighborhood vie to control (Universities UK, 2006).  These and other 

characteristics distinguish the culture of a campus-adjacent neighborhood, and the 

proposed study helps to further explicate neighborhood processes so that the resulting 

knowledge enables these places to thrive and provide safe, healthy environments in 

which diverse residents can live.     

The recent development of town-gown organizations and the growing interest in 

civic engagement in higher education establish the groundwork for additional empirical 

research in this area.  Without such research, including an in depth exploration of 

intergroup relations that play out in neighborhoods adjacent to university campuses, the 

civic-engagement movement in higher education is likely to take the form of public 

relations, at the exclusion of other goals, that serve only the university’s interests at the 

expense of the community.  This risk is great given the power that universities exert in 

their surrounding communities as noted by Heyworth (1991).  In fact, several authors, 

notably Lafer (2003) and Ruben (2000) have been openly critical of the role that colleges 

and universities have played in their surrounding communities, highlighting the ways in 

which HEIs have promoted their own self-interests to the detriment of the wider 

community.  For example, according to Lafer (2003), HEIs, as economic agents, operate 

on a different set of market principles than do other institutions.  As an employer, 
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colleges and universities are heavily labor-dependent.  Thus, in order to realize economic 

efficiencies during periods of recession, colleges and universities look to cut costs in their 

personnel budgets, usually electing to downsize their workforce or relegate key functions 

to subcontracted employees.  As educational institutions become the dominant employer 

in a local community, local workers are increasingly vulnerable to the disadvantages 

imposed by these sorts of employment practices. 

Lafer (2003) further notes that as agents of economic and community 

development, colleges and universities, particularly those located in low-income 

neighborhoods, are often the only institutions in the area to wield the financial resources 

necessary to buy up distressed properties even when they have no immediate plans to 

redevelop them.  When they do act to redevelop these properties, the net result is 

gentrification and displacement of residents and small businesses, some of them 

minority-owned.  Moreover, because educational institutions are incorporated as non-

profit entities, they are exempt from paying taxes (Fischer, 2010), which serves to 

facilitate their ability to amass fiscal resources further advancing their economic and 

political power in relation to the surrounding communities in which they are located 

without adding to the city’s tax base.  To compensate for this fact, many universities do 

make other contributions to their surrounding communities both in terms of cash [i.e., 

Payments-in-Lieu-of-Taxes (PILOT)] and in-kind benefits such as helping cities to 

purchase fire equipment or helping them to preserve green space (Sungu-Eryilmaz, 

2009).     
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Although colleges and universities routinely tout their economic impact on 

surrounding communities, these figures may be exaggerated to varying degrees through 

the use of faulty methodologies (Siegfried, Sanderson, & McHenry, 2007).  A national 

study using secondary data on metropolitan service areas (MSAs) conducted by 

Goldstein and Drucker (2006), however, found that universities do have a positive effect 

on regional earnings gains, with the greatest impact being felt in small- and medium-

sized regions.  Mountainside State University recently undertook its own economic 

impact study that was conducted by a faculty-staff team from within the university.  The 

study concluded that in fiscal year 2012, the University had a 173 million dollar impact 

on the State with 121 million dollars of that total impacting the surrounding County.  The 

study examined both direct and indirect impacts of students and employees as well as the 

University’s own purchasing.  The researchers estimated that for every dollar of State 

appropriations in fiscal year 2012, the University delivered a 450 percent return on that 

investment.  The study relied on self-reported data collected through a survey of a 

stratified sample of University employees, a survey of a stratified sample of students,  

and a survey of all businesses that were members of the County’s Chamber of Commerce 

in the spring of 2012.  In addition, the researchers conducted an analysis of the 

University’s purchasing records from fiscal year 2012. 
6
     

Research on town-gown relations is emerging as the literature review that follows 

will attest.  This fact presents an opportunity to advance the state of knowledge on which 

                                                      

6
 Source:  University’s Economic Impact Study, Executive Summary 
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others can continue to build.  These realities suggest a study approach that is exploratory 

in nature and that provides a rich description of intergroup relations in a residential 

neighborhood adjacent to a university campus.   Given these ends, the best approach to 

this study is one that applies qualitative research methods. 

Inquiry Framework 

The field of urban ethnography has contributed a great deal of research to the 

study of intergroup relations in communities.  Much of this research has been focused on 

race, ethnic, and class relations.  Because of ethnography’s flexible and holistic nature, it 

is able to capture subtle nuances in human behavior within an ecological, spatial, and 

temporal context (Katz, 2010).  LeCompte and Schensul (1999) note that ethnography is 

a particularly useful tool for understanding sociocultural phenomena and for discovering 

solutions to problems that exist in communities, groups, and institutions.  Noted 

ethnographer, Michael Agar (1996) points out that the flexibility of ethnography is an 

asset in studying communities because “communities don’t have edges; they’re part of 

larger worlds, and communities don’t stay the same; they change continuously, often in a 

struggle with forces well beyond their control” (p. 4).  Such is the case with campus-

adjacent neighborhoods in college towns.  In addition, the unique qualities of campus-

adjacent neighborhoods that distinguish them from other neighborhoods prohibits the use 

of existing measures on neighboring behavior, which do not translate well to the transient 

nature of these neighborhoods. 

Urban ethnographies are rooted in the classical fieldwork tradition from the 

University of Chicago and are informed by social interactionism, a theory developed by 
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scholars such as George Herbert Mead who was on the faculty there (Jaynes et al., 2009).  

Feagin and Vera (2008) describe the University of Chicago as a “white male bastion,” 

advancing the cause of “intellectual superiority” in pursuit of “disinterested knowledge,” 

and contrast the fieldwork done there with the fieldwork sponsored by the women of Hull 

House, whom they characterize as “feminist pragmatists” (pp. 61-64).  Indeed, the 

relationship between the University of Chicago and Hull House provides an interesting 

case study of town-gown relations.   Initially, women such as Marion Talbot, Ella Flagg 

Young, and Sophonisba Breckenridge, faculty members at the University of Chicago, 

although in a subordinate division, challenged the Department of Sociology’s view of 

Hull House and the city of Chicago as a “sociological laboratory” and their role as mere 

“data collectors,” arguing instead that the needs of the city’s residents ought to take 

precedence over the needs of the researchers.  Although they did partner with Mead and 

W.I. Thomas, the more progressive members of the male faculty, these women along 

with others finally moved out of the Department of Sociology and into the newly formed 

School of Social Work in 1920.  Deegan (1988) recounts that although both Mead and 

Thomas were close compatriots of Jane Addams, co-founder of Hull House and a leader 

in the settlement house movement, their colleagues, Robert Park and Ernest Burgess, 

founders of the urban ecological perspective, parted ways with Addams in order to 

establish a more “objective science” that was removed from the social reform activities of 

the settlement house.  Park became quite virulent in his disdain of the settlement house 

workers’ social reform activities, dismissing them as misguided “do-gooders” (p. 152).  

The net result is that Addams’ applied sociology became politically unacceptable to the 

academy despite the fact that the work of the settlement house not only had a profound 
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impact on the community, but also on the University of Chicago faculty’s sociological 

thought.   Hamington (2010) echoes these accounts and asserts that although Addams’ 

settlement work was widely recognized, her contributions as a philosopher and social 

theorist were sublimated in favor of her male colleagues such as John Dewey, William 

James, and George Herbert Mead.  In many ways, Addams’ experiences with the 

University of Chicago continue to reverberate in the town-gown dynamics of today. 

Prus (1996) traces the evolutionary links between symbolic interactionism and 

ethnographic research that emanated from the work of scholars at the University of 

Chicago, most notably, Herbert Blumer, who explicitly established the connection 

between the interpretive traditions of symbolic interactionism and ethnographic field 

studies.  While there were various derivatives of symbolic interactionism, the roots 

formed at the Chicago School and through the settlement house movement (Feagin & 

Vera, 2008) provided the theoretical foundation for the descriptive and interpretive work 

of urban ethnography which seeks to study “the way of life of a group of people” (Prus, 

1996, p. 103).   

 Ethnography, Prus (1996) argues, is a research method able to expose the 

connection between communal processes and individual behavior and thus articulates the 

ways in which people become social entities in their everyday lives.  In this way, 

ethnography transcends the arbitrary dichotomy between “micro” behaviors and “macro” 

processes to examine the ways in which the two are inextricably linked.  Ethnography, 

however, is not without its criticisms, which were explored in an effort to settle on the 
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best underlying epistemological framework to guide the study and to minimize the 

limitations that have been identified in the method as outlined in the following section. 

Criticisms of an ethnographic method.  According to Aunger (1995) there has 

been an epistemological debate within ethnographic research that has come to be known 

as the “crisis of representation.”  The origins of this debate date to 1983 when 

anthropologist, Derek Freeman, published a book challenging the validity of Margaret 

Mead’s seminal ethnographic study on the process of coming of age in Samoa and raising 

the question of whether or not different ethnographers would come to different 

conclusions about the same human phenomena.  Mead’s voice, in the tradition of classic 

ethnography, was silent in the written text, thus conveying an objective authority and an 

etic perspective.  Freeman’s critique opened the way for the textualist school within 

anthropology, which advocated for more reflexivity and closer adherence to the original 

narratives or “raw” ethnographic data shared by study participants.  Chief among these 

textualists were Clifford and Marcus (1986), whose edited book, Writing Culture: The 

Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, became a primer of sorts for the textualist 

movement.  The debate between the traditionalists and the textualists was quite divisive 

to the field of ethnography and was only recently assuaged by the conclusion that 

ethnographers should deliberately triangulate their data and clearly position themselves in 

the study in order to explicate the ways in which they arrived at their interpretations.   

Still, the debate continues, although, it is not unique by any means.  Aunger 

(1995) also describes similar debates in quantitative social science circles regarding the 

need to more clearly articulate the causal pathways in generalized linear modeling.  This 
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debate was prompted by a 1992 article published by sociologist, Andrew Abbott, in 

which he advocated for the use of an approach in qualitative methods he called “narrative 

positivism,” but which others have called “comparative event-history.”  Abbott believed 

that a case history could help to describe the sequence of human social interactions and to 

develop a typology of these events.  Aunger suggests that once the sequence of these 

events is described, it can then be tested through quantitative data modeling, which would 

help to independently verify these causal linkages.  In his reply to Aunger’s article, 

Abbott, however, takes issue with Aunger’s suggestion claiming that such an eclectic 

approach leads to methodological inconsistency and becomes “the last refuge of the 

intellectually lazy” (p. 115).  Instead, Abbott advocates for epistemological purity and 

although he is in favor of studying the sources of variation in data, he does not feel it is 

possible nor is it advisable to override the existence of so called “elicitation effects” 

imposed by the researcher’s presence in the study.          

 Aunger (1995) points out, however, that in ethnographic research, neither the 

reflexive nor the comparative event-history approach is sufficient to resolve the crisis of 

representation, since “the reflexive approach is not causal, and the comparative approach 

is not reflexive” (p. 106).  These two approaches represent two different ontologies, 

which anthropologist, Dan Sperber (as cited in Aunger, 1995), refers to as scientific 

(positivism) and interpretive (humanist).  For this reason, Aunger feels that these 

ontologies cannot be combined into the same ethnographic study.  Rather, he 

recommends a two-step process that utilizes each method sequentially with “the output of 

one procedure being input to the other in an iterative cycle of mutual illumination” (p. 
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112).  Such an approach, Aunger argues, would satisfy the textualist critics of classic 

ethnographic research who argue that ethnographers cannot claim to represent an 

objective reality given the power differentials that exist between the ethnographer and 

those whose lives are the subject of the research.  In response to the existence of these 

power differentials, critical ethnographers advocate for turning the responsibility for data 

collection over to the members of the cultural group being studied and to frame the study 

in terms of an anti-oppressive political agenda, but they acknowledge that the researcher 

continues to hold more power given his/her direction and funding of the study.  In 

response to the power differentials inherent in any research endeavor, Schatz (2009) 

argues on behalf of an “ethnographic sensibility” in which ethnography is more than a 

method for conducting research.  Rather, it is an approach that seeks to discern the 

“meanings that the people under study attribute to their own social and political realities” 

(p. 5).  In that sense, participant observation, the signature of ethnography, becomes only 

one tool among many for articulating these embedded meanings and for understanding 

social processes.  Ethnography as sensibility attends to the perspectives of the persons 

being studied by ensuring that these perspectives drive the researcher’s involvement in 

the community.  Such an approach leads to an understanding that all of us are “insiders” 

and “outsiders” by degree in any group or community, and consequently, to study people 

necessitates the use of both an “experience-near” and an “experience-distant” approach 

(Geertz as cited in Schatz, 2009).  In Schatz’s view, there is no “pure” ethnography that 

purports to present an “objective” interpretation of a group or community.  Thus, the 

author’s positioning in the study and his/her process of self-reflexivity become especially 

important in evaluating the merits of an ethnographic study.   
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Epistemological paradigm.  The debates within ethnography summarized above 

informed the study’s underlying epistemological paradigm that in turn guided the study’s 

design, which is described in Chapter Three.  LeCompte and Schensul (1999) compare 

and contrast five distinct research paradigms used in ethnographic research as well as a 

paradigmatic synthesis that combines elements from all or several of these schools.  The 

five paradigms include positivistic, interpretative, critical, ecological, and social network 

approaches.  These schools differ in terms of the roles of researcher and research 

participants, assumptions about the origins of knowledge, and the focus of the research 

undertaking. 

Following LeCompte and Schensul’s (1999) recommendation, the study 

incorporated a paradigmatic synthesis of four of these stances.  Its philosophical 

assumptions drew from both an interpretive paradigm in that it rested on the assumption 

that reality is socially constructed, not fixed, and multiply-voiced.  The study 

incorporated different perspectives on town-gown relations, for example, by including 

interviews with year-round residents, off-campus students, landlords, university 

administrators, and city officials.  Moreover, an interpretive paradigm was reflected 

through the study’s triangulated data collection methods that explored the multiple 

meanings that people attach to neighborhood experiences and town-gown relations.  The 

study also benefited from a critical paradigm in that it sought to explore the power 

dynamics rooted in the larger historical, economic, political, and social contexts that 

surround this campus-adjacent neighborhood.  One illustration of a critical paradigm was 

the study’s incorporation of archival research to explore how intergroup relations have 

evolved over time in response to changing political and economic realities.  Additionally, 
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because the proposed study was intended to examine cultural meanings in relation to 

institutional structures, policies, and norms, it incorporated aspects of an ecological 

paradigm.  Finally, because the study also sought to describe the nature of intergroup 

relations, it drew upon insights from social network theory.  Although the idea for this 

research project was inspired by members of the neighborhood association, a fact that is 

consistent with an interpretive paradigm, my ongoing volunteer work with the 

neighborhood association and my role as a faculty member of Mountainside State 

University precluded a purely objective stance suggested by a positivist paradigm.  These 

participatory elements did, however, present an opportunity for “engaged scholarship” 

(Norris-Tirrell, Lambert-Pennington, & Hyland, 2010).  

Theoretical Framework 

As noted earlier, the dynamics that play out in neighborhoods adjacent to colleges 

and universities are best understood by examining them in a larger social and historical 

context.  This assumption is rooted in the social ecological theory developed by 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) who conceptualizes five environmental systems that are engaged 

in dynamic, multidimensional, and multidirectional interaction.  Those five systems 

include micro, meso, exo, macro, and chrono, which are depicted in Figure 3.  An 

ecological understanding helped not only to inform the study’s design especially 

decisions on case selection, interview questions, and data collection methods, but also in 

making sense of the data that were collected.    

  A microsystem focus centers on the settings in which individuals live and work.  

Here, community dynamics are understood as a function of the interaction between the 
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individual and the settings that immediately surround the individual such as the family, 

the peer group, the school, and the neighborhood. Such a focus would, for example, 

explore the neighborhood through the lens of neighborhood typologies such as the one 

developed by Warren and Warren (1977), which outlines six neighborhood types: 

integral, parochial, diffuse, stepping-stone, transitory, and anomic (pp. 96-97).  In Warren 

and Warren’s schema, campus-adjacent residential neighborhoods lie on a continuum 

between transitory and anomic.  A transitory neighborhood is one where there is turnover 

in population and as a result, there is a divide between “been heres” (long-term residents) 

and “come-heres” (newcomers) to use terms coined by Spain (1993).  In a transitory 

neighborhood, there is a moderate degree of participation; however, the base of support 

for neighborhood organizing efforts lies among those who have lived there for a long 

time.  An anomic neighborhood, in contrast, is described as a “non-neighborhood 

characterized by individuation and atomization” (Warren & Warren, 1977, p. 108).  As 

the ratio of year-round residents to students in campus-adjacent neighborhoods decreases, 

there is likely to be less and less neighborhood cohesion, which leaves them vulnerable to 

outside influences. 

A mesosystem focus on town-gown dynamics, on the other hand, examines the 

intergroup relationships between the constituencies that have a direct interest in the 

neighborhood.  These constituent groups must negotiate a set of shared norms that govern 

life in the neighborhood and work to resolve problems when they occur.  Indeed, one way 

to understand town-gown tensions among neighbors is to see them as resulting from a 

breakdown in these negotiation processes.   
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Figure 3.  Bronfenbrenner's (1979) Social Ecological Theory Applied to Neighborhood Relations in a 

Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood 
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The exosystem refers to organizational and institutional factors that indirectly 

shape individual behavior and interpersonal relationships.  The two major institutions that 

exert power on campus-adjacent neighborhoods are city government and university 

bureaucracies.  Organizations internal to the neighborhood include citizen advocacy 

groups such as landlord associations and neighborhood associations.  An exosystem focus 

includes an examination of the power and control that these organizational and 

institutional entities exert over the neighborhood.   

A macrosystem focus examines the larger cultural features that provide a context 

that surrounds all the other systems.  In the case of college towns, these cultural values 

include those related to higher education, community relations, diversity, and social 

behavior.  These values may be rooted in the local community, the geographic region, 

and/or the national experience.  In addition, a macrosystem focus includes the prior 

community experiences of students and year-round residents as they affect their current 

experiences in campus-adjacent neighborhoods along with increasing pressure to pursue 

college degrees for the sake of securing one’s economic future in the workplace, which 

changes the nature of the college student population.  Different expectations among 

students and year-round residents often result in a kind of “culture clash” that may 

contribute to town-gown tensions and differential expectations of self and others. 

The chronosystem refers to the pattern of sociohistorical conditions over time in 

which changing social realities result in the renegotiation of social norms and institutional 

structures.  Included here is an examination of the place the university holds in the 

regional economy past, present, and future; generational changes in the off-campus 
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student population; social discourse about universities as “marriage markets” and student 

“rites of passage” that determine how universities and local communities respond to off-

campus student behavior; and finally, trends in higher education that impact on town-

gown relations.  In a cross-sectional study such as this one, an exploration of the 

chronosystem was conducted through a retrospective analysis of archival records such as 

newspaper articles, property deeds, and written histories of the community, the 

university, and the neighborhood.   

In addition to these five systems, scholars such as Belsky (1980) and Cicchetti 

and Toth (1997) have added what they call an ontogenic focus, the dynamics that are at 

work within the individual.  In this systemic focus, community experiences are 

understood as a function of individual characteristics such as personality traits, 

attachment to place, locus of control, satisfaction, self-efficacy, salience, perception, and 

self-esteem/self-image.  In the case of town-gown relations, an ontogenic focus examines 

the behavior, perceptions, and emotions of students, year-round residents, and property 

owners.  For example, there are stereotyping processes at work that influence the ways in 

which neighbors perceive one another and these stereotypes may lead to a “self-fulfilling 

prophecy." 

Although ecological theories, such as the one proposed by Bronfenbrenner 

(1979), might be classified as “grand theories” and dismissed by some scholars because 

they are too general and all-inclusive (Payne, 1997), these theories have tremendous 

utility in framing this ethnographic study of town-gown relations since they are holistic, 

environmentally-centered, and focused on relationship patterns among various social 



 

 

30 

 

systems.  Wilson and Chaddha (2009) argue that ethnographic studies must not only 

balance a focus on micro processes and macro contexts, but also, they must balance a 

theoretical perspective that is both inductive and deductive.  These authors advocate for 

ethnographic research designs that are informed by a priori theoretical frameworks while 

at the same time being open to an iterative, inductive process, giving voice to the data and 

allowing it to form new theoretical insights.  Blumer (1954) advocated using theory and 

prior research as “sensitizing concepts” that help to inform the discovery of embedded 

meanings in future empirical research.  Thus, an ecological perspective provides a 

framework that is consistent with an ethnographic method linking micro and macro 

without imposing pre-ordained theoretical suppositions on what the data will suggest.  

For the sake of clear communication, it is important to define key terms so as to 

clarify the study’s design.  The following section will provide a glossary of those terms. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood. The residential or mixed-use neighborhood 

immediately contiguous to a college or university campus.  This neighborhood is not only 

characterized by its physical location, but also by the mix of year-round residents and 

college students who live there.  Although this neighborhood is typically zoned for high-

density residential use, its boundaries are not solely defined by zoning districts.  As a 

matter of fact, the boundaries of this neighborhood are somewhat fluid and subjectively 

defined by local residents, consistent with prior research on perceptions related to 

neighborhood boundaries conducted by Coulton, Korbin, Chan, and Su (2001).    
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College Town.  “Any city where a college or university and the cultures that it creates 

exert a dominant influence over the character of the town” (Gumprecht, 2008, p. 1).  

Specifically, Gumprecht notes that if the college or university’s student population makes 

up at least 20% of the city’s population, then a collegiate culture is likely to be pervasive.   

Colleges, Universities, and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs).  For the purposes of the 

literature review for the study, these institutions include those colleges and universities 

that offer baccalaureate, masters, and/or doctoral degrees in a residential setting.  In this 

context, two-year institutions and online colleges and universities are excluded due to the 

fact that they serve a large proportion of commuting and/or “virtual” students and thus, 

have a very different impact on their host communities.  Short of this exclusion, however, 

these terms refer to a variety of institutions including those that are land-grant 

universities, those that are religiously affiliated, those that are Historic Black Colleges 

and Universities (HBCUs), those that are gender specific (i.e., men’s colleges or 

women’s colleges), those that are research oriented as well as those that are teaching 

oriented, and those that are public as well as those that are private.  As noted previously, 

however, the study focused on one medium-sized public university that was originally 

founded as a state normal school. 

Commuting Students.  College or university students who live at home with family 

members and commute to campus. 

Landlords.  A landlord owns residential rental property in a campus-adjacent 

neighborhood and may be an individual, a couple or a family, a limited liability company 
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(LLC), a real estate investment trust (REIT), or even the college or university itself, 

which may be public or private.  In the case of public institutions, the state government 

owns the property.  Landlords may or may not be based in the college town in which the 

college or university is located and they may or may not own other residential rental 

properties marketed to students, either in the same college town or other college towns.          

Local Students or “Townies.”  College or university students who live in houses or 

apartments in campus-adjacent neighborhoods, but who are native to the community that 

is host to the college or university. 

Off-campus Students.  College or university students who reside in houses or apartments 

situated in campus-adjacent neighborhoods.    

On-campus Students.  College or university students who live on-campus either in a 

university-owned residence hall or a residence hall that is privately owned or managed, 

but that is situated on the college or university campus.     

Rental Agent.  A rental agent is the person or management company responsible for the 

day-to-day maintenance and security of a residential rental property.  City rental housing 

ordinances usually require a local rental agent to be listed in city government records in 

the event that there are problems with the property (i.e., code enforcement issues, public 

safety matters, etc.).  City ordinances vary as to who may serve as a local rental agent.  A 

local rental agent becomes particularly important when the owner of the rental property is 

based out of town.   
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Studentification.  A term coined by British geographer, Darren P. Smith formerly of the 

University of Brighton now of Loughborough University, referring to “the growth of high 

concentrations of students within the localities of HEIs, often accommodated within 

[districts that have a high concentration] of houses in multiple occupation (HMO)” 

(Universities UK, 2006, p. 12).  Studentification has four dimensions: social, cultural, 

physical, and economic.    

Unrecognized Fraternity or Sorority.  These student organizations are not affiliated with 

a national organization and consequently, are not formally recognized by the university.  

In addition, at Mountainside State University, they are prohibited from advertising their 

activities on campus or holding those activities in campus facilities.  Thus, they are based 

in off-campus locations.  While this term will be used in the research, it should be noted 

that MSU students tend to refer to these groups as “off-campus fraternities and 

sororities.”     

Year-round Resident.  Persons of any age who live in the community that is host to a 

college or university.  This group overlaps with many other groups in a college town.  For 

example, year-round residents may or may not be affiliated with the college or university; 

they may or may not be landlords who own rental properties marketed to students; and 

they may be home-owners or renters themselves.  Some, though not all year-round 

residents are native to the host community, and some, though not all are long-term 

residents of the host community. 
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Relevance of the Study to Social Work 

The study is relevant to social work for two primary reasons.  First, it yields 

insights of interest to social work educators given their affiliation with HEIs and their 

leadership role in promoting civic engagement (Campbell & Bragg, 2007; Lemieux & 

Allen, 2007), particularly in the area of community practice (Soska, Sullivan-Cosetti, & 

Pasupuleti, 2010).  Social work educators can adopt pedagogies that promote social 

justice within community and university structures and practices and thereby model anti-

oppressive practice (Campbell, Scott-Lincourt, & Brennan, 2008).  Communities that are 

hosts to a college or university can provide ample opportunities to pursue these goals.  

Social work students, for example, could be sensitized to the particulars of town-gown 

relations and work to apply principles of empowerment and anti-oppressive practice in 

resolving tensions inherent in these relationships as they partner with neighborhood 

associations in campus-adjacent residential neighborhoods or community development 

corporations that work in those neighborhoods.  Faculty could also support students to 

organize their peers to advocate for changes in off-campus rental housing practices or 

university policies related to local purchasing or community members’ access to campus 

amenities.  The social work education literature provides a number of models of 

community-based pedagogies in macro practice, research, policy, social justice, and 

cultural diversity courses that could be replicated to promote town-gown relations built 

on the principles of social and economic justice (see for example Blundo, 2010; 

Donaldson & Daughtery, 2011; Droppa, 2007; Hyde & Meyer, 2004; Sather, Weitz, & 

Carlson, 2007).  
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Second, the study’s findings may be useful to social work practitioners who 

practice in the fields of community development and neighborhood organizing, especially 

if their work is situated in a college town.  One of the roles that social workers play in 

community practice is in mobilizing diverse groups of people to come together to 

improve their neighborhoods.  Social workers have a long history of working with crime-

watch groups, neighborhood associations, grassroots advocacy groups, and citizen action 

coalitions to bring about local community change.  Research on campus-adjacent 

neighborhoods can yield insights about the impact of transience on neighborhoods, 

institutional power dynamics in communities, intergroup relations among neighbors,  the 

resolution of tensions that influence the quality of life in residential neighborhoods, and 

organizing models and methods that aim to identify common grievances and build 

relationships across diverse groups who may have a history of conflict.  Finally, the 

unique characteristics of campus-adjacent neighborhoods also afford opportunities for 

developing insights into ways to forge intergenerational alliances in mixed-income 

neighborhoods.  Moxley (2003) asserts that higher education may likely be one of the 

most important venues for social workers who are interested in community practice 

including such areas as building student learning communities, establishing university-

community partnerships, and creating and testing community interventions.  He 

articulates his concern about the relative lack of literature on the role of social work 

community practitioners in leading the way for institutional change within higher 

education in making universities more community-centered.  This study helps to fill the 

void that Moxley has identified. 
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Summary 

Given the past history of tensions between universities and their surrounding 

communities and the power that universities exert in their host communities, there is 

clearly a need to better understand the nature of this relationship, particularly as it is 

played out in a campus-adjacent neighborhood where town and gown converge.  The 

increased interest in higher education in building a civically-engaged campus and the 

growing awareness of the social, political, and economic connections between 

universities and their host communities presents an opportunity for research into town-

gown relations so that steps can be taken to resolve conflicts and solidify the bonds 

between them in order to promote mutuality and reciprocity, the hallmarks of an 

institutional arrangement that advances the cause of social justice (Sen, 2009).  No longer 

can colleges and universities afford to be cloistered institutions that resist public scrutiny 

and democratic participation on the part of citizens whose lives are impacted by the 

presence of a university in their “backyard.”  The fates of both the university and the 

community are intertwined.  The health of one entity depends on the health of the other.  

The problems of one entity affect the other.  The policies and the practices of one affect 

and are affected by the policies and practice of the other.  As Duderstadt (2000) notes, 

universities and communities must collaborate with one another because “divorce is not 

an option” (p. 59); although, I would add that universities can and have separated from 

their host communities in various ways.  The next chapter explores what is known about 

the nature of town-gown relationships by summarizing the existing empirical literature.  

Although Gumprecht (2008) excludes universities that are situated in large, urban 

communities from his definition of a college town, the literature review includes studies 
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of urban communities, although, readers are cautioned to note that the impact of a college 

or university on its surrounding community will vary depending on the size of the 

community as well as the size of the university.  Including research literature on 

communities of all sizes that are home to colleges or universities ensures that all insights 

have been captured that could have been potentially relevant to the study.  
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 Chapter Two: Literature Review 

In approaching this literature review, I elected to search for empirical research on 

communities that are host to a higher education institution, preferring studies that were 

targeted at the neighborhood level.  The alternative would have been to search for 

research on intergroup relations in neighborhoods without regard to community context.  

Gumprecht (2003, 2008), however, the researcher who has done the most consistent 

research on college towns, suggests that the influence a higher education institution 

exerts on its host community is so impactful that residential neighborhoods adjacent to a 

college or university campus function in unique ways.  My purpose in conducting an a 

priori literature review was to develop sensitizing concepts while staying open to the 

intergroup dynamics that I might discover in the campus-adjacent neighborhood in 

Mountainside.  In order to design the study, however, I did review ethnographies that 

focused more broadly on intergroup relations as part of gleaning methodological ideas 

(see Chapter Three).  The published research runs the gamut of studies on the effects of 

alcohol-related behavior on residents of campus-adjacent neighborhoods (Wechsler, Lee, 

Hall, Wagenaar, & Lee, 2002) to a discourse analysis of conflict between college students 

and residents of a college town (Aggestam & Keenan, 2007) to an ethnographic study of 

house signs hung on rental properties in a college town (LaDousa, 2011).  This chapter 

summarizes findings from relevant literature and ends with some conclusions about the 

cumulative knowledge base informing the study. 
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Search Strategy 

The initial search cast a wide net and thus, the broadest search terms were used 

and no parameters were set to limit the search.  Because the initial exploration in social 

science and education databases did not yield much in the way of empirical literature, the 

list of databases was expanded to include other potential sources including conference 

papers, dissertations, and “gray literature.”  Because of the exhaustive nature of the 

search, most if not all of the available empirical research literature on town-gown 

relations was obtained with the exception of a few unavailable theses and dissertations 

and some localized technical reports produced by individual educational institutions.  

Had there been more consistency in the research literature, a more specific search could 

have been conducted to focus on neighborhood relations in college towns or on 

ethnographic studies of college towns.  The lack of consistency, however, precluded a 

more focused literature review.  The existing research studies on town-gown relations are 

grouped below according to the type of research conducted and/or the studies’ purpose. 

  In the tradition of ethnographic research specifically and qualitative research 

generally, a final phase of the literature review was conducted once the data collection 

began.  As insights emerged from the data through an inductive analytical process, 

additional literature was obtained to assist in interpreting the findings and comparing 

them to prior research.  Thus, the a priori literature review was primarily designed to 

assist in formulating research questions and refining the study’s design.  The literature 

review that follows reports empirical studies designed to capture the unique 
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characteristics of college towns and their constituencies.  Additional relevant literature 

will be incorporated later as the study’s findings are analyzed and discussed.   

College Towns 

The best known authority on college towns is a geographer, Dr. Blake 

Gumprecht, based at the University of New Hampshire.  His work relies on a case study 

method in which he describes the characteristics of college towns not only in terms of 

their geography, but also in terms of their sociocultural make up.  His work has resulted 

in several published articles as well as a book, the focus of which was to report the 

findings from a nationwide inventory of college towns across the U.S.  In his first 

published article, Gumprecht (2003) establishes the American college town as a distinct 

type of urban place.   

Following that initial article, Gumprecht published two case study articles 

exploring different aspects of college towns.  In a 2006 article, Gumprecht focused on 

Ithaca, NY to describe three distinct residential districts that he described as “fraternity 

row,” “the student ghetto,” and “the faculty enclave.”  In a 2007 article, Gumprecht used 

Norman, OK to explore how the University of Oklahoma’s campus has become an open, 

landscaped space that functions as a public park not only for those persons affiliated with 

the university, but also for all residents of Norman.  Gumprecht’s (2008) most recent 

work is a book in which he describes eight college towns chosen from a nationwide list of 

60 college communities.  Gumprecht’s work, although largely descriptive and, in my 

opinion, somewhat romanticized, represents the most substantial cumulative body of 
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work on college towns.  Its contribution to the current study is in providing a geographic 

as well as a sociocultural context in which to explore town-gown relations. 

The Role of Alcohol in College Town Life 

The next major thread in the research on town-gown dynamics surrounds studies 

on alcohol-related college student behavior.  The National Institute on Alcohol Abuse 

and Alcoholism (2002) notes that the tradition of drinking is a distinguishing 

characteristic of college student culture and one that has permeated students’ beliefs and 

social customs from generation to generation.  Thus, one cannot examine town-gown 

relations without understanding the role that alcohol plays in college towns and campus-

adjacent neighborhoods.  While there is a great deal of research on alcohol use and abuse 

among college students, this literature review focuses on the role that alcohol plays in 

off-campus student behavior and the impact of that behavior on residents of college 

towns.  In addition, this review includes studies on the college town environment and the 

role it plays in perpetuating alcohol-related behavioral problems and their solutions.   

There are a number of studies that have evolved from the Harvard School of 

Public Health’s College Alcohol Study, a multi-year survey of students at four-year 

colleges and universities (Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research, 

2001).  Wechsler, Lee, Hall, Wagenaar, and Lee (2002) published one such study in 

which the authors conducted a telephone survey of a stratified nationwide sample of 

households in college communities as well as non-college communities.  The purpose of 

the survey was four-fold:  1) to compare the number of alcohol outlets in neighborhoods 

near colleges to those not near colleges; 2) to determine the degree to which residents in 
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communities near a college experience secondhand effects of alcohol use as compared to 

residents of neighborhoods not near a college; 3) to ascertain whether or not increased 

secondhand effects are related to more alcohol outlets located near colleges; and 4) to 

compare the secondhand effects of alcohol use among residents who live near colleges 

with high levels of binge drinking to residents who live near colleges with low levels of 

binge drinking.  The findings indicated that respondents who lived within a mile of a 

college campus were significantly more likely to report noise disturbances, vandalism, 

drunkenness, and vomit and urination than those living more than a mile from a college.  

Interestingly, only about one-fourth of the respondents in the study indicated that college 

students were seen as primarily responsible for most of these secondhand effects; 

however, college students were more often viewed as being responsible for litter, 

noise/disturbance, vandalism, and drunkenness by those residents who live within a mile 

of a college than by those living more than a mile from a college.  Additionally, more 

residents in communities with high-binge drinking schools (as measured by the College 

Alcohol Study) reported the presence of alcohol outlets within a mile of their homes.  

Residents who live near high-binge drinking schools were more likely to report litter and 

noise/disturbance by college students than those in low-binge drinking school areas.  

Finally, results from a path analysis indicated that the number of alcohol outlets (bars, 

package stores, and restaurants and grocery stores selling alcohol) exerted an important 

mediating effect on the experience of secondhand problems, far more than the effect of 

the level of the college’s binge drinking or the neighborhood’s socioeconomics.  The role 

of alcohol outlets in promoting drinking among college students is consistent with 

subsequent research.  Weitzman, Folkman, Folkman, and Wechsler (2003) also found a 
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relationship between the alcohol usage patterns of college students and the density of 

alcohol outlets in the community.  Kuo, Wechsler, Greenberg, and Lee (2003) used 

systematic social observations of alcohol outlets, revealing a link between targeted 

marketing practices used by those outlets and increased rates of binge drinking among 

college students.  Weitzman, Nelson, and Wechsler (2003) found that college students 

who reported being exposed to “wet” environments where drinking is prevalent and 

alcohol is cheap and easily accessed were more likely to engage in binge drinking than 

their peers who lacked similar exposure.  These studies, however, were cross-sectional in 

nature and thus were not able to establish causal pathways.  As Wechsler, Lee, Hall, 

Wagenaar, and Lee (2002) acknowledge, there may very well be a recursive relationship 

between the density and marketing practices of alcohol outlets and the drinking behaviors 

of college students.  Together these studies suggest the need for environmental as 

opposed to individual interventions designed to curtail the negative impacts of alcohol 

use and abuse among college students.  This recommendation is further supported by 

Yu’s (2001) survey of 813 students in five colleges in New York state, the findings of 

which suggest that college students are both victims and victimizers when it comes to 

alcohol-related behaviors despite the fact that most of the research assumes that students 

are only responsible for perpetrating problems related to alcohol rather than also being 

adversely affected by the behavior of other students.  Yu concludes that prevention 

efforts targeting college students should understand their alcohol use as a group process 

as opposed to an individual one.   



 

 

44 

 

Probably the most comprehensive study on substance abuse on college and 

university campuses was conducted by the Commission on Substance Abuse at Colleges 

and Universities.  The Commission, convened by the National Center on Addiction and 

Substance Abuse at Columbia University (2007), has been tracking college alcohol and 

drug use since 1993.  In its 2007 report, the Commission cited national data which 

suggests that the problem of substance abuse on campuses has worsened with 49.4% of 

full-time college students each month engaging in binge drinking and/or abuse of 

prescription or illegal street drugs.  The Commission concurs with the National Institute 

on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) that alcohol has become embedded in the 

culture of colleges and universities and they advocate for taking the “’high’ out of higher 

education” (p. ii).  Their multi-faceted, multi-year national research study, which 

incorporated both primary and secondary data analyses, suggests among other things that 

substance use varies depending on where students live, with students in Greek housing 

and students who live off-campus having higher rates of usage than students who live on 

campus.  The study outlined ten action steps that university administrators can take to 

prevent and reduce student substance abuse including:  “engag[ing] community partners 

in prevention, enforcement, interventions and treatment; including in the academic 

curricula information about substance abuse and addiction; and engaging students in 

service learning courses and community service” (p. 92).                   

University-Community Alcohol Prevention Efforts 

Studies such as those cited above have led to a body of evaluative research 

examining the work of university-community coalitions to address alcohol-related 
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problems in college towns.  These studies are included in this literature review because 

they provide clues about the nature of the relationship between town and gown and the 

culture of campus-adjacent neighborhoods.  Two studies in particular used a case study 

method to examine local prevention efforts in two mid-Atlantic college communities.  

Gebhardt, Kaphingst, and DeJong’s (2000)  case study reports findings from the Albany, 

New York Committee on University and Community Relations, which incorporated 

multiple strategies for reducing alcohol-related problems in the city of Albany.  Several 

of those strategies specifically target off-campus students and neighborhoods adjacent to 

the campus of the State University of New York, Albany including 1) distributing door 

tags in adjacent neighborhoods each fall and spring to provide information about local 

laws pertaining to student parties, 2) delivering brochures to off-campus students to alert 

them to public safety issues in the community, 3) sponsoring an “Off-Campus Safety 

Awareness Day” when the university attempted to recruit students to participate in 

neighborhood crime prevention programs, 4) hosting an annual meeting with rental 

property owners to adhere to laws that require them to provide safe and secure apartments 

to students, 5) having the Albany Police Department to maintain an increased presence in 

neighborhoods adjacent to campus at the beginning of each school year, 6) ensuring that 

the university’s Director of Personal Safety and Off-Campus Affairs received reports 

from the Albany Police Department whenever a university student was either arrested or 

was the victim of an off-campus crime, 7) maintaining a telephone hotline for both 

students and local residents to use in reporting off-campus problems, and finally, 8) 

coordinating a “Cooperating Tavern” program in which tavern owners signed a voluntary 

agreement promising to include a statement in their advertising asking patrons to be 
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respectful of neighborhood residents and to behave responsibly and in a civil manner 

when leaving the establishment, to emphasize the legal necessity of being 21 years of age 

or older in order to obtain alcohol and the need to have valid identification, to avoid 

language or illustrations that encourage the irresponsible use of alcohol, and to promote 

nonalcoholic beverages and food specials as much as alcoholic beverage specials.  

Fourteen local bars and restaurants in the neighborhoods surrounding the campus 

participated in the program and these establishments were provided with a sign to display 

in their establishments as well as a program logo to include in any of their advertising.  

The study used three primary indicators to assess the possible effects of the committee’s 

prevention efforts.  Hotline calls decreased by 84% from 1991 to 1999; off-campus noise 

complaints involving university students made to the Albany Police Department 

decreased from 1992 to 1994, increased during the 1996-97 school year, and then 

decreased in the 1997-98 school year; and finally, overall alcohol-related arrests of 

university students made by the Albany Police Department increased during the academic 

years 1992-93 through 1998-99, although, there was a differential pattern when the 

arrests were broken down by category.  Because the study lacked a control or comparison 

group, however, it is unclear if these changes were specifically related to the committee’s 

prevention efforts.  Still, the case study does outline an innovative approach to building a 

town-gown coalition designed to prevent alcohol-related problems both on and off 

campus. 

Bishop, Downs, and Cohen’s (2008) case study evaluation examined the impact 

of alcohol prevention efforts spearheaded by a coalition of officials from the University 
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of Delaware and the city of Newark, Delaware, where students have a very high 

incidence of binge-drinking relative to students at other colleges and universities (as 

measured by the College Alcohol Study).  The coalition was named the Building 

Responsibility Coalition and in relation to community interventions, it spearheaded a 

number of initiatives including plotting alcohol-related arrest data using geographic 

information science (GIS), which established a link between the location of alcohol 

outlets and alcohol-related arrests; purchasing ID scanners for the city police force to use 

in detecting fake IDs, making policy recommendations to the mayor and city council 

regarding student use of alcohol; distributing guides on safe and responsible parties to 

off-campus students; supporting “party patrols” conducted by the city police, which 

focused on the hosts of disorderly parties and those who attended as well as the landlords 

who owned the properties where these parties took place; and conducting a “good 

neighbor” media campaign encouraging students and local residents alike to become 

better neighbors.  As in the Albany, New York case study, this study used several 

indicators to assess the impact of the coalition’s prevention efforts on alcohol-related 

behaviors.  The difference, however, between the two case studies is that the Newark, 

Delaware study relied on secondary data from the College Alcohol Study conducted by 

the Harvard School of Public Health, whereas the Albany, New York study used a 

combination of locally obtained data from the city police and the university.  This study 

found no significant decrease in the binge drinking rate among students over a ten-year 

period from 1993 to 2003, and the only statistically significant impact was in the number 

of students reporting that they had had a serious argument or quarrel involving alcohol.  

These findings, however may be the result of methodological flaws and measurement 
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problems.  Once again, the lack of a control or comparison group was problematic in 

establishing a link between the coalition’s prevention efforts and the behaviors measured. 

An evaluation study that was more methodologically sophisticated than the two 

case studies just described was conducted by Saltz, Welker, Paschall, Feeney, and 

Fabiano (2009).  In this study, the authors used data from three public universities in 

Washington state, one of which served as the comparison site.  The primary focus of this 

study was the Neighborhoods Engaging with Students (NEST) project sponsored by the  

Western Washington University (WWU) – Bellingham Campus Community Coalition.  

A second university modeled its prevention efforts after the NEST project with a few 

exceptions, and therefore, data from this campus was also included in the study.  The 

study used a pre- post-test design examining student survey data prior to and just after the 

intervention efforts using hierarchical logistical regression to analyze data on student 

behaviors nested within university campuses.  Like the other prevention efforts described 

earlier, the NEST project used a variety of interventions.  Unique to this study, however, 

were the use of an educational website developed for students preparing to move or 

already living off campus; a series of “Let’s Talk Forums,” which brought together long-

term neighborhood residents, students, and law enforcement personnel in facilitated 

dialogues regarding neighborhood issues; the use of neighborhood-based, service-

learning projects sponsored by university faculty; a neighborhood service alternative 

project that required students from nearby neighborhoods who received minor alcohol 

citations to complete community service in those neighborhoods; the development of an 

initiative designed to increase late-night programming on campus that was focused on 
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underage, especially first-year students; and finally, a neighborhood mediation program 

intended to resolve neighborhood conflicts involving students.  Results of the study 

indicated a small, but statistically significant reduction in the frequency of heavy drinking 

among students at the NEST intervention schools relative to students at the comparison 

school.  Other significant predictors of heavy drinking included gender (Male students 

were more likely to engage in heavy drinking than were female students.), race (White 

students were more likely than non-White students to engage in heavy drinking.), and 

place of residence (Students living in a fraternity or sorority house or in an off-campus 

apartment or house were more likely to engage in heavy drinking than were students who 

lived in on-campus residence halls or who commuted from home.).  Interestingly, the 

authors note that the intervention’s focus on neighborhood engagement posed some 

challenges, particularly as it related to the “culture gap” between neighborhood 

associations and the university.  This culture gap resulted from the relative informality of 

neighborhood associations combined with a historical lack of collaboration between the 

neighborhood associations and the university.  In addition, the constant flux of students in 

and out of campus-adjacent neighborhoods made it difficult to sustain students’ 

neighborhood engagement.   

Another study examining prevention efforts was conducted by Wechsler, Kelley, 

Weitzman, San Giovanni, and Seibring (2000), which reported findings from a national 

population survey of 734 college administrators to learn about their prevention efforts.  In 

relatation to community partnerships, only about one-quarter of the respondents reported 

meeting regularly with neighbors or community groups to address problems related to 
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student drinking.  Large, public, northeastern, more competitive, residential, and secular 

colleges were more likely to report involvement in community exchanges.  Not 

surprisingly, those administrators who perceived student alcohol use to be a problem 

were more likely to report the use of prevention efforts.  Those efforts, however, that 

require a greater institutional investment in personnel, function, or community 

involvement were less commonly reported.  This survey provided descriptive insights, 

but was limited in terms of its analysis of the data.   

Given environmental effects that impact on alcohol use among college students 

and the impact of students’ alcohol use on the community and its residents, it would 

follow that university-community partnerships are essential in preventing such problems.  

The evaluative literature on these prevention efforts, however, suggests that while 

university officials are initiating a variety of community-based programs, true university-

community partnerships based on egalitarian relationships are a less common occurrence.                 

Relationships with Local Police 

Yet another research thread on town-gown relations has to do with the 

relationship between students and local police forces in college towns including studies 

on arrest and complaint patterns.  Although some of this research overlaps with 

information on alcohol-related behaviors, not all of the studies in this regard are focused 

exclusively on students’ use of alcohol.   

Leinfelt and Thompson (2004) used data from municipal alcohol-related arrest 

reports over a six-year period from a Midwestern college town to ascertain the pattern of 
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student alcohol arrests.  This method enhanced the validity of the authors’ findings as 

opposed to the more common method in much of the research on primary and secondary 

effects of alcohol among college students, which relies on self-reports.  The data in this 

study indicated that college students comprised one-fifth of all alcohol-related arrests and 

that the number and rate of student arrests increased over the six years included in the 

study.  Underage drinking and illegal possession of alcohol under the age of 21 were the 

most common reasons for arrest followed by driving under the influence, noise 

violations, open container violations, use of false identification, being a minor in an 

establishment that serves liquor, and selling alcohol to a minor.  Among the students who 

were arrested for an alcohol-related offense, being a male student, being a first-year 

student, being affiliated with a Greek organization, playing athletics, and being enrolled 

in the university’s College of University Studies (mostly comprised of those students who 

had not yet declared an academic major) were significant predictors of incurring an 

alcohol-related arrest. 

Brower and Carroll (2007) used GIS technology to examine spatial and temporal 

patterns in reports made to the Madison, Wisconsin Police and/or the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison over the course of a year.  They then matched this data with the 

addresses of students, which they obtained from the university’s Registrar, although, this 

matching process may have compromised the validity of their findings.  These data were 

plotted in GIS software for analytical purposes.  In terms of temporal patterns, the 

findings suggested that noise complaints rose steadily starting at 6:00 p.m. and peaked at 

11:00 p.m., decreasing rapidly thereafter.  Liquor law violations remained somewhat 
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steady throughout the day with a gradual decrease from 2:00 to 10:00 a.m.  Incidents of 

assault and battery began to increase at 11:00 p.m. and peaked at 2:00 a.m., which is 

when bars closed in the city.  Incidents of vandalism had a bimodal pattern, peaking in 

the morning hours between 8:00 and 10:00 a.m. and then again at 3:00 p.m.  In terms of 

spatial patterns, noise complaints increased in the high-density student areas and in the 

border areas between student and long-term resident neighborhoods between 11:00 p.m. 

and midnight and then tapered off in these areas after 3:00 a.m.  Reports of assaults and 

batteries were highest in the areas closest to bars.  Vandalism reports throughout the 

afternoon and evening were localized in the high-density neighborhoods where students 

were concentrated, although, vandalism calls made during morning and afternoon hours 

came from all parts of the city and were not localized solely in high-density student areas.  

These findings prompted some policy changes by both the university and the city.  

Among these changes were the university’s adoption of a restorative justice program that 

brought students together with long-term residents to better communicate with one 

another and the city’s move to institute a “beat cop” model to foster closer relations 

between city police and students within high-density student neighborhoods.   

In response to the concern about students’ crowd behavior following scheduled 

events (Hoover, 2002), Ruddell, Thomas, and Way (2005) used data from two waves of 

surveys of persons who attended an annual Halloween celebration in Chico, California, 

home to a medium-sized state university.  Surveyors approached people on the street 

while the event was taking place to ask them demographic questions including whether 

they were a student and/or local resident or visitor from out-of-town, behavioral 



 

 

53 

 

questions about drinking and spending habits that evening, and questions about their 

perception of the police and the media.  This method likely influenced the study’s 

findings, possibly compromising the validity of the respondent’s answers given the 

rowdiness of the behavior and the participants’ use of alcohol before and during the 

event.  Because the community had increasingly perceived this celebration as a problem 

event, the city police department decided to use an increased police presence as well as a 

media campaign leading up to the event that was designed to discourage students and 

local residents from taking part in the event.  The authors wanted to see if and how this 

increased police crackdown impacted on the crowd’s behavior in each of two years 

following the implementation of these strategies.  The authors found that the majority of 

participants in both years were male and white; however, there were more older 

university students in the second year of the survey, a fact which may have positively 

impacted on the diminished level of rowdiness exhibited in the second year.  Participants 

reported spending significantly more money during the evening of the Halloween 

celebration in the second year than they did in the first year, but the authors conclude that 

the amount of spending was not sufficient to inject substantial revenues into the local 

economy.  Although participants in both years had seen the television commercials prior 

to the event designed to discourage people from attending, in the second year, there was 

an increase in the number of respondents who had seen them.  There was a decrease, 

however, in the number of respondents from the first to the second year who had seen the 

newspaper articles and advertisements regarding the event.  In the first year of the survey, 

respondents reported a perception of increased police presence, however, in the second 

year, they reported no increase in police presence, probably due to the fact that there were 
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significantly more police officers present in the first year of the survey than there had 

been in previous years, so the difference was noted in the first year of the survey, but not 

in the second year.  The vast majority of respondents in both years of the study rated the 

police response as excellent.  The authors concluded that although the survey findings 

indicated that the police and media interventions seemed to have a positive effect on the 

rowdiness of the crowd, there were other interventions that may have been just as 

effective including the university imposing temporary limits on the number of guests that 

students in on-campus residence halls could have, levying internal sanctions for students 

who were arrested at such events, and publicizing pictures of student violators to reduce 

the anonymity of crowds that encourages students to act out in negative ways.  The 

authors highlight the need for more research on “issueless riots” among students in 

college towns.   

The final study related to the relationship between college students and police was 

conducted by Williams and Nofziger (2003) using two randomized samples, one 

consisting of a county’s residents and one consisting of university students who attended 

a state university located in the county seat.  The authors conducted a telephone survey 

that included a series of demographic questions and a series of questions about how well 

they thought the local police performed on a number of different factors including 

enforcing various types of laws, solving crimes, patrolling and preventing crime, and 

responding to a major crisis.  In addition, respondents were asked to rate their personal 

safety and their perceptions of community safety.  The responses of the university 

students were significantly different than the responses of local residents on 15 out of 20 
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of the items about the performance of the local police and the questions about personal 

and community safety.  Moreover, the responses of university students were significantly 

different than the responses of similarly-aged local residents on 12 of these 20 items.   

Students were more likely to report being a victim of a crime and witnessing a crime 

without reporting it to the police in addition to reporting that the police exhibited 

discourteous conduct and having less confidence in the police’s ability to handle a major 

crisis than were similarly-aged local counterparts.  These two groups, however, did not 

report any significant difference in their perceived level of safety or on their perceptions 

related to decreases in crime.  The authors then conducted a multivariate analysis to 

examine the impact of youth status on confidence in police and found that being young 

(ages 18-29) did predict a lower level of confidence after controlling for gender (male), 

and race (black), however, the stronger predictor was perceptions of less crime, which 

seems to yield a higher level of confidence in the police.  University students in this 

sample were less likely than local residents to trust the police and more likely to feel 

unsafe, and moreover, these perceptions were linked to university status rather than age 

given the differences among university students and similarly-aged local residents.  These 

perceptions among university students may be exacerbated by the fact that they are 

concentrated in a geographic area, which includes but is not limited to the campus and 

which may make students feel more vulnerable to crime than would otherwise be the 

case.  In addition, university students in this sample often came from smaller 

communities than the one in which they were attending college and the size of the 

community may have impacted on their perceptions of the police.  Finally, it may be that 

the police more often patrol the areas frequented by university students and thus, students 
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are more likely to be the targets of social control by the police, which could influence 

their perceptions of police performance.  Regardless of the reasons that may explain these 

differences, the perceptions of university students may make it more difficult for them to 

feel integrated in the community and may pose obstacles in building stronger community 

cohesiveness.  As with prior research, however, the cross-sectional nature of this survey 

prohibits the establishment of causality with a recursive relationship among these 

variables being a distinct possibility. 

Housing in College Towns 

Three studies examined various aspects of housing in communities that are home 

to a college or university.  The first of those studies was conducted by Kenyon (1997) 

who conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews with residents of a university city in 

the United Kingdom.  The purpose of the interviews was to understand residents’ 

perceptions of and interactions with the university students who lived in privately rented 

student houses within their communities.  The responses were grouped into three 

interrelated categories: physical concerns, social concerns, and economic concerns.  

Physical concerns included the perception that having student houses in the community 

attracted burglars to the area due to the increased number of consumer items such as 

computer equipment, bicycles, televisions, and video and stereo equipment that students 

brought with them to the university.  In addition, residents indicated that landlords often 

left student houses unsecured, particularly during academic breaks, which also invited 

burglars.  Another physical concern was that student houses were often unsafe and 

unsanitary due to overcrowding, inadequate kitchen and bathroom facilities, poor 
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ventilation, deficient or nonexistent fire escapes, dangerous gas supplies and electrical 

wiring, and the presence of vermin. 

In terms of social concerns, residents indicated that the presence of students led to 

an erosion of feelings of stability, cohesiveness, and confidence within the community.  

Local residents indicated that they didn’t know their student neighbors nor did they 

identify with them.  This feeling was exacerbated by the acknowledgement that students 

are transient members of the community, a fact that diminishes opportunities for 

involvement and their acquaintance is neither desired nor sought out by local residents.  

Finally, residents reported an overall depressed and neglected feel to the community in 

which they live, which was linked to poorly maintained rental properties and a scarcity of 

year-round residents due to the community’s negative reputation.   

The category of economic concerns included residents’ perceptions that the 

concentration of student houses had had an adverse effect on their economic investment 

in their homes.  In addition, residents reported that their home insurance costs had risen 

due to the increase in burglaries in the area.  Finally, the combination of these factors was 

perceived to have a negative impact on residents’ ability to resell their properties and to 

recoup their economic investment.   

Another study of housing was conducted by Cortes (2004) who collected 

secondary data over a ten-year period from 13 universities in five U.S. cities to examine 

the degree to which proximity to a public or private university impacted on average 

monthly rental payments and average owner-occupied housing unit values.  In addition, 
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the author wanted to compare the impact of public universities to private universities on 

the housing market.  In comparison to citywide data, university-adjacent neighborhoods 

had higher rates of female heads of household, unemployment, minority residents, and 

poverty.  Not surprisingly, university-adjacent neighborhoods had higher rates of renter-

occupied housing units and lower rates of owner-occupied units.  Moreover, university-

adjacent neighborhoods had lower rates of residential duration, lower monthly rental 

payments, and higher rates of residential construction than was true citywide.  The results 

of a series of ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions indicated that with the exception 

of Chicago, adjacency to a public university predicted lower average rents, although, 

proximity to a private university had no statistical effect.  Moreover, for both public and 

private universities, neighborhood proximity was positively associated with higher 

housing values.  Thus, it would seem that the presence of a public university had mixed 

effects on surrounding housing markets, although, the presence of a private university 

had uniformly positive effects.  The cross-sectional nature of the study, however, did not 

allow for causality to be established.  Moreover, the statistical analysis did not control for 

other extraneous variables (e.g., square footage of the property, date of construction, etc.) 

that may have influenced the study’s findings. 

Finally, Johnson, Cole, and Merrill (2009) conducted a survey of 1,959 off-

campus students at Brigham Young University selected in a purposive sample to 

ascertain the association between poor housing conditions and adverse health effects.  

Logistic regression was used to assess the association between specific housing problems 

and the presence or absence of specific health problems in the past month.  Having a 
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health problem in the past month was significantly greater for those who reported the 

following housing problems: common areas were only somewhat clean, dumpsters near 

their building were generally emptied only after they overflowed, that personal safety 

was a concern (due to faulty electrical wiring, missing or nonworking smoke detectors, 

etc.), that repairs were more likely requested, that an injury or illness was associated with 

their housing, and that they were concerned that their housing condition was harmful to 

their health (p. 45).  Although the authors report p values, they do not report odds ratios.  

This fact combined with the study’s nonrandom sample makes their findings somewhat 

questionable.  Interestingly, the authors did not find a correlation between rental cost and 

number of housing problems, suggesting that it is not just students living in low-cost 

houses/apartments who are experiencing problems with their off-campus housing.  

Regardless of cost, students in their survey reported having a minimum of two reportable 

housing problems per semester.  One of the most common housing problems that students 

in the survey reported was a nonexistent or nonworking smoke detector.  The next most 

common problem was dampness and mold, with one in five students reporting that there 

was no working exhaust fan in their bathroom.   

Miscellaneous Studies from College Towns 

Seven studies on college towns will be grouped into a miscellaneous category.  

The first of these studies, conducted by LaDousa (2011), a linguistic anthropologist, was 

an ethnographic study of the cultural messages conveyed on signs that Miami University 

of Ohio students hang on their off-campus houses.  The study not only includes a 

thematic analysis of seven themes represented in the house signs, but also includes 
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principles of language and textual meanings, as well as an exploration of human agency 

as reflected in this long-standing community tradition.  The seven themes depicted in 

Oxford house signs include alcohol references, puns containing “Inn,” media references, 

street names, number of residents, and sexuality.  The study is a masterful application of 

ethnographic methods and the result is a fascinating look inside the world of off-campus 

college students.             

Aggestam and Keenan (2007) applied discourse analysis to the dialogue in a 

community meeting following a university student-planned luau that took place in a 

beachfront area inhabited by local community residents and students alike in a college 

town in Connecticut.  The authors analyzed the live dialogue at the meeting as well as the 

written narratives that emerged from the meeting.  They then compared and contrasted 

the narrative statements as to the cognitive, cultural, political, and structural 

embeddedness of the rhetorical arguments posed using an analytical framework from the 

field of economic sociology.  In their analysis, the authors focused on the spoken 

conversation, taking note of the vocabulary that was used, the way in which ideas were 

framed, and the multiple meanings that were conveyed and interpreted by the 

participants.  Cognitive embeddedness refers to the way in which the conflict was being 

thought about; cultural embeddedness refers to the “shared collective understandings” 

that shape strategies and goals to try and resolve the conflict (p. 447); political 

embeddedness refers to the way in which institutions and decisions are “shaped by a 

struggle for power” (p. 447); and structural embeddedness refers to the “contextualization 

of . . . exchanges in patterns of ongoing interpersonal relations” (p. 449).  In terms of 
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cognitive embeddedness, the authors concluded that many of the participants in the 

meeting were thinking about the luau in the context of previous events not as a singular, 

stand-alone event, a fact that resulted in an exaggeration of the facts of the event (i.e., 

how many students had attended the luau, how many students had been arrested, and how 

many students had been hospitalized for intoxication and excessive consumption of 

alcohol).  In terms of cultural embeddedness, the meeting evidenced new as well as 

changed images and identities of the various participants who were present and resulted 

in changes in community and university norms.  Politically, there were discussions about 

the relative power that townsfolk and students had vis a vis the other and the meeting 

resulted in a reinvigoration of beach-resident and student-renter associations.  In addition, 

participants aired their expectations about the authority each party had or didn’t have in 

resolving the conflict.  Finally, in terms of structural embeddedness, the authors 

identified four dyadic groupings that were referenced in the dialogue. The dyads were 

students and beach residents, students and town department officials, students and 

university officials, and students and merchants.  These relationship dyads emerged out 

of the discussion about social roles and norms as they were defined by the participants.   

In the authors’ opinion, the meeting failed to result in a collaborative solution to 

the conflict.  The participants, particularly the beach residents, used the meeting to wage 

recriminations against the students and the university and asserted their position and 

authority as “enforcers” (p. 450).  Factionality was the norm in the meeting, which only 

served to further the town-gown divide.  The beach resident faction exaggerated certain 

details of the situation while deemphasizing others.  They used language to their 
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advantage in suppressing the power of other less organized factions, namely the students, 

who were portrayed as “social deviants and enemies” (p. 453). 

A series of two related studies that also examined language were conducted by 

Ashmore, DelBoca, and Beebe (2002).  In their first study, 64 students in an introductory 

psychology class at Rutgers University were surveyed.  They were first asked to list and 

briefly describe at least 10 different types of college students.  Then, they were asked to 

list types of college student drinkers and to rate 59 types of college students on a 7-point 

scale ranging from 1 (drink a little or not at all) to 7 (drink a lot).  The list of types came 

from a prior study of crowd types generated from research done with American high 

school students.  Finally, participants were asked some demographic questions and two 

questions about the frequency and quantity of their own drinking behavior.  This study 

was then replicated with a sample of 236 Rutgers University students enrolled in an 

introductory psychology class.  The findings from both studies were nearly identical.  In 

both studies, the types that were rated as drinking most heavily were members of the 

sociosexual subculture, the partiers (e.g., “frat boys”), the players (e.g., “athletes/jocks”), 

and the partner-pursuers (e.g., “playboys”). Not a single heavy drinking type was 

associated with the academic subculture, which included types such as the “brainiacs,” 

the “nerds/geeks,” and the “studious,” and none of these types were viewed as highly 

involved in sociosexual pursuits.  In addition, three light-drinking types were regarded as 

uninterested or unskilled in social activities (“loner/quiet.” “dork/dweeb,” and “goody-

goody”) and two were seen as involved in activities that drew them away from social 

activities (“religious” and “military/ROTC”).  Those students who reported to engage in 
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heavier drinking themselves were more likely to identify the existence of “alcoholics” or 

“drunks” than the students who reported engaging in light drinking.  Male students were 

more likely to regard social involvement as involving drinking than were female students 

and to see drinking and academic pursuits as being less compatible.  The data seem to 

support the notion that alcohol is a central component of college student culture. 

The authors also highlight several aspects of the process of stereotyping among 

respondents.  First, stereotypes seem to derive from cultural prescriptions and from visual 

distinctiveness.  For example, ethnicity was evident in labels such as “freak,” “hippie,” 

and “prep,” although, gender was used to denote subtypes, a fact that demonstrates that 

stereotypes are hierarchical in nature.  Second, the stereotypes were not merely 

descriptive, but also evaluative, and many of these evaluations were derogatory.  For 

example, “Chink,” “nigger/nigga,” and “cracker” were used to describe Asians, Blacks, 

and Whites respectively, and “fag,” “queer,” “homo,” and “dyke” were labels used to 

refer to gays and lesbians.  Third, the stereotypes were remarkably similar for subgroups 

of respondents on the basis of race/ethnicity, gender, and drinking behaviors.  Such 

stereotyping, according to the authors, serves dual functions in individual identity 

formation and in making sense of the social world and in defining the culture of college 

students.  Because this study was conducted at only one institution, however, it is not 

known whether these findings are representative of the views of students at other colleges 

and universities.   

Two additional studies, examined the relationship between place of residence and 

college academic performance.  The more methodologically sophisticated study was 



 

 

64 

 

conducted by Turley and Wodtke (2010) using secondary data on 2,011 first-year college 

students ages 18-25 in 372 institutions.  Data came from the 1999-2000 National 

Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS) combined with data from the 2005-06 

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) and were analyzed using 

multilevel modeling to explore the effects of both individual and institutional variables on 

student academic performance.  After controlling for gender, race/ethnicity, SAT scores, 

the number of hours the student worked per week, disability status, distance from home, 

parents’ education level, and whether the parent paid some or part of the students’ tuition 

and fees, the authors found no significant effects on place of residence (on campus, off 

campus with family, off campus without family) for white students on overall grade point 

average (GPA) in the first year of college.  This finding held constant across the types of 

educational institutions.  For black students, however, there was a marginally significant 

difference, with those who lived on-campus having higher GPAs than those who lived at 

home with family.  This fact may have been affected by the small proportion of black 

students in the sample.  The authors indicate that their findings are consistent with those 

of other studies on place of residence and college students’ academic performance.  

Moreover, the fact that they used national data enhances the credibility of their findings.   

Another study on place of residence and student academic performance, although 

older and less methodologically sophisticated, was conducted by Delucchi (1993).  The 

author surveyed a random sample of 500 students at a large state-supported university on 

the west coast of the U.S. in each of two years.  The sample was drawn from the 

university’s student directory and yielded a 44% response rate in the first year and a 50% 
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response rate in the second year.  The results of an ordinary least squares (OLS) 

regression revealed that students’ place of residence was indeed a significant predictor 

with students who live in off-campus apartments having lower GPAs after controlling for 

age, gender, socioeconomic status, and religious affiliation than those who live in on-

campus residence halls or who commute from their homes in the surrounding 

community.  The author concludes that the reason why students in off-campus apartments 

may have lower GPAs is because they live in complexes that lack staffing, security, or 

recreational facilities and they may be more likely to engage in activities, many involving 

alcohol, that are incompatible with their academic performance.  Limitations to the study 

were its cross-sectional nature and the weakness of the survey instrument, study design, 

and statistical analysis.  The fact that the survey was limited to students at one institution 

also serves to limit its generalizability. 

Yet another study was conducted by Bruning, McGrew, and Cooper (2006) on 

university-community engagement from the perspective of community members.  The 

authors mailed a survey to a random sample of residents of a Midwestern suburban 

community that is home to a university.  The purpose of the survey was to examine 

residents’ attitudes toward the university and their perceptions of the relationship they 

have with local government.  The survey yielded a sample of 226 respondents for a 

response rate of 28%.  Although respondents overwhelming felt the university was an 

asset to the community, 65% of them had not attended a campus event within the past six 

months.  Forty-one percent indicated that the one thing they wanted the university to do 

was “invite” them onto campus.  This response far outweighed the other responses which 



 

 

66 

 

were to provide more parking for students (19%), work on mutually beneficial projects 

with the city (11%), better manage student rental properties (5%), partner with the 

community to plan children’s outreach activities (5%), update the campus (5%), quit 

buying houses (5%), and pay more taxes (5%).  There was a significant difference, as 

measured by student’s t tests, between those respondents who had been on campus for an 

event within the past six months and those who had not been on campus in the last six 

months in terms of their perceptions of the university’s level of openness, interest, and 

investment in the local community and the respondent’s trust in the university.  The 

validity of this survey was compromised, however, due to the fact that it did not 

incorporate standardized measures nor did it clearly define major constructs, had a 

relatively low response rate, and was limited to one college town. 

Finally, McAndrew (1998) examined the degree to which college students were 

rooted to their hometowns through surveys of two samples of students.  One sample was 

enrolled at a Midwestern state university and the other sample was enrolled at a 

Midwestern liberal arts university.  The author first conducted a principal components 

analysis (PCA) to assess the internal consistency reliability of an original scale designed 

to measure the construct of rootedness, which the author defines as a “psychological state 

of being, a mood, or a feeling . . . result[ing] from long habitation at one locality”” (p. 

411).  In its extreme, rootedness can lead to parochialism.  In its final version, the scale 

was comprised of two subscales, “desire for change” and “home/family satisfaction.”  

The author then computed correlation scores between the subscale scores and 11 

dependent variables.  The desire for change subscale was significantly and positively 
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related to a lack of desire to live in one’s hometown following graduation and a 

preference for living in a rural area in both of the samples.  High scores on the 

home/family satisfaction subscale were related to a desire to eventually return to one’s 

hometown, frequent homesickness, parental influence in choosing a college, and visits by 

either hometown friends at college or by the student to their hometown in both samples.  

Overall, the rootedness scale predicted subscribing to a hometown newspaper in both 

samples and to greater distances between college and home in the second sample.    

These findings should be interpreted with caution, however, due to comparatively low 

alpha scores in the second sample and confusion resulting from the reporting of 

nonsensical Pearson’s r scores.  In addition, a forward search in Social Science Citation 

Index and Health and Psychosocial Instruments databases indicated that the resulting 

scale has been cited by only one subsequent article that was published in French in a 

Canadian journal.  The article does, however, raise the question as to whether students 

who maintain a strong attachment to their hometowns are willing and able to form an 

attachment to the community where they attend college.  In addition, the study’s design 

questions whether or not the phenomenon of place attachment operates differently for 

college students given their transient membership in a college town and/or their age and 

maturity level. 

Dissertations on College Towns and Town-Gown Relations 

Not surprisingly, given their affiliation with HEIs, doctoral students from a 

variety of disciplines have researched various aspects of college town dynamics, 

although, none were conducted in an ethnographic tradition.  An author search in a 
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variety of social science databases, however, revealed that none of the authors of these 

dissertations had continued to publish research on these subjects post-dissertation.  These 

studies include some of the most methodologically sophisticated and theoretically 

grounded research on town-gown relations.  Six dissertations will be reviewed, three 

from education (Harasta, 2008; Eisenstein, 2005; Singleton, 1996), one from architecture 

(Adhya, 2008), one from sociology (Gehl, 2006), and one from urban and regional 

planning (Selland, 1981).   

Gehl (2006) examined the impact of student transience on college embeddedness 

and perceptions of neighborhood safety and stability by conducting a survey of a random 

sample of residents in two campus-adjacent neighborhoods in Buffalo, New York.  In 

addition, census data were obtained to examine variables at the neighborhood (census 

tract) level.  After reviewing the dissertation, I deemed the study’s findings to be invalid 

for four reasons.  First, the sample lacked sufficient power to support the statistical 

analysis conducted given the number of independent and dependent variables of interest.  

Second, the sample lacked a sufficient number of college students (n = 34) to enable a 

comparison between the responses of students and non-students (n = 69).  To compensate 

for the lack of college student respondents, the author allowed “renter” to serve as a 

proxy for college student, however, this logic seems flawed given the urban make-up of 

the neighborhoods of interest.  Third, the study may have suffered from the problem of 

spatial mismatch given that the neighborhood-level analysis used census tracts as the 

designation of neighborhood, which may or may not have matched survey respondents’ 

perceptions of their neighborhood boundaries.  Finally, the data were analyzed using a 
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series of ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions, however, the author violated the 

assumption of independence of observations in that the study was examining individuals 

nested within neighborhoods.  Thus, this fatal flaw invalidated the study’s findings.      

Adhya (2008) analyzed data from four college towns: Ann Arbor, Michigan; 

Athens, Georgia; Tallahassee, Florida; and Lansing, Michigan, to explore people’s 

experience of public spaces and to generate an evaluative framework regarding the design 

of the campus-downtown relationship and the use of space.  The study used a multiple 

case study method and incorporated both quantitative and qualitative data.  Specifically, 

the author was interested in the interaction between spatial configuration (form), common 

understanding (meanings), and people’s behavior (actions) as it related to the definition 

and use of public space.  Specific to town-gown relations, the author compared three 

groups of respondents’ perceptions about publicness: those affiliated with the university 

but who did not live in the town (university only); those who lived in the town, but who 

had no affiliation with the university (town only); and those who lived in the town and 

who were also affiliated with the university (town and university).  Findings suggest that 

in some of the study communities, these differing environmental roles did affect people’s 

ratings of the degree of publicness they associated with a range of places within the 

community.  The differences in these perceptions seemed to be accounted for by the 

physical configuration of the university’s campus to the downtown area.  The more 

physically distant the university was from the downtown, the less likely town-only 

respondents were to rate university places as highly public and open to all persons in the 
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community.  The author’s description of the study’s methods was transparent and clear 

and the methodology was logical and well executed.       

Harasta (2008) used a phenomenological approach (loosely defined) to examine 

the perspectives of university and community leaders regarding town-gown relations and 

the role that a university plays in its host community.  The study was situated in a 

northeastern city in the U.S. and revealed that both groups of leaders expressed a desire 

to improve relations between the two entities, however, there seemed to be a disconnect 

between what university officials felt the university was doing to improve the relationship 

and what the community leaders felt the university was doing.  Both sides pointed the 

finger of blame at the other, particularly when it came to addressing problems associated 

with off-campus student residences.  Because the study relied on the perspectives of 

university and community leaders, the author recommended that future research focus on 

the perspectives of off-campus students as well as community residents who are not in 

leadership roles.  I took this recommendation seriously by incorporating an ethnographic 

method rooted in a campus-adjacent neighborhood. 

Eisenstein (2005) used a multiple case study method to explore the history of two 

urban universities, the University of Pennsylvania and the University of Chicago, and the 

decisions made by each institution regarding their surrounding neighborhoods.  Using a 

content analysis of archival documents and secondary data, the author traces the 

evolution of town-gown relations over time and compares and contrasts the partnerships 

(or lack thereof) forged between town and gown.  Both of these urban institutions have 

been a force for gentrification in the neighborhoods immediately adjacent to their 
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campuses, a fact that has served to further displace low-income and minority residents 

and segregate these persons in neighborhoods that are more distant from the campus.  

The author concludes that one cannot fully understand the current nature of town-gown 

relations without examining their history.  Once again, I took this recommendation 

seriously and incorporated an analysis of archival documents to explore the historical 

antecedents of current town-gown relationships in Mountainside.    

Singleton (1996) used mixed methods to conduct a follow-up study of a college 

town located in the U.S south.  The primary purpose of the study was to measure whether 

or not and to what degree there had been a change in public opinion following some 

actions the college had taken to improve its relationship with the surrounding 

neighborhood.  In the follow-up study, a questionnaire was mailed to 844 households 

within a four-block radius of the college with a response rate of 65%.  While the 

questionnaire contained a number of questions that were identical to the questionnaire 

used in the earlier study conducted three years prior, additional questions were added to 

assess the degree to which the college’s actions had impacted on public opinion.  

Following the questionnaire, a series of two focus groups were conducted involving 

community “opinion leaders” who were identified by survey respondents.  The focus 

groups explored attitudes related to the college and the actions that it had taken to 

improve town-gown relations.  The study’s results are framed in terms of insights from 

communications theory and used to inform the college’s public relations efforts.  

Methodological and analytical challenges raised questions about the study’s internal and 

external validity, however.       



 

 

72 

 

Finally, Selland’s (1981) mixed methods study began with key informant 

interviews with 80 city and university officials in 12 college towns that are home to 

public or land grant universities.  From these interviews, four college towns were 

selected, two that were deemed to have a high degree of college-community tensions and 

two that had a low-degree of college tensions.  Then, a stratified random sample was 

constructed from each of these four communities.  Strata included non-college affiliated 

residents, college faculty and staff, and resident (off-campus) college students.  A 

questionnaire was then mailed to the selected sample in each of the four communities 

with an overall response rate of 60%.  The study revealed a number of interesting 

findings related to the quality of the town-gown relationship and its impact on 

community cohesiveness, citizen commitment to the community, and the perceived 

quality of the public associative setting (e.g., parks, playgrounds, etc.).  Principally, the 

author found that the more respondents who perceived there to be a higher quality 

relationship between the university and the community, the more cohesive the 

community was perceived to be, the more likely respondents reported being involved in 

the life of the community, the more satisfied they were with community residents, and the 

higher they rated the quality of public associative settings.  Furthermore, the higher the 

ratio of college students to year-round residents in a community, the lower the quality of 

town-gown relations was perceived to be.  Finally, in terms of differences across the 

groups, college students rated town-gown relations the worst and in turn, perceived 

community cohesiveness, satisfaction with residents, and the quality of public associative 

settings to be poorer than the other two groups.  College faculty and staff perceived town-

gown relations to be of higher quality than either of the other two groups.  This study 
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incorporated a strong theoretical base as well as a sound research design and a logical 

approach to the statistical analysis of the data.   

Summary of Findings on Town-Gown Relations 

As one can see, the empirical literature on college towns and town-gown relations 

has relatively little internal consistency and much of the research, with the exception of 

studies on alcohol use among college students, a few of the doctoral dissertations, and the 

LaDousa (2011) ethnographic study, lacks methodological sophistication.  It would 

appear that research on college towns is in its infancy in many ways.  Recent trends in 

higher education, particularly the movement towards civic engagement coupled with the 

growing interest in building university-community partnerships for economic and 

community development in college towns make for a ripe opportunity to enhance the 

caliber of research on town-gown relations.   

Although limited, some summative understandings can be derived from prior 

research.  Undoubtedly, universities exert tremendous influence over their surrounding 

communities, although, not enough research has been conducted to derive a clear picture 

of the exact nature of these influences.  In addition, there is growing research support for 

the critical role that the environment plays in perpetuating alcohol problems in college 

towns and the intervention research on alcohol prevention initiatives among college 

students suggests that the prevention of these problems must include community 

strategies such as reducing the density of alcohol outlets in campus-adjacent 

neighborhoods.  Finally, college towns and neighborhoods that are adjacent to campuses 

are unique given their residential and geographic make-up.  These unique qualities 
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suggest that such areas function somewhat differently from similar communities and thus, 

may not lend themselves to existing measures and methodologies that have been used in 

neighborhood, community, and intergroup research.  At least some of the prior research 

suggests that one unique quality of these communities is the role of language and 

discourse in town-gown relationships.  These unique qualities of campus-adjacent 

neighborhoods are one of the reasons why the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development established an Office of University Partnerships and why the COPC grant 

initiative was undertaken (Cisneros, 2005).   

College towns are not only unique from other communities, but also they are 

extremely diverse as prior research suggests.  Important factors that seem to impact on 

town-gown relations at both the institutional and neighborhood levels include the size of 

the university relative to the surrounding community, the university’s auspice (public or 

private), the spatial layout of the university and the community, and the history of town-

gown relations. These summary findings helped to inform the study’s design, to identify 

sensitizing concepts, and to highlight disparate worldviews and cultures in college towns.  

The next chapter outlines the method by which the study was conducted.   
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Chapter Three: Method 

Given the lack of consistency and methodological sophistication in the research 

literature on college towns and town-gown relations, there is a need to build a base of 

knowledge about the culture of campus-adjacent neighborhoods and the factors that 

influence the interactions among year-round residents and off-campus students who 

reside in those neighborhoods. These insights can then serve as a foundation for future 

studies of intergroup relations in college towns.  Although the unit of analysis for this 

study is a campus-adjacent neighborhood, because of the study’s paradigmatic stance, its 

underlying ecological framework, and its central research questions, I included non-

neighborhood residents in the study in order to understand neighborhood dynamics 

within a broader social and historical context.  Because an ethnographic method seemed 

ideally suited to addressing the proposed research questions, the first step in determining 

the study’s design was to examine other ethnographic studies to look for models that 

could be replicated in the context of the current study. 

Ethnographic Models 

There have been several ethnographic studies of college student life, although, 

none specific to campus-adjacent neighborhoods.  The first, a study of student life on the 

main campus of Rutgers University, is widely known within the student services arena in 

higher education. Moffatt (1989), a member of the Rutgers faculty and an anthropologist 

by profession, spent time living in a campus residence hall and studied students over a 

ten-year period from 1977-1987, using a variety of methods including formal and 



 

 

76 

 

informal interviews, personal maps of the students’ perceptions of the campus 

community, thematic writing exercises, and social network analyses.   

In a similar vein, Nathan (2005) conducted a study of students at a disguised 

university where she was also a member of the anthropology faculty.  She also took up 

residence in a university residence hall for a year, and in addition, enrolled in classes as a 

first-year student.  One of the unique methods Nathan used was mounting posters in 

public places such as bathroom stalls where students could post anonymous comments on 

a proposed topic or question. 

Another ethnography on college student life at a large Midwestern university was 

written by Grigsby (2009).  The chief outcome of this study was a typology of cultural 

orientations describing the college student experience.  The typology includes the 

“careerist,” the “credentialist,” the “collegiate,” the “alternative,” and the “academic.”  

Grigsby maintains that students rarely fit into only one of these types nor do they 

typically subscribe to more than two.  Rather, there is generally a primary type that 

describes their orientation to college life.  Grigsby’s work is reminiscent of a typology 

developed by Clark and Trow (1966), which described four ideal types: “academic,” 

“collegiate,” “noncomformist,” and “vocational.”           

The final ethnography on college student life was conducted by Holland and 

Eisenhart (1990).  Unlike the first two studies, which sought to describe the experiences 

of college students, both male and female, this study’s purpose was to examine the 

gendered experiences of two samples of both black and white women at two southern 
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universities in the U.S.  This study not only tracked these women over time, but also 

included follow-up interviews following graduation.  In addition, the researchers included 

a survey of female students not included in the original samples.  The interviews that 

were conducted as part of the study incorporated two different techniques that verge on a 

phenomenological approach: a “talking diary” format (i.e., “Tell me about what’s 

happened in your life since we last talked.”) and a “life history” format (i.e., “Tell me 

everything you recall from earlier in your life about what you imagined about becoming 

an adult.”).     

Together, these ethnographic studies served to inform the design of this study.  

They helped me think about data collection tools, analytical strategies, and ways to 

minimize ethical dilemmas in the field.  I returned to them later as I wrote up the final 

ethnographic account for inspiration about how best to tell the neighborhood’s story.  

As mentioned earlier, there have been numerous ethnographic studies of 

intergroup relations in neighborhoods, most of them focused on race, ethnicity, and class.  

Among those ethnographies are studies conducted by Gregory (1998) of the Corona-East 

Elmhurst neighborhood in Queens, New York, a historically working- and middle-class 

African American community; Modan (2007) of the Mt. Pleasant neighborhood in 

Washington, D. C., a racially and ethnically diverse neighborhood; Goode and Schneider 

(1994) of three neighborhoods in Philadelphia each with their own unique racial, ethnic, 

and class make-up; and Halperin (1998) of the East End neighborhood in Cincinnati, 

Ohio, a working-class neighborhood that is home to both black and white residents.  

These ethnographies helped to outline the dynamics of intergroup neighborhood relations 
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as well as provided ideas about specific methods that could be incorporated in my study 

including discourse analysis, mapping techniques, and the use of archival material. 

Positioning the Researcher in the Study 

Marshall and Rossman (2006) emphasize that in qualitative research, the 

researcher is the instrument and his/her participation in the study is integral to qualitative 

methods.  Yet, Hammersley (1992) notes that this subjectivity is one of the chief reasons 

why ethnography has been criticized.  Hegelund (2005) argues that in most ethnographic 

research, the distinction between objectivity and subjectivity is meaningless since these 

terms emanate from a positivist tradition that assumes the existence of an objective 

reality.  Most contemporary ethnographies, on the other hand, assume a constructivist or 

interpretivist point of view and the coexistence of multiple realities and multiple truths.  

Padgett (2008) cautions that ongoing reflexivity is the key to making the researcher’s 

perspectives conscious and to exploring the ways that the phenomena under study are 

being interpreted and represented.    Wolcott (1995) agrees stating that “bias itself is not 

the problem” (p. 165).  Rather, he encourages the researcher to make his/her assumptions 

explicitly known and to use those assumptions wisely in the process of sense making.  In 

this spirit, I want to include an examination of my own position in relation to the study 

and its design.  These insights emerged throughout all phases of the research from 

beginning to end and they are shared here as a “confessional tale of the field” (Van 

Maanen, 1988).  

I have looked at the dynamics of town-gown relations from many different 

perspectives as a university educator committed to civic engagement, as a social worker 
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who once served older adult clients living in a campus-adjacent neighborhood, as a parent 

of an off-campus college student, as the executrix of an estate responsible for selling a 

house in a campus-adjacent neighborhood, and as a former college student.  In addition, I 

am also a native of the region surrounding Mountainside, but I lived outside the region 

for twelve years in major metropolitan areas.  Thus, I brought both an emic and etic 

perspective to this study.    Each of these vantage points will be explored in depth for the 

sake of the study’s transparency. 

As a faculty member at Mountainside State University, I have always taken great 

pride in the institution given its reputation of being one of the more affordable institutions 

in the state and one that attracts a fair number of first-generation college students.  The 

institution has enabled countless students from low- and moderate-income backgrounds 

to pursue a college education, and for that reason, I have thought of my work there as 

advancing the cause of social justice.  Another source of pride stems from the fact that 

the University has functioned as a laboratory for helping people to build cross-cultural 

understanding given that it is located equidistant from three major metropolitan areas and 

draws its student body from diverse racial and geographic backgrounds.  The students’ 

common class background has been an equalizer of sorts for bridging their racial and 

ethnic differences and it has been an honor to be part of facilitating that process. 

My work as an educator at the institution has been distinguished for its support of 

service-learning, civic engagement, and grassroots leadership development.  I have won 

teaching and service awards in these areas and have been selected to serve on institutional 

committees to promote these ideals.  As a native of the local area, I have felt strongly that 
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the University should be a servant of the surrounding community, especially given its 

role as a regional comprehensive institution, and I have dedicated my career there to 

living out this commitment. 

As part of my role with the University’s COPC grant award, I and a group of 

social work students helped to organize a neighborhood association in the campus-

adjacent neighborhood, and since then, I have voluntarily been providing technical 

assistance to the association.  This experience challenged my views about the university 

where I have worked for many years, since it put me in contact with year-round residents, 

students, and landlords who lived or owned property in the neighborhood and who did 

not see the University in the same light.   

  As a social worker in practice for 15 years prior to becoming an academic, my 

work was concentrated in the field of aging, a fact that I thought might help me 

understand the perspectives of older year-round residents who live in the neighborhood.  

My first job after I graduated with my BSW degree was in a college town and I had 

clients who lived in the campus-adjacent neighborhood there.  The relationships between 

these older adults and their college student neighbors were mixed.  Some were marked by 

hostility, some were marked by charity, and some were marked by indifference.   

As the parent of a college student who elected to move off campus her senior 

year, I experienced what it is to be a parent of a 20-year-old who negotiated security 

deposits and rents with prospective landlords, signed a lease, and arranged for utilities for 

the first time.  All of this was done at a distance as my daughter attended school five 
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hours from home, and consequently, I was limited in how I could help her navigate her 

way through these experiences.  It was an anxiety-provoking time, but I also remember 

feeling proud of her that she had taken this step into the adult world, and moreover, that 

she had done it on her own without my holding her hand. 

As the executrix of my aunt’s estate, I had the experience of selling a house in a 

college town.  My aunt’s home was situated in a campus-adjacent neighborhood that had 

also experienced the process of studentification.  Her home needed a lot of work and that 

fact combined with its location led me to believe that it would most likely be sold as a 

“college rental.”  I remember, however, having a conversation with the realtor in which I 

encouraged her to try marketing the property to a faculty or staff person at the university.  

Because I lived at a distance and needed to sell the property with as little hassle as 

possible, I accepted the first offer that came, which was from a landlord who owns rental 

property in this college town as well as another college town nearby.  I remember feeling 

that I “sold out” the few year-round residents who lived in the neighborhood and I felt 

guilty that I had somehow not honored my aunt’s legacy.  In the end, the buyer was very 

demanding and I regretted accepting her offer.  In June 2012, I drove past the house to 

see what it had become.  Although the outside rails along the front walkway were falling 

over, I was pleasantly surprised to see that the house had not been totally “trashed” as I 

had expected. 

Finally, as a former college student myself, I experienced life at a large land grant 

institution with a national reputation of being a “party school.”  I transferred there in my 

junior year from a small liberal arts college for women, which I had found quite 



 

 

82 

 

oppressive.  It was the 70s and I did my share of partying, although my academic work 

never suffered as a result.  As a student, I lived in a privately-owned dormitory located in 

a campus-adjacent neighborhood.  I had no relationship with year-round residents of the 

surrounding community and was, for the most part, oblivious to their presence.      

Prior to the start of the study, I realized that as a middle-aged woman there would 

be aspects of the students’ experiences in the neighborhood that I would probably not be 

able to directly observe. For ethical reasons, as a faculty member of the university, I 

knew that I wouldn’t be at liberty to interact with students in local bars and clubs.  

Although these built in limitations meant that there were aspects of neighborhood culture 

to which I did not have direct access, I tried to take these facts into consideration in 

designing the study’s methods, which are discussed in more detail later in this chapter.   

Throughout the course of the study, I engaged in an ongoing process of self-

reflexivity by recording memos about my own perspectives and experiences per 

recommendations put forth by Padgett (2008).  These memos are part of an audit trail for 

the study and help to provide additional transparency in the study’s methods.  In addition, 

I shared portions of these memos with a local advisory committee (described below) and 

members of a Qualitative Research Group at the University of Maryland, Baltimore, 

which assisted me in the process of peer debriefing, also recommended by Padgett 

(2008).  These groups helped me to look at the data through new eyes and from 

alternative perspectives. 
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My own reflexivity revealed a number of insights about my positioning in the 

study.  For example, I found myself empathizing with both year-round and student 

residents of the neighborhood given my professional experiences and familiarity with 

both of these groups.  In contrast, in my prior work with the neighborhood association, I 

have heard many negative things about landlords and property managers, and so, I had to 

work harder to minimize these biases.  Finally, because I have been part of Mountainside 

State University for some time now, I had to work to see the university from a fresh 

perspective and through an outsider’s point of view.             

Study Design 

The study spanned a calendar year beginning in the fall of 2011 and continuing 

through the fall of 2012.  A full year was minimally necessary to capture the 

neighborhood’s rhythms given that life in a college town ebbs and flows with the 

university’s calendar, but it is about as long as one could hope to study a transient 

neighborhood that reinvents itself every fall.  The study incorporated three component 

parts described in more detail below.  In each component I delved into the neighborhood 

in progressively deeper ways.  The components were not linked in a linear unidirectional 

fashion, however, as some degree of fluid movement is necessary in ethnographic 

research (Fetterman, 2010). Methods that were incorporated in each component are 

outlined in detail below, also adding to the study’s transparency.  In addition, in true 

qualitative fashion, each component of the study incorporated fieldwork, recording, and 

data analysis, rather than separating these activities into discrete phases. 
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Preliminary work prior to the start of the study.  Initial approval from the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Maryland, Baltimore was obtained 

in September 2011 with approval from Mountainside State University’s IRB following 

soon after.  Altogether, three modifications were submitted and approved by the IRB at 

the University of Maryland, Baltimore beginning with changes necessitated by an 

application for a Certificate of Confidentiality (CoC) from the National Institute on 

Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA), which was granted in November 2011.  The 

CoC added a layer of protection to study participants who may have been involved in or 

were aware of illegal activities in the neighborhood.  Then, additional IRB modifications 

were generated as other components were added to the study.   

The other step that occurred prior to the start of the study was the submission of a 

doctoral dissertation grant application to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development.  The grant was one of 17 in the nation that was funded, which made it 

possible to implement the study’s plan in its entirety.     

First component – entering the field.  The study’s first component focused on 

gaining a preliminary understanding of the culture of the neighborhood as well as its 

history.  This component incorporated a variety of methods including making systematic 

and prolonged observations at different times and on different days.  I tried to embed 

myself as much as possible in the neighborhood by spending time walking its streets, 

taking photographs of the outside of buildings and yards and the condition of sidewalks, 

curbs, and streets, and engaging in informal chats with neighborhood residents who were 

walking by or sitting on porches.  This component of the study was informed by 
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Kusenbach’s (2006) ethnographic observations on neighboring.  For ethical reasons, I 

refrained from taking photographs of people.  Informal interactions were necessary as 

part of the process of entering the field (Agar, 1996; Schensul, Schensul, & LeCompte, 

1999).  They helped me to establish myself as a fixture in the neighborhood and to 

develop rapport with residents.  For the most part, in this component of the research, my 

positioning was largely part of the public domain.  I did not enter people’s 

houses/apartments nor did I delve into the more intimate parts of their lives.  Detailed 

field notes and memos were kept and analyzed throughout all components of the study, 

using guidelines developed by Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995).  NVivo 9 was the 

qualitative research software tool used to organize and analyze the data. Resources to 

guide me in this process of observation included Spradley (1980), Wolcott (1995), 

Schensul, Schensul, and LeCompte (1999) and Lofland, Snow, Anderson, and Lofland 

(2006). 

To supplement these observations, I conducted archival research in local 

newspapers and historical documents using the assistance of a librarian at Mountainside 

State University. I also consulted historic maps that City officials made available to me. 

This research enabled me to develop a historical context for the study. 

In addition to archival data, I obtained secondary data from the U.S. Census 

Bureau, state tax assessment records (available online), planning data from state and local 

government sources, and publicly available data from the University such as aggregate 

student enrollment data and assessment data on the University’s alcohol education 
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efforts.  Finally, City officials shared data on rental housing registrations and inspections 

and University officials shared data on off-campus student conduct cases.    

Throughout the study year, I continued to participate in monthly neighborhood 

association meetings and attended other public meetings such as monthly Planning 

Commission meetings, monthly City Council work sessions, and monthly City Council 

meetings.  In addition, I attended one Board of Zoning Appeals hearing on a particularly 

controversial project.  These meetings are held irregularly as cases arise.  On campus, I 

attended a meeting of the President’s Alcohol Task Force and a combined law 

enforcement meeting.  During the course of the study year, in response to the most recent 

violent incident, there was a series of university-community dialogues that were 

convened and I attended all four of these sessions.  

Second component – deepening insights.   The focal point of the second 

component of the research involved formal, in-depth interviews with student and year-

round residents of the neighborhood, University and City government officials, and 

landlords and property managers.  When possible, I conducted these interviews in 

naturalistic settings (e.g., people’s homes, university or government offices, etc.); 

however, there were some people who preferred to be interviewed in neutral space at the 

university (i.e., a study room at the library or a conference room).  These interviews 

utilized a variety of techniques drawing from the guidance of Kvale (2007), Spradley 

(1979), and Schensul, Schensul, and LeCompte (1999).  Each interview lasted 

approximately 1-2 hours.  Interviews began by reviewing the study’s written consent 

form and ended by asking participants if they were willing to be recontacted.  In addition, 
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participants completed a demographic form at the end of the interview and received a 

$20.00 cash incentive.  At the beginning of the study, I made a conscious decision to 

focus on breadth rather than depth in order to capture as many perspectives as possible.  I 

wanted to cast a wide net so that at the end of the study, I would have a large swath of 

neighborhood experiences upon which to draw.  This approach was appropriate given the 

study’s exploratory nature.  Relatively few participants were recontacted for additional 

information given the in depth nature of the initial interviews.   

I recruited participants in a variety of ways.  There were three newspaper articles 

announcing the study including one in the local newspaper and two in the campus 

newspaper (see Appendix A and B for press releases).  In addition, I developed a flyer 

(see Appendix C) that I distributed in various campus and neighborhood locations.  

Finally, I created a Facebook page for the study in the hopes of recruiting off-campus 

students.        

Initial interviews with neighborhood residents used an open-ended, unstructured 

format as a way of exploring people’s lived experiences, however, over time, as insights 

and themes were identified, these interviews shifted to a semistructured format.  I 

deliberately sought out participants from certain groups in order to ensure diversity 

among the participant pool.  I used a combination of extreme or dichotomous case 

selection, typical case selection, unique case selection, bellwether or ideal case selection, 

and comparable case selection per recommendations outlined by LeCompte and Schensul 

(1999).  For example, early in the study, I had the sense that I was interviewing off-

campus students who were more academically focused and I wanted to interview some 
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students who were into the party scene.  I contacted a University official who handles 

student conduct violations, and he referred several students to me.  I also wanted to make 

sure that I included the voices of a racially and ethnically diverse pool of off-campus 

students, so I deliberately sought them out using campus organizations that work with 

minority students.  

My approach with University and City officials, and landlords and property 

managers was a bit different.  These interviews relied on reputational case selection 

(LeCompte & Schensul, 1999).  The interviews were more structured with questions 

being tailored to each person’s position and expertise. See Appendices D and E for the 

generic interview schedules that were submitted to the IRB for approval, although, bear 

in mind that these questions were developed prior to the start of the study.  In actuality, I 

deviated quite a bit from these schedules depending on the person who was being 

interviewed.   

All interviews were audio recorded.  No one declined to be tape recorded.  Digital 

audio recordings were then transcribed for analysis.  These audio files, along with other 

study materials, were housed in a password-protected NVivo 9 project file.  Table 1 

provides demographic data on study participants. 

To triangulate the findings from the interviews per Fetterman’s (2010) advice, I 

also conducted a series of three focus groups, one with year-round residents only, one 

with off-campus students only, and one that combined the two populations.  The focus 

groups were held in the same location (a city-owned public meeting room) and took place  
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Table 1. Demographics of Study Participants 

Demographic 

Characteristic 

Interview Participants 

(N=44) 

Focus Group 

Participants 

(N=19) 

Photovoice 

Participants 

(N=8) 

Gender    

Male 22 4 5 

Female 22 15 3 

Race    

White 36 12 8 

Non-White 8 7 0 

Age (Mean)    

Students 19.76 20.45 21.5 

Year-Round 

Residents 

62.38 62.5 48 

Landlords 45.67 N/A N/A 

City Officials 54.67 N/A N/A 

University Officials 45.00 N/A N/A 

House/Apt. Tenure    

Students             

(Mean # of Months) 

7.57 10.91 6.50 

Year-Round 

Residents (Mean # 

of Years) 

31.42 33.93 26.79 

Neighborhood Tenure     

Students             

(Mean # of Months) 

11.55 14.36 9.50 

Year-Round 

Residents (Mean # 

of Years) 

34.36 33.93 32.38 

 

during the months of February and March 2012.  The focus groups used a standard 

interview schedule that was informed by insights from other components of the study 

(see Appendix F).  Focus group participants were recruited in a variety of ways.  

Snowball sampling was used to identify year-round residents.  I began by calling some 

people I know who live in the neighborhood and asked them to recommend others.  Prior 

to the focus group meeting, I met individually with each participant for approximately 15 

minutes to review the focus group procedures, answer any questions, and obtain written 

consent.  These meetings were necessary to minimize feelings of coercion that people 

may have felt in a group setting.  I intentionally tried to make sure that each focus group 
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contained participants who lived on different streets in the neighborhood and included a 

mix of ages.  My goal was to have between 6-12 participants per group, however, 

recruitment proved to more difficult than anticipated and consequently, two of the groups 

were underenrolled with five participants each.  I had several year-round residents who 

declined to participate and several who did not return my telephone calls.  In the third 

focus group, I had registered two additional participants, however, one canceled at the 

last minute and one didn’t show.     

To recruit off-campus students for the focus groups, I turned to student 

organizations on campus.  I spoke with three organizations: The Black Student Alliance 

(because I wanted to recruit more African American students to participate in the study), 

the Greek Council (because this organization is an alliance of all the nationally 

recognized fraternities and sororities), and the Student Government Association (because 

this is a diverse group that represents the student body as a whole).  Table 2 provides 

more detailed demographic information about focus group participants.  All focus group 

participants received a $20.00 cash incentive at the end of the focus group meeting.      

The structure for the focus groups was informed by the work of Agar and 

MacDonald (1995), Kidd and Parshall (2000), Krueger and Casey (2000), and Schensul, 

LeCompte, Nastasi, and Borgatti (1999).  Focus groups were videotaped for the purposes 

of preparing a written summary of the meeting.  I had the help of an assistant whose job 

was to record ideas on newsprint and to oversee the video camera.  I prepared the written 

summaries, which were then reviewed with my assistant and analyzed for both content 

and process.  Then, the written summary was forwarded to focus group participants by 
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Table 2. Demographics of Focus Group Participants by Group 

 Focus Group #1 

(Year-Round 

Residents) 

Focus Group #2 

(Off-Campus Students) 

Focus Group #3 

(Mixed Year-Round 

Residents & Off-

Campus Students)
 

Gender    

Male 2 1 1 

Female 3 8 4 

Race    

White 5 3 5 

Black or African 

American 

0 6 0 

Median Age 61.2 20.4 47 

Neighborhood Streets 

Represented 

4 4 4 

Neighborhood Tenure 

(Median) 

31.25 (Yrs.) 10.2 (Mos.) 23.6 (Yrs.) 

Note. Focus Group #3 consisted of two off-campus students and three year-round residents. 

 

way of member checking (Padgett, 2008).  Of all the participants, only two replied to my 

request for feedback and only one of those recommended changes to the written 

summary.     

Third component – capturing the narrative.  The final component of the 

proposed study incorporated a Photovoice project with a small group of year-round 

residents and off-campus students who live in the neighborhood.  Photovoice was used as 

a tool to enable me to see the neighborhood through the eyes of its residents.  It provided 

me with access to aspects of neighborhood life that I might not have been able to 

experience for logistic or ethical reasons (i.e., student house parties).   

To recruit participants for the Photovoice project, I made telephone calls to year-

round residents, selecting people who would provide a variety of different perspectives.  I 

chose people who represented different streets in the neighborhood and people of varying 

ages.  To recruit student participants, I spoke with two photography classes at the 
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University and was successful at recruiting a sufficient number of student participants.  I 

chose these classes because I thought they might have more students who live in the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood and because I thought they might have more appreciation 

for the power of the medium.  Originally I had hoped to identify 10-12 participants for 

the Photovoice project, but due to difficulties in getting in touch with some prospective 

participants, the project ended up with eight participants, four year-round residents and 

four off-campus college students.  I wanted an equal number of year-round resident and 

student participants to balance power dynamics in the group.  See Appendix G for a copy 

of the Photovoice brochure that I shared with prospective participants.  

A photojournalist assisted me with the project and together, we conducted a three-

hour initial workshop in April 2012 following Photovoice protocol recommended by 

Wang and Redwood-Jones (2001).  The workshop included information on the mechanics 

of taking quality photographs and the ethics of photography (e.g., avoiding taking 

identifiable pictures of people without their written consent, avoiding taking intimate 

pictures of people, etc.).  See Appendices H-K for copies of the initial workshop agenda 

and other handouts that were distributed to participants. 

Following the initial workshop, participants had one month to take photographs of 

their neighborhood experiences at their convenience.  Instructions were intentionally kept 

vague so as not to lead participants in a given direction.  Participants were told that the 

object of the project was to tell a story about the neighborhood through photographs.  It 

was up to them to decide what story or stories needed to be told.  No minimums or 
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maximums were set on the number of photographs that participants could take.  A total of 

799 photographs were submitted by participants.   

In preparation for the scheduled wrap up session in May, participants turned in 

their photographs several days in advance so that my assistant could organize them.  

Because of the sheer volume of photographs, I asked my assistant to cull through the 

photographs, eliminating duplicate photos, minimizing the number of photos that 

depicted similar things (e.g., pictures of trash), and ensuring that the work of all 

participants was represented in the mix.  He selected 77 photographs for the group to 

review.  The final wrap up session lasted four hours.  See Appendix L for a copy of the 

agenda for the wrap up session.  In formulating the agenda, my assistant and I decided to 

ask each photographer to remain silent allowing the group time to discuss the meanings 

they attached to the photograph.  Then, we turned to the photographer to discuss details 

about the photograph, using a framework suggested by Hergenrather, Rhodes, Cowan, 

Bardhoshi, and Pula (2009), which invited the photographer to reflect on five questions:  

(1) Describe your Picture; (2) What is Happening in your picture? (3) Why did you take a 

picture Of this? (4) What does this picture Tell us about the [neighborhood]? and (5) 

How can this picture provide Opportunities for us to improve life [in the neighborhood]?  

The acronym that emerges spells out the word, PHOTO.   

The participants selected a total of 48 photographs from the mix and then added 

one additional photograph that had not been included for the wrap up session review.  

They then grouped these photographs into eight themes as follows:  trash, mixed 

messages, a day in the life, changing neighborhoods, conflicts/violence/racism, alcohol, 
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waste/neglect/lack of respect, and pride/charm.  Finally, the participants elected to 

produce a traveling exhibit that would appear in three locations, one in the city of 

Mountainside, one on the campus of Mountainside State University, and one in the 

county seat.  My task will now be to write some local grant applications to obtain funding 

to underwrite the cost of this exhibit.  My assistant for the Photovoice project as well as 

one of the participants have offered to help me with the exhibit.   

Because of the large number of photographs selected for review and the depth of 

the discussion, the group ran short on time during the wrap up session.  Therefore, 

participants were charged with the task of writing captions for the photographs that they 

had taken and were instructed to send them to me via e-mail (see Appendix M for 

guidelines).  As of this writing, I still have not received captions from two of the student 

participants despite numerous reminders.  Finally, participants completed a written 

evaluation of the experience (see Appendix N) and received $20.00 as an incentive.  They 

were also allowed to keep the digital camera I provided for their use during the project.       

I included the photographs that were selected by the group along with the captions 

that participants wrote and the oral stories they told when they met for the wrap up 

session as part of the NVivo 9 project file.  I did not do any additional coding of the 

Photovoice photographs, however, as I wanted to defer to the analysis of the group of 

participants who had already grouped these photographs into major themes. 
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Methods to Enhance Rigor 

Padgett (2008) argues that qualitative researchers should think in terms of 

strategies to enhance rigor or trustworthiness, rather than strategies to protect the study’s 

internal and external validity.  Because qualitative research focuses on localized settings 

and contextual processes, inductive epistemologies, and ontological perspectives that 

support the co-existence of multiple truths, the concept of validity takes on a different 

meaning.  The notion of rigor avoids the pitfall of superimposing a quantitative concept 

on a qualitative method, but helps to strengthen the quality of the research and the 

soundness of its resulting conclusions.  This section outlines three methods used to 

enhance the rigor of the study. 

Fetterman (2010) notes that data triangulation is a foundation of ethnographic 

research in that it checks one source of information against another.  Hegelund (2005) 

asserts that triangulation is important, not for the sake of pursuing an objective truth, but 

rather as part of a process of sense making so that the study doesn’t rely on a singular 

perspective.   Padgett (2008) distinguishes four types of triangulation: theoretical 

triangulation, methodological triangulation, observer triangulation, and data triangulation.  

The design of this study incorporated multiple sources of data and multiple methods of 

data collection from both etic and emic perspectives, thus providing for methodological 

and data triangulation.  All of this data was entered into NVivo 9, a software package that 

allows researchers to compare and contrast data from different sources.  Moreover, as the 

data were analyzed, multiple theories were consulted.   
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Besides facilitating data analysis, NVivo 9 assisted me in providing an audit and 

decision-making trail by cataloguing all field notes and memos.  The software allowed 

for embedded memos and for the cross-checking of these documents with one another as 

well as with other sources of data including field notes.      

As a solo researcher, it was necessary to have a mechanism to check my 

interpretations and conclusions.  Consequently, I constituted a seven-member local 

advisory committee made up of people from various community and university 

constituent groups.  The advisory committee met quarterly and helped me at all phases of 

the research.  The members helped ensure that I appropriately represented the culture of 

the neighborhood and the dynamics that influence relationships among neighbors.   

In addition to the advisory committee, I sought out other opportunities for peer 

debriefing with persons who are familiar with qualitative research, but who are removed 

from the target community in the proposed study.  Each month throughout the study, I 

met with the Qualitative Research Group at the University of Maryland, Baltimore 

School of Social Work.  Peer debriefing was yet another tool for ensuring the study’s 

trustworthiness (Padgett, 2008). 

Yet another strategy for enhancing the rigor of qualitative research according to 

Padgett (2008) is prolonged engagement with study participants.  As noted earlier, the 

proposed study spanned a full calendar year.  While some researchers would see this as a 

relatively short period of time, especially for an ethnographic study, a year in a transient 
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neighborhood is a long time.  Moreover, I had already been working in the neighborhood 

for several years, which effectively extended the time of my involvement. 

Finally, ethnographies, like other forms of qualitative research, include a process 

of member checking to ensure that the written narrative accurately presents the 

phenomenon being studied as it is experienced by study participants (Padgett, 2008).  

Such a process helps to address ethnography’s “crisis of representation” and helps to 

ensure that the end result of “writing culture” (Clifford & Marcus, 1986) is as close to 

community members’ perceptions as possible.  In this study, I used three means of 

member checking.  First, I presented the findings to members of the local advisory 

committee and asked for their feedback.  Second, I made a similar presentation to a class 

at Mountainside State University that a colleague in the Department of Sociology 

teaches.  I chose this class because it is a senior seminar that includes a great many 

students who live in the neighborhood.  Finally, I asked two study participants to review 

portions of written materials.   

Data Analysis and Coding Strategies 

A variety of tools were used to analyze the proposed study’s data including 

Becker’s (1998) “tricks of the trade,” which provided different ways of thinking about the 

data and Miles and Huberman’s (1994) matrices, maps, and diagrams, which provided 

visual techniques to examine emerging themes and concepts.  Photographs that I took 

were analyzed using strategies suggested by Pink (2007).  GIS maps that I developed as 

part of the study were analyzed using insights from (Cope & Elwood, 2009).      
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Because of the wealth of data that was accumulated during the course of the 

study, I approached the coding of written materials using a modified holistic approach 

(Saldana, 2009).  I conducted line-by-line coding for all of the interview transcripts, the 

field notes, and the memos I had written throughout the study, grouping insights into 

major categories.  I then examined the number of references in each category and from 

there developed an outline of findings that could potentially be discussed in the written 

dissertation.  As these findings were developed in writing, I revisited those categories and 

worked with the data further as part of a second, more refined round of analysis.  Wolcott 

(2009) distinguishes between description, analysis, and interpretation and argues that 

major themes should be approached in that order.  This framework guided the written 

development of the study’s findings. 

Strategies for Protection of Human Subjects 

As LeCompte and Schensul (1999) note, an ethnographic study requires the 

researcher to be embedded in the community under study for an extended period of time 

and involves entry into people’s lives in very personal ways.  Consequently, it requires 

special consideration to research ethics and to the protection of human subjects.  There 

were a number of procedures in place to protect study participants.  Written consent was 

obtained for persons who were formally interviewed, who participated in focus groups, 

and who took part in the Photovoice project.  In addition, release forms were obtained by 

Photovoice participants who included people in their photographs (Appendix J).  

Information that was shared with the local advisory committee was devoid of identifying 

information.   
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Before conducting interviews, I explained the purpose of the study, the nature of 

my questions, the ways in which the information would be used, and potential risks posed 

by the study.  I explained that their participation in the study was voluntary and that they 

had the right to refuse to answer any question as well as the right to withdraw from the 

study at any time.   

No one under age 18 participated in the study and thus, I did not interact with 

people who are part of a protected population (e.g., children, inmates, residents of 

institutions, etc.).  Although there were times when I observed people who were 

intoxicated and/or high, I refrained from taking photographs of them.  In addition, I 

prohibited Photovoice participants from taking such pictures.  These details were 

explained in the initial training session for the Photovoice project (see Appendix I for 

ethical guidelines for the Photovoice project).  Photographs that either Photovoice 

participants took or that I took were digitally altered to disguise images that could be 

used to identify people. 

In concert with research ethics, I avoided interviewing off-campus students who 

were enrolled in the classes I teach at the University or who had the potential to be 

enrolled in future classes (i.e., pre-social work or social work majors).  In addition, I 

refrained from situations that had the potential to compromise the safety or security of 

research participants such as not interviewing people in public places.   

In preparing the dissertation report¸ I considered that my ultimate goal was to 

facilitate positive town-gown relations, particularly for those persons who live in this 
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neighborhood.  Thus, I tried to make sure that the report was balanced and that its tone 

was constructive in order to support the consensus organizing stance taken by the 

neighborhood association in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  Finally, I also tried to 

follow through with my commitment to protect participants’ anonymity.        

In order to protect the data that was generated as part of this study, field notes, 

memos, transcripts, photographs, video files from focus group interviews, and other data 

were housed together in one NVivo 9 password-protected project file.  That file was kept 

on a dedicated personal laptop computer that was also password-protected and housed in 

a locked, fireproof filing cabinet in my home.  A backup copy of that file was kept on a 

dedicated flash drive that was also housed in the same filing cabinet.  I am the only one 

who has a key to that cabinet.  Only one transcriptionist was used to control the sharing 

of information related to the study. The transcriptionist underwent training on research 

ethics and was included on the protocols for the IRBs for both the University of 

Maryland, Baltimore and Mountainside State University.  I purposely chose a 

transcriptionist who was not a resident of Mountainside and had no affiliation with 

Mountainside State University in order to provide additional protection to study 

participants.       

Summary 

In the spirit of transparency, this chapter outlined the study’s methods so that the 

remaining chapters can be interpreted accordingly.  What follows is a series of chapters 

that report the findings, using major themes that emerged from the study.  Each chapter 

not only reports the findings, but also includes interpretive comments linking the findings 
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to prior research related to each major theme.  A summary chapter at the end of the 

dissertation links the study’s cumulative findings to relevant theories, discusses the 

study’s implications, critiques the study’s strengths and limitations, and outlines areas for 

further research. 
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Chapter Four:  Life in a “Company Town” 

“Mountainside State University” is nestled high in the Appalachian Mountains in 

a small town that shares the same name.  Students and year-round residents alike refer to 

both the University and the town as “Mountainside” as though they were one and the 

same.  That’s the first clue about town-gown relations.   

People generally access Mountainside State University from an interstate highway 

that is part of the Appalachian corridor system designed to open up the region for 

interstate commerce and tourism.  Although there are two exits for Mountainside, the 

University’s website, as well as the interstate highway sign marking the University, direct 

visitors to leave the highway at the southern exit.  That’s the most direct way to access 

the campus.  If you come to the campus from that direction, however, you miss the town 

of Mountainside, you miss driving through the central business district, and you miss 

driving through the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  If you access the campus from this 

exit, you come into town on a two-lane road winding past a newly constructed low- to 

moderate-income housing complex and newer homes with manicured lawns.  As you get 

closer to campus, you drive past the entrance to an industrial park developed through a 

partnership agreement between the University and the County government.  The largest 

tenant is a call center.  Just past the call center, lies a large public research facility, which 

is separate from the University, but a part of the State University System.  Continuing on, 

you begin to see the University’s athletic fields and tennis courts, the physical education 

center, administrative buildings, a large performing arts center, and older residence halls.  

On the hill across the road from these buildings lies a relatively new student housing 



 

 

103 

 

development built by a private developer, an alumnus of the university.  This route 

provides additional clues about town-gown relations. 

If you want or need to access services like restaurants or gas stations, however, 

you would most likely take the exit on the east side of town.  Before you reach the heart 

of the business district at the top of the hill, which is home to locally owned businesses, 

including multiple pizza establishments and bars as well as the University’s Creative 

Writing Center, a branch of the University’s bookstore, and a University center for the 

traditional arts, one block past a mom-and-pop grocery store, at the corner where a 

locally-owned Mexican restaurant is located, you would turn left and proceed down the 

hill towards the University campus.  The street is lined with young saplings that were part 

of a community development initiative a number of years ago.  The farther down the 

street you drive and the closer you get to campus, the shoddier the condition of the 

properties.  A couch sits in the front yard of one house and one has a national sports team 

blanket hanging in the window instead of curtains.  Nearly everywhere there are the 

ubiquitous “red cups” in yards, in gutters, and on porches.  Mixed in among the older 

houses are apartment complexes, some newly constructed buildings that look out of 

character with the rest of the neighborhood and some that are older and whose front 

façade belies the scaffolding of stairs fashioned from decking material that scale the rear 

of the building leading to apartments on the second and third floors.  These conditions 

provide additional clues about town-gown relations. 

This street dead-ends at a stop sign at the corner of campus.  If you look up on the 

hillside, you see an active strip mine, and depending on your timing, you might even feel 



 

 

104 

 

a blast from a planned explosion at the mine.  If your trip brings you into town early on a 

Tuesday evening, you will hear the blare of a campus loudspeaker announcing a test of an 

emergency warning system implemented following the Virginia Tech massacre.  Turning 

right at the stop sign will cause you to wind around the east side of campus, past a row of 

older homes that have been converted to rental units for student tenants.  In a few years, 

this block may look different if the University is successful in buying these properties to 

expand the campus’ footprint, removing approximately $10,000 from the town’s property 

tax base, according to one City official.  At the next block, you come to a street now 

named for the University, although, according to a newspaper column written by a local 

historian, its original name may have been suggestive of outhouses or “privies” as they 

were known in these parts. These facts provide still more clues about town-gown 

relations. 

In between the downtown business district and the University lies the campus-

adjacent residential neighborhood.  The outer edges of the neighborhood don’t look much 

different than other residential neighborhoods in the City, many of which are dominated 

by older housing stock.  The marker that you’ve entered the heart of the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood, however, is the signs mounted on the outside of houses identifying the 

landlord or property management company responsible for the property.  Mixed in 

among the “For Rent” and “Student Rentals” signs are “For Sale” signs (see Figure 4 

from the Photovoice project).  These signs provide yet another clue about town-gown 

relations. 
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Figure 4. For Sale Sign in Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 

 

 

 

 

Prior to embarking on this research study, I spent many years in this 

neighborhood, providing technical assistance to the neighborhood association and 

following these clues to try and understand the nature of town-gown relations in 

Mountainside.   As a result of this work, I thought I knew the neighborhood and its 

residents, but this research study has proved me wrong.  I have seen a side of this 

neighborhood that I had never seen before.  As a faculty member of the University, I had 

An overgrown garden overtakes a for sale 

sign on a former family home that will soon 

most likely be a student house 
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never had an occasion to visit with students in their off-campus apartments and houses.  I 

had no reason to drive through the neighborhood at 1:00 a.m. on a Saturday night.  I had 

never systematically walked the neighborhood, taking note of the condition of buildings 

and sidewalks, counting air conditioners in windows (used to block out noise), and 

talking with people as they walked by or sat on their front porches.  As a result of this 

study, I have looked at the neighborhood through the perspective of all its constituent 

groups, year-round residents, off-campus students, landlords/property managers, and city 

and university officials.  As a result, this dissertation reports multiple stories told by 

multiple voices.  It looks at both the convergence as well as divergence of these stories 

and explores questions related to these groups’ perceptions of self and others.  In the 

tradition of rigorous social science research, it incorporates the principles of 

triangulation, transparency, and systematic data collection and analysis.  As an 

ethnographic case study, however, its findings cannot be generalized to other campus-

adjacent neighborhoods in other college towns.  The findings contained within this report 

are rooted in time, place, and space and must be interpreted accordingly.  

Situating the Study in a Larger Context  

In searching for a way to make sense of the clues about town-gown relations in 

Mountainside, I wanted to understand how Mountainside is like all other college towns, 

like some other college towns, and like no other college town, following the guidance of 

Kluckhohn and Murray (as cited in Wolcott, 2010), who explore the relationship between 

the “particular” and the “general” in describing culture.   (pp. 104-105).  I began by 

exploring town-gown relations in a national and international context, examining the non-
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empirical literature on town-gown relations on both an institutional and neighborhood 

level.  Then, for a cultural context, I turned to the work of Gumprecht (2008) who argues 

that college towns have a set of ten cultural characteristics.  I used this framework to 

compare Mountainside to two points of reference:  the surrounding county and state as 

well as two other college towns in the state that have a similar history and institutional 

mission.   Finally, I wanted to provide a regional context for the study and so, I examined 

the Appalachian Studies literature to explore the culture of Appalachia.  Chapter Five 

provides a historical context for the study.   

The national and international context.  There is a growing awareness in the United 

States of the interdependence between HEIs and their surrounding communities.  HUD 

includes universities among its list of “anchor institutions” (also known as “eds” and 

“meds,” referring to HEIs and medical centers), which are key drivers of community and 

economic development (Penn Institute for Urban Research, 2009).  Another organization 

that is promoting town and gown collaboration is the Lincoln Institute of Land Policy 

(2012), which has a dedicated program on “The City, Land, and The University” to 

explore the role that universities play as real estate developers.   

Another development in the U.S. has been renewed interest in the importance of 

building a “civically engaged campus,” although, the motivations fueling this movement 

are complex and multifaceted.  For some administrators, this movement provides an 

opportunity to fulfill the civic responsibilities of higher education by applying 

institutional resources to solving social problems and educating students to be engaged 

citizens (Bok, 1982; Colby & Ehrlich, 2000; Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 
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2003).  For others, the movement provides an opportunity to correct media portrayals and 

public opinion, which characterize HEIs as elitist and separatist and students as self-

absorbed.  Such was the case for the university presidents who founded Campus 

Compact, an organization that seeks to promote service learning and civic engagement in 

higher education (Campus Compact – “About Us,” 2011).  For still others, the movement 

is seen as an opportunity to build a campus community that is committed to raising 

critical consciousness and to the promotion of social justice (Cipolle, 2010).     

Recently there have been a number of published reports on the civically-engaged 

campus from such organizations as the National Task Force on Civic Learning and 

Democratic Engagement (2012), the American Association of State Colleges and 

Universities (2002), and the Kellogg Commission on the Future of State and Land-Grant 

Universities (1999).  On the surface, these developments would seem to be a positive 

force in promoting town-gown relations, however, Boyte (2004), for example, is critical 

of service learning (a tool for building a civically-engaged campus), which he feels 

routinely “neglects to teach about root causes [of social problems] and power 

relationships, fails to stress productive impact, ignores politics, and downplays the 

strengths and talents of those being served” (p. 12).  Freeman and Hill (2004) point out 

that much of the literature on the civically-engaged campus is written almost entirely 

from the point of view of the university without mentioning how community 

representatives feel about university-community partnerships.  Gamson (1997) goes so 

far as to say that “most of the commitment to community service on the part of colleges 

and universities is lip service.  The conditions that would encourage more than just the 



 

 

109 

 

very committed people – who can be counted on even in the most discouraging 

circumstances – do not exist on most campuses” (p. 10).  Moreover, in the published 

literature on civic engagement in higher education, there is virtually no mention of ways 

to build positive neighborhood relations among off-campus students and local residents 

who live on adjoining streets that surround campuses (see for example Maurrasse, 2001).  

Although Gilderbloom and Mullins (2005) describe several exemplary models of 

university-community partnerships including the University of Louisville’s Housing and 

Neighborhood Development Strategies (HANDS) program and its successor initiative, 

Sustainable Urban Neighborhoods (SUN), they also acknowledge that “few of our 

nation’s universities perform substantive community building” (p. 157), a fact which they 

deem to be an institutional betrayal of the public’s trust.   

Ostrander (2004), in a comparative study of civic engagement on five university 

campuses, notes that there are different degrees to which a university is willing to share 

power, decision-making, and material resources with its local community.  The mere 

presence, however, of an on-campus center for civic engagement that serves as a 

mediating structure between town and gown is not sufficient to “resolve all the issues of 

power and resource inequality and other town-gown tensions that are perhaps inevitable 

in university civic engagement” (p. 88). 

The power imbalances between universities and their surrounding communities 

often breed distrust between town and gown, which further precludes strong 

communication and positive working relationships.  Such problems are reflected in 

neighborhood relationships between year-round residents and students.  Kenney, 
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Dumont, and Kenney (2005) note that only 30% of all U.S. college students live on 

campus.  The proportion of college students living off campus has tripled since the late 

1960s in part due to decreased funding for the construction of residence halls to 

accommodate growing student enrollments (Karrow, 2005).  Thus, universities 

increasingly rely on surrounding neighborhoods to provide housing for students who 

typically prefer to live close to campus, a fact that results in studentification (Universities 

UK, 2006), a phenomenon that will be explored in more detail in Chapter Eight.  Such 

dynamics present challenges to organizing neighborhood constituents to come together so 

they can have a voice in shaping not only public policies at the local and state level, but 

also the policies of the educational institutions that dominate life in campus-adjacent 

neighborhoods.  Without an organizational infrastructure, these neighborhoods are 

vulnerable to exploitation by outside interests.  For example, these neighborhoods are 

often ripe for commercialization as property developers and property management 

companies acquire existing properties or build new ones to accommodate a growing 

student rental market (Swibel, 2006).  A different form of landlord is found in parents 

who purchase local properties for their children to live in while they’re in college, only to 

sell them once they’ve graduated (Stern, 2008).  Additionally, some universities are also 

taking on the role of real estate developer, sometimes in partnership with private firms 

and sometimes in spite of opposition from local residents (Litt, 2005).  Finally, other 

cities are using their proximity to a university to their economic advantage by attracting 

more affluent retirees to come and live in campus-adjacent neighborhoods, which are 

close to recreational facilities, cultural opportunities, and open, park-like spaces provided 

by the university and all within easy walking distance (Hu, Wei, Schlais, & Yeh, 2008).  
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Thus, as all of these institutional entities descend on a campus-adjacent neighborhood, 

the well-being of existing residents, old and young, year-round and transient, can easily 

get lost in the shuffle.  Moreover, depending on which entity emerges the victor in the 

battle for control of the neighborhood, existing groups of residents may be pitted against 

one another to see which group is more highly valued and whose interests (university, 

city, and/or citizens) drive the development of campus-adjacent neighborhoods. 

These institutional dynamics set the stage for intergroup relations within campus-

adjacent neighborhoods.  Educational institutions and their surrounding communities 

often stand in stark contrast to one another.  Colleges and universities leverage public and 

private funding for education and research activities, yet they are often surrounded by 

neighborhoods populated by people with relatively low levels of formal education and 

high rates of unemployment and poverty (Lafer, 2003).  HEIs located in smaller towns 

and cities are often islands of diversity within a relatively homogeneous local population.  

Even in urban centers, town-gown relations can be impacted by racial, ethnic, religious, 

and sexual orientation diversities.  Such dynamics have led to town-gown tensions 

between year-round residents who have little or no affiliation with the college or 

university and those persons who are drawn to the area to work for or attend classes at 

those educational institutions (Chafe, 2006).  Thus, the neighborhood can be the scene of 

lifestyle and culture clashes that sometimes interfere in the peaceful co-existence of the 

different groups who live side by side.   

The practicalities of town-gown relations in campus-adjacent neighborhoods are, 

however, being addressed through a variety of mediums.  For example, there is now an 
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online discussion forum called the Town & Gown Network convened by Colorado State 

University through which people can discuss mutual problems and share ideas.  In 

Canada, there is the Town and Gown Association of Ontario that sponsors regular 

symposia and disseminates best practice literature via its website.  In addition, there is an 

online planning publication called TownGown World based in Ontario, Canada.  In the 

United Kingdom, the National HMO Lobby is involved in town-gown issues as part of its 

advocacy work to oppose the concentration of HMOs, which are due in large part to the 

phenomenon of studentification.  Finally, a consortium of city government and university 

officials in the United States founded the International Town and Gown Association in 

2006, which sponsors an annual conference and offers a certificate program in town-

gown relations. 

This review of town-gown relations in a national and international context helped 

to establish the study’s importance and identify the power dynamics inherent in the 

relationship between HEIs and their host communities.  In one sense, Mountainside is not 

unique from other college towns in the delicate balance that exists between town and 

gown.  Like other HEIs, MSU has experimented with service learning and other forms of 

experiential education, and much of the University’s literature describes it as a civically-

engaged campus.  As in other college towns, Mountainside and MSU have engaged in 

joint community and economic development initiatives.  Like other college towns, MSU 

relies on the community to provide housing for many of its students and as a result, the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood has experienced studentification and an increase in the 

rental housing sector of the local economy.  As in other college towns, there is a growing 
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reliance on MSU as an economic engine in both the City and the surrounding region.  

This review would suggest that town-gown relations in Mountainside mirror those in 

other college towns, both nationally and internationally.  

The cultural context. Gumprecht (2008) argues that college towns are 

unique in comparison to other similarly sized communities, and he describes the 

following cultural characteristics that distinguish U.S. college towns:  (1) college towns 

are youthful places; (2) college towns are highly educated; (3) college town residents are 

more likely to work in white-collar jobs; (4) college towns are comparatively affluent; (5) 

college town living costs, especially for housing, are high; (6) college towns are transient 

places; (7) college town residents are more likely to rent, live in apartments, and have 

roommates; (8) college towns are cosmopolitan; (9) college towns are unconventional 

places; and (10) the quality of life in college towns is high. 

  I used two means of comparison to examine Mountainside on the basis of the 

characteristics outlined by Gumprecht (2008).  First, using data from the U.S. Census 

Bureau, I compared Mountainside to its surrounding county and state.  Second, I 

compared Mountainside to two other college towns in the state (“Seaside” and 

“Cityside”), which like Mountainside State University, are regional comprehensive 

universities that began as state normal schools.  Where the Census data was unable to 

help me assess the culture of Mountainside vis a vis other college towns, I retrospectively 

filled in insights from the study as they related to Gumprecht’s cultural characteristics.   
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As Gumprecht (2008) suggests, college towns are youthful places.  The Census 

data suggest that not only is Mountainside’s population younger than either the county or 

the state (Table 3), it is also younger than either of the other two other college towns 

(Table 4).  

Table 3. Population Characteristics of Mountainside Compared to County and State 

            

Characteristic Mountainside County State 

Age    

Population under age 25 (%) 52.4 31.1 33.4 

Population 25-64 years old (%) 33.3 50.8 54.6 

Population 65 & older (%) 14.3 18.0 12 

Median Age (years) 23.5 40.9 37.6 

Race (%)    

White (Non-Hispanic) 85.5 89.7 59.6 

Black or African American 10.9 7.1 29.2 

Hispanic or Latino 1.9 1.5 7.5 

American Indian or Alaska Native 0.5 0.2 0.9 

Asian 0.9 0.7 5.3 

Native Hawaiian and other Pacific 

Islander 

0.0 0.0 0.1 

Other Race 0.9 0.8 3.1 

Two or more races 1.7 1.5 2.3 

Educational Attainment (%)    

Without high school diploma or 

equivalency 

12.2 14.9 12.2 

Percent high school graduate or 

higher 

87.8 85.1 87.8 

Percent bachelor’s degree or higher 32.1 15.9 35.7 

Economic Indicators    

Median household income ($) 32,314 37,747 70,647 

People below the poverty level (%) 22.4 14.5 8.6 

Unemployed (%) 4.9 4.3 4.5 

Median Value of Owner-Occupied 

Houses ($) 

128,200 116,800 329,400 

Occupational Sector (%)    

Management, business, science, & 

the arts 

33.5 27.5 43.3 

Service 22.0 21.5 15.9 

Sales & office 26.6 26.0 24.1 

Natural resources, construction, & 

maintenance 

7.1 11.0 8.7 

Production, transportation, & 

material moving 

10.9 14.0 7.9 

Note. Data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (2006-2010) 
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Table 4. Population Characteristics of Mountainside Compared to Seaside, Cityside, and State 

Characteristic Mountainside Seaside Cityside State 

Age     

Population under age 25 (%) 52.4 44.5 38.3 33.4 

Population 25-64 years old (%) 33.3 43.9 44.5 54.6 

Population 65 & older (%) 14.3 11.7 17.3 12.0 

Median Age (years) 23.5 27.8 36.0 37.6 

Race (%)     

White (Non-Hispanic) 85.5 57.0 81.9 59.6 

Black or African American 10.9 34.5 9.2 29.2 

Hispanic or Latino 1.9 5.7 3.9 7.5 

American Indian or Alaska Native 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.9 

Asian 0.9 2.8 7.0 5.3 

Native Hawaiian and other Pacific 

Islander 

0.0 0.6 0.3 0.1 

Other Race 0.9 3.1 0.6 3.1 

Two or more races 1.7 2.0 2.3 2.3 

Educational Attainment (%)     

Without high school diploma or 

equivalency 

12.2 18.3 5.6 12.2 

Percent high school graduate or 

higher 

87.8 81.8 94.4 87.8 

Percent bachelor’s degree or higher 32.1 23.2 60.4 35.7 

Economic Indicators     

Median household income ($) 32,314 38,423 72,949 70,647 

People below the poverty level (%) 22.4 26.1 10.3 8.6 

Unemployed (%) 4.9 7.7 2.5 4.5 

Median Value of Owner-Occupied 

Houses ($) 

128,200 173,000 347,800 329,400 

Occupational Sector (%)     

Management, business, science, & 

the arts 

33.5 27.7 57.2 43.3 

Service 22.0 21.2 12.1 15.9 

Sales & office 26.6 25.6 24.5 24.1 

Natural resources, construction, & 

maintenance 

7.1 11.5 2.8 8.7 

Production, transportation, & 

material moving 

10.9 13.9 3.3 7.9 

Note. Data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (2006-2010) 

The population of college towns is more highly educated and its population is 

more likely to work in white-collar jobs according to Gumprecht (2008).  Although 

Mountainside’s population has more formal education than the county’s population, it is 

comparable to the state’s population as a whole (Table 3) and to the population of 

“Seaside” (Table 4).  A greater proportion of “Cityside’s” population, however, has a 



 

 

116 

 

bachelor’s degree or higher (Table 4), perhaps owing to the greater density of colleges 

and universities in that area.  In terms of occupational sectors, Mountainside has a greater 

proportion of its population in professional positions than is true of the county (Table 3), 

and although, it does not fare quite as well in comparison to the state or to Cityside, it is 

comparable to Seaside (Table 4).     

The University’s presence in the community is most likely the chief reason why 

the educational level of Mountainside is double what it is in the surrounding county.  

Mountainside is a community located in a region that has struggled to recoup from the 

loss of manufacturing jobs in the 1980s.  The Appalachian Regional Commission (2012) 

classifies the economy of the county where Mountainside is located as “transitional,” 

meaning that the county is no longer experiencing economic distress, but it is not yet 

competitive. 

Another descriptor of college towns, according to Gumprecht (2008), is that they 

are relatively affluent and their housing costs are relatively high.  This is where 

Mountainside diverges from the characteristics of other college towns.  Economic 

indicators reflect the region’s distress with the median income of both Mountainside and 

the county as well as the median value of owner-occupied houses being about half of 

state figures (Table 3).  In addition, Mountainside does not compare well to the two other 

college towns on the basis of these economic indicators (Table 4).  Cityside exceeds 

Mountainside in relation to housing affordability, although, the indicators suggest that 

both cities fare better than the state as a whole, a fact that lends support to Gumprecht’s 

(2008) claim that college towns are more affluent (Table 6).  When compared to the 



 

 

117 

 

surrounding county, however, housing in Mountainside is not as affordable (Table 5), 

suggesting that the presence of the university in Mountainside, may actually drive up 

housing costs relative to other surrounding communities. 

Table 5. Select Housing Characteristics of Mountainside Compared to County and State 

Characteristic Mountainside County State 

Housing Occupancy (%)    

Occupied Housing Units  81.5 86.5 90.1 

Vacant Housing Units 18.5 13.5 9.9 

Homeowner Vacancy Rate 2.8 1.9 1.9 

Rental Vacancy Rate 5.5 5.8 8.2 

Housing Affordability    

Owners with Mortgages Paying 30% 

or More for Selected Monthly 

Housing Costs as a % of Household 

Income 

33.2 29.5 37.9 

Owners without Mortgages Paying 

30% or More for Selected Monthly 

Housing Costs as a % of Household 

Income 

10.3 13.8 15.5 

Renters Paying 30% or More in 

Gross Rent as a % of Household 

Income 

48.6 44.7 50.2 

Housing Tenure (%)    

Owner-Occupied Housing Units 51.7 70.8 69.0 

Renter-Occupied Housing Units 48.3 29.2 31.0 

Year Householder Moved into Unit 

(%) 

   

2000 or later 59.8 46.4 57.1 

1980-1999 23.3 30.7 31.5 

1970 or earlier 17.0 22.9 11.4 

Yr. Housing Structure Built (%)    

Built 1990 or later 18.9 11.5 25.2 

Built 1960-1989 31.2 32.3 43.8 

Built 1959 or earlier 49.8 56.2 31.0 

Note. Data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (2006-2010) 
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Table 6. Select Housing Characteristics of Mountainside Compared to Seaside, Cityside, and State 

Characteristic Mountainside Seaside Cityside State 

Housing Occupancy (%)     

Occupied Housing Units  81.5 87.1 93.8 90.1 

Vacant Housing Units 18.5 12.9 6.2 9.9 

Homeowner Vacancy Rate 2.8 3.1 0.8 1.9 

Rental Vacancy Rate 5.5 8.0 7.0 8.2 

Housing Affordability     

Owners with Mortgages Paying 30% 

or More for Selected Monthly 

Housing Costs as a % of Household 

Income 

33.2 50.3 27.8 37.9 

Owners without Mortgages Paying 

30% or More for Selected Monthly 

Housing Costs as a % of Household 

Income 

10.3 22.3 10.8 15.5 

Renters Paying 30% or More in 

Gross Rent as a % of Household 

Income 

48.6 55.6 57.4 50.2 

Housing Tenure (%)     

Owner-Occupied Housing Units 51.7 39.9 60.0 69.0 

Renter-Occupied Housing Units 48.3 60.1 40.0 31.0 

Year Householder Moved into Unit 

(%) 

    

2000 or later 59.8 77.3 58.9 57.1 

1980-1999 23.3 17.7 28.9 31.5 

1970 or earlier 17.0 5.1 12.3 11.4 

Yr. Housing Structure Built (%)     

Built 1990 or later 18.9 31.0 8.5 25.2 

Built 1960-1989 31.2 34.7 34.1 43.8 

Built 1959 or earlier 49.8 34.2 57.5 31.0 

Note. Data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (2006-2010) 

Gumprecht (2008) also notes that college towns have a preponderance of rental 

properties and are more transient than non-college towns.  In terms of housing 

characteristics, it is clear that all three college towns in this comparison including 

Mountainside have an abundance of renter-occupied housing units that exceeds the 

state’s figure (Table 6).  Moreover, a greater proportion of residents in all three of the 

college towns including Mountainside had moved into their units since 2000 than was 

true of the state as a whole, suggesting more transience (Table 6).  



 

 

119 

 

Gumprecht (2008) also describes college towns as cosmopolitan, unconventional 

places that offer a high quality of life.  One of the measures of these characteristics is the 

presence of an international population in a college town.  According to Mountainside 

State University’s 2011 Enrollment Profile, its students come from a multi-state region 

that includes rural (farm), small-town, suburban, and inner-city communities.  Nearly 

one-third of the University’s current student body is made up of students of color and, as 

a result of inter-institutional arrangements with universities across the globe, a growing 

number of students come from other countries.  The non-resident alien student population 

has nearly tripled from 2007 to 2011, making the University a relatively cosmopolitan 

institution in a relatively geographically isolated place. 

Browne (2012) captured the unconventionality of Mountainside in a piece written 

for the City’s bicentennial book.  She likens Mountainside to the fictitious television 

show Twin Peaks or the towns in which X-Files episodes take place.  She writes that: 

 [Mountainside] is like changing channels between a series of television shows.  

The nature of [Mountainside], a college town with overlapping circles of roles 

and new people frequently coming in to fill those roles, invites the comparison, as 

does [Mountainside’s] small and somewhat static size.  There are, for example, 

particular “types” of students or residents, and when one of a type graduates or 

moves, another steps in as a replacement.  One has to stop for a moment and 

determine which incarnation of dreadlocked white boy this is – the 1990, 2000, or 

2010 version – like figuring out which Darren one is watching on Bewitched.     

(p. 16)  
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The final characteristic of college towns described by Gumprecht (2008) is their 

high quality of life.  Many of the year round residents and city officials I interviewed 

boasted about the quality of life in the community, and the year-round residents mourned 

the loss of that quality as the neighborhood has become “studentified,” which many see 

as a threat to their safety and peaceful enjoyment of their home.  One participant in the 

study’s Photovoice project expressed this threat in a particularly poignant way.  His 

photograph and caption are included in Figure 5.  His analogy between “national 

terrorism” and “neighborhood terrorism” is particularly striking. 

The regional context.  Because Mountainside is situated in the Appalachian 

region, examining the cultural characteristics of Appalachia provided yet another way of 

understanding town-gown dynamics in Mountainside.  Capturing the characteristics of 

that Appalachian context, however, is not an easy task.  Since the publication of Weller’s 

(1965) classic book, Yesterday’s People, there has been a debate about whether or not 

there is a distinct, homogeneous Appalachian folk subculture, complete with its own set 

of values that unites the region and sets it apart from the rest of the United States.  

Weller, a Presbyterian minister who came to Appalachia to pastor a church, argued that 

the region was marked by no less than 34 unique characteristics including traditionalism, 

isolation, group solidarity, person- rather than object-orientation, self-reliance, and 

religious fatalism, and that these traits led to a culture that was lost in time.  Here, the old  
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Figure 5. National Acts of Terrorism Compared to Neighborhood Acts of Terrorism in Mountainside 

  

 

ways had lived on, traditional music and folk art forms had been preserved, colloquial 

expressions from the original Celtic settlers had survived for more than a century, and the 

people clung stubbornly to a way of life that had resisted the influence of technological 

change.  Like Weller, Loyal Jones (1991), former President of Berea College in Kentucky 

and a well-known authority on Appalachia, agrees that there is a set of unique 

Appalachian values, however, he frames them much more positively.  Jones’ list includes 

ten core values as follows:  religion; individualism, self-reliance, and pride; 

neighborliness and hospitality; family solidarity; personalism; love of place; modesty and 

Proud to be an American on 

“Birch” St. 

We always flew our flag on holidays.  

After the terrorism of   9-11-01, we 

started to fly it each day.  In the 

spring of 2002, I found our flag in 

the next block on my morning run – 

torn to shreds and the wooden flag 

pole splintered into several pieces.  I 

went out that afternoon and bought 

another one.  After 9-11, I wanted to 

show the world in my own small way 

that no terrorist was going to dictate 

my flag waving.  The same notion 

came over me when the flag was 

taken and destroyed – no vandal is 

going to deter my patriotism.  After I 

found the flag torn to shreds, I 

folded it up as best as I could and 

took it to the Boy Scouts for a proper 

retirement. 
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being one’s self; sense of beauty; sense of humor; and patriotism.  The difference 

between Weller and Jones’ viewpoints may emanate from Weller’s etic perspective as an 

outsider to the region and Jones’ emic perspective as a native Appalachian son.   

Fisher (1991), however, sees the subcultural thesis of both Weller and Jones as 

suspect.  Regardless of how the distinct cultural values are framed, he argues, this thesis 

contributes to the stigmatization of the Appalachian region and its people, perpetuating 

the images of “hillbilly,” “redneck,” and “hick.”  The net result is old-fashioned victim 

blaming as described by Ryan (1971), who cautions readers about the “art of savage 

discovery,” which is often disguised in humanitarianism, a sentiment that both Weller 

(1965) and Jones (1991) clearly express.  Moreover, Fisher (1991) argues that the 

Appalachian subcultural thesis is made even more complicated by layering on of the 

region’s “culture of poverty” (Lewis, 1961), which has its own tautological causal chain.  

Fisher’s essay raises the question of whether or not the Appalachian region’s unique 

culture (if there is such a thing) would exist were it not for the poverty of the region.  

Thus, it is difficult to know which characteristics, if any, are suggestive of the region’s 

Appalachian culture, which are suggestive of its poverty, and which are an interplay of 

the two.  Moreover, today’s Appalachia is less isolated and more diverse than the 

Appalachia of Weller’s time.  Although there may be pockets of traditional culture within 

Appalachia, Fisher’s essay raises questions about whether or not there continues to be an 

Appalachian subculture that distinguishes the region. 

Billings (2009) asserts that scholars like Weller (1965) and Jones (1991) have 

tried to describe Appalachian culture by objectifying it and examining it as though it 
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organically arose from forces indigenous to the region.   Instead, he argues that 

Appalachian culture was shaped by economic exploitation and political domination from 

external forces.  The net result was colonization of the region by coal and timber 

companies and absentee landowners who then created social structures that reinforced 

their power over the people.  Coal camps, company stores, and scrip (local currency) 

were all evidence of this control.  Billings concludes that class conflict, fueled by these 

outside forces, is the hallmark of Appalachian culture.  Is it any wonder then, why natives 

of the region are leery of outsiders and protective of what is theirs – the land, the natural 

resources, and the traditions?   

It would be easy to “cherry pick” characteristics of Mountainside that match those 

identified by Weller (1965) or Jones (1991), identifying those that are associated with 

either Appalachian culture or the culture of poverty, while discarding others that seem not 

to apply.  Such an approach, however, would not help the reader evaluate whether or not 

a unique subculture exists in Mountainside and if it does, to understand how this culture 

influences town-gown relations at both institutional and neighborhood levels.  Clearly, 

the community surrounding the study area is geographically isolated, although less so 

with the advent of the interstate highway.  Clearly, there has been a net loss of jobs and 

population in the region in the last few decades and a growing reliance on the University 

as an economic engine.  Clearly, an analysis of social indicators documents the 

community’s economic struggles in comparison with the rest of the state.  These facts 

capture at least some of the uniqueness of this region.  Researchers, however, examine 

language, artifacts, folklore, kinship networks, and other patterns to describe culture 
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(Geertz, 1973).  Thus, the fact that many year-round residents in Mountainside tend to 

use the term “college” rather than “university” to refer to the state institution in their 

midst may or may not be significant; and if it is significant, the exact meaning they attach 

to this language is unclear.  One City official who participated in the study wondered if 

this fact was a nostalgic expression, a longing for the “good old days” when the 

educational institution was smaller and when most of the student population was made up 

of young people from the local region.  In talking with my dissertation chair, I used the 

term, “home place” to refer to those older, year-round residents of the neighborhood who 

live in the same home where they were raised as a child.  She was not familiar with this 

term in spite of the fact that it is a common local expression.  Perhaps it communicates a 

cultural characteristic of attachment to place?   

In an interview with an off-campus student who is a native of the local region, I 

ascertained a reluctance to challenge the authority of his landlord even in the face of 

significant safety hazards in his apartment.  Is this reluctance indicative of the local 

culture or an expression of his youth or of his status as a college student with relatively 

little power?   

One older year-round resident, a native of the neighborhood, who participated in 

one of the study’s focus groups referred to many of the neighborhood houses by the name 

of the family that originally lived there, even though that family may not have lived in the 

home for many years and it had been long ago converted to a rental property for off-

campus students.  Is this resident’s practice indicative of a cultural resistance to change or 

is it indicative of the Appalachian region’s person-orientation?   
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Mountainside is dotted with churches, most of them Protestant denominations, 

and their makeup suggests the ethnic heritage of the early settlers and current residents.  

Are these churches indicative of Appalachian culture and its reliance on religion as a 

cornerstone of community life?  Because many of these churches are struggling to attract 

a younger generation of parishioners, perhaps their presence in the community is more 

indicative of the culture of yesteryear rather than the culture of today. 

During the year of the study, I was struck by the sheer number of times decisions 

about alcohol were brought before the city council and wondered whether alcohol is a 

cultural element in Mountainside and if it is a cultural element, then what is its associated 

meaning.  Is the presence of alcohol suggestive of a kind of cultural fatalism in the city 

(i.e., the struggles of life are made better with alcohol)?  Is the presence of alcohol an 

expression of the culture of a college town that is populated by young people who are 

testing their limits?   

As part of the study, I interviewed a city official who self-identified as an 

Appalachian.  I asked him what it meant to him to be an Appalachian today.  His rather 

involved response helps to describe the expression of Appalachian culture in 

Mountainside.  It also hints at the central role that the University plays in the town: 

I would like to think that it [being an Appalachian] means that you appreciate the 

heritage of the hard work that it took to conquer the country, this area, 200 years 

ago, that you had appreciation for the generations that suffered to provide for you 

today. . . . 

My grandfather, my mom’s father, we called him Pap.  When he was very young, 

Pap worked in the mines. . . He was nearly killed in [a] clay mine   . . . [The] last 

two years he worked in a coal mine; he worked with his older brother mining and 
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they worked in the shot, in the thin veins, and they rolled in on their sides because 

the vein of coal was 18 inches tall and you rolled in on your side and you dug 

coal like this [he twisted his body on the side and motioned as though he were 

digging above his head] and [you] put it in a bucket and you had to have a 

partner standing in the shed to pull the bucket back out to dump [it] into the cart 

pulled by the donkey and [then, you] pull[ed] the bucket back into you.  

. . . But whenever I’m having a bad day here, I think of him laying in that coal 

mine with the ceiling this far from his head [motioned about six inches above the 

top of his head], digging coal.  He died of a combination of black lung and 

emphysema.  That generation of Appalachian Americans made it possible for me 

to get a college education.  Then, in 1916 when he was 16, he was nearly killed. . . 

in the clay mine. . .  He and another fellow were working the face and they had set 

the charge and the idiot at the other end set the charges off before they got away.  

The other man was killed.  Pap’s eye laid out on his cheek; his Barlow knife was 

broken and the tip was imbedded in his left knee, and he laid at Miner’s Hospital 

for 11 months.  He was 16.  He died when he was 81.  That was the Appalachian 

American. 

Mom got her GED later on in life.  When she was 14 she was forced to leave 

home on December 7th 1941 – Pearl Harbor Day – to be a second story cleaning 

girl for a doctor in a nearby town. . . and later on in life, she got a job in the 

business office on campus because she was told that if she was an employee up 

there, that her children wouldn’t have to pay tuition, cause dad died when I was 

two and she was eight months pregnant [with his younger brother].  That’s 

Appalachian Americans.    

Together these three contexts – the status of national and international town-gown 

relations, the culture of college towns, and the culture of Appalachia – help in framing 

the clues about town-gown relations in Mountainside.   They provide a means of 

comparison and a way of understanding the culture of Mountainside.  Because the unit of 

analysis for the study is a neighborhood, however, I continued to collect clues as I delved 

deeper and deeper into the study and embedded myself in the neighborhood.     

The Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood  

The campus-adjacent neighborhood is different than the City’s other residential 

neighborhoods, and a survey of neighborhood conditions yields still more clues about 
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town-gown relations in Mountainside.  In other neighborhoods, with a few notable 

exceptions, the vinyl siding on houses is generally clean and the window and door trim is 

painted, the lawns are mowed in the spring and summer, and the walkways are shoveled 

in the winter.  There are swing sets and trampolines in back yards with kids playing on 

them in the summer, sleds leaning against houses in the winter, flower and vegetable 

gardens that have recently been weeded and fertilized during the height of the growing 

season, and lace curtains hanging in the windows.  The streets in other parts of the City 

are all two-way, even if they are too narrow for two cars to pass.       

In the campus-adjacent neighborhood, however, many of the houses have folding 

camp chairs or spare kitchen or dining room chairs on the outside porches and posters or 

bed sheets hanging in the windows instead of curtains (see Figure 6).  There is more 

pedestrian traffic in this neighborhood and yet, many of the sidewalks have missing 

bricks or crumbling concrete.  Most of the pedestrians are young people and many are 

using cell phones or MP3 players while they are walking.  In the springtime, once the 

weather gets warmer, it is not uncommon to see young people sitting on front porches 

drinking beer or gathered around gas grills eating hotdogs and hamburgers.  Because 

several of the streets were recently made one-way, owing to the increased vehicular 

traffic in this part of town, it is not uncommon to see cars going the wrong way.  On trash 

day, there is a marked difference in the large amount of trash set out on the curb in this  
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Figure 6. Student Rental House in Mountainside Featuring a Poster in the Window 

 

 

part of town.  A quick survey of the amount of trash indicates the higher density of 

occupancy units in the neighborhood and the fact that some people may not be complying 

with the city’s recently revised ordinance (see Figure 7 from the Photovoice project).  A 

few scattered houses have flower boxes or hanging planters on their front porch and lawn 
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decorations and flags that are flying.  These houses are evidence of the continued 

presence of year-round residents in the neighborhood; although, their number is rapidly 

shrinking.  These conditions provide still more clues about town-gown relations. 

Figure 7. Contrasting Photos of Trash in the Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 

 

 

A Year in the Neighborhood 

One doesn’t have to be in the neighborhood for very long before it becomes clear 

that life there is dictated by the University’s academic calendar, a fact that provides 

additional clues about town-gown relations.  The year begins not in January as it does in 

other parts of the City, but in the last couple weeks in August with the arrival of students 

for the fall semester.  The quiet dog days of summer are gone.  The neighborhood is 

abuzz with activity.  Although classes typically start the middle of the last week of 

The amount of garbage from 

one week at a busy college 

house (above) as compared 

to a family home (below) -   

It’s a dramatic 

juxtaposition. 
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August, off-campus students often come early to get settled and to reconnect with friends.   

Trucks with the names of property management companies are out in force, helping 

student tenants with the move, and trucks from the local cable television company move 

from building to building as they connect their new student customers.  Some year-round 

residents retreat from their front porches into their own private worlds.  They bring in 

flower pots and anything else that isn’t tied down.  It’s as though they are “battening 

down the hatches” in preparation for the storm that is to come.  Others take this time as 

an opportunity to meet their student neighbors as well as the students’ parents either 

because they see themselves as neighborhood ambassadors or as neighborhood norm-

enforcers.  

The fall semester proceeds according to schedule, punctuated by special 

weekends such as Homecoming, Halloween, Thanksgiving Recess, Final Exams, and the 

December Commencement.  The level of outdoor activity will be determined by the 

weather.  If the rain and snow arrive early, there will be more indoor activities.  If the 

warmth of summer continues into the autumn months, there will be “roof sitting,” keg 

parties on front porches, and skateboarders making their way to and from campus (see 

Figure 8 from the Photovoice project).  Special weekends such as Homecoming and 

Halloween (especially if it falls on a Thursday, Friday, or Saturday night) are marked by 

“saturation patrols” (a combined police presence).  Homecoming ushers in the presence 

of banners hung from second story windows of unofficial sorority and fraternity houses 
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Figure 8. Town and Gown in the Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 

 

 

 

 

 

 

with the names of students who are running for the honor of being crowned king and 

queen.  Halloween brings out an array of costumes including French maids, playboy 

bunnies, and comic book superheroes among others.   

The Skater and The Resident 

A student on skateboard passes the residence of a man very 

disgruntled over the current student body & their disregard for 

private property. The resident was angry about an incident the 

night before that resulted in him having to wash away vomit 

from his porch. 
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Thanksgiving recess, which usually spans Tuesday through Sunday nights, brings 

quiet to the neighborhood.  Most of the houses are dark at night and the streets are devoid 

of vehicular and pedestrian traffic.  Some outside porch lights are left on even though the 

houses have been vacated for the holiday.  There is more activity on the fringes of the 

neighborhood where there are more year-round residents.   

After the students return, there are just a few short weeks between Thanksgiving 

and the end of the semester and this is not a time of heightened activity in the 

neighborhood.  Students are busy with end-of-the-semester activities including final 

exams.  There is some moving out activity for those students who are either graduating in 

December or are not coming back for the spring, but most of the student residents of the 

neighborhood leave their apartments and houses in tact as they depart for the semester 

break.  Landlords and property managers, at least those who are wise, will make their 

rounds checking to make sure that tenants left the heat on low so the pipes won’t freeze 

and locked the doors and windows to guard against breaking and entering, which can 

increase when the buildings are unoccupied for long periods of time.   

The spring semester typically begins at the end of January, although, with a 

quieter start than the fall semester.  Again, the weather will determine the level of outside 

activity.  If the snows are heavy, people will compete for on-street parking places, which 

are more highly prized than off-street parking places that can be difficult to access since 

they are typically situated off of rear alleyways.  Streets will be dotted with cars buried 

by snow, and if the storms come close together, they may stay buried for quite some time.  

Sidewalks are treacherous, partly due to the weather, and partly due to tenants’ neglect.  
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Snow is sometimes responsible for bringing students and year-round residents together, 

often for the first time.  Students may come to the aid of their older neighbors, shoveling 

their sidewalks, and year-round residents may loan shovels to students.  

March brings yet another respite from the academic grind with the arrival of 

Spring Break.  Once again, the neighborhood is enveloped in quiet and streets are absent 

of traffic.  The weeks following Spring Break are filled with end-of-the-year activity, 

curricular and co-curricular.  With the advent of spring, people will emerge from indoors.  

Student residents of the neighborhood will don shorts, sandals, and t-shirts much sooner 

than year-round residents.  There will be sunbathing in yards and house parties will spill 

out onto sidewalks.  The sound of lawnmowers fills the air and vehicles carting 

commercial lawn equipment can be seen in the neighborhood.    Weekends will be filled 

with graduation parties as students see their friends move on with life.  U-Haul vans and 

pickup trucks start cropping up in the neighborhood as students pack up their belongings.  

The spring commencement in May is the official end of the semester.  Year-round 

residents have told me they await that day with great anticipation.  No longer will they 

have to compete for on-street parking spaces.  They can sleep through the night without 

fear of being awakened by noise in the streets or by a drunken student who enters their 

home by mistake.  Once again, they reclaim the neighborhood and it is their exclusive 

domain throughout the quiet summer months.  

Making the Neighborhood Home 

As I explored how people had come to make this neighborhood home, I picked up 

additional clues about town-gown relations.  Most of the student residents of the 
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neighborhood are further along in their undergraduate careers; although, because the 

university does not require first-year students to live on campus, there are some who 

choose to live off campus.  For traditional college-age students (defined as 18-25) who 

started their first year at Mountainside State, moving off campus in their sophomore, 

junior, or senior year is an expected rite of passage.  One University administrator 

described it as a . . . 

 norm that . . . if not after your first year, certainly after your second year, unless 

you’re an RA [Resident Assistant] or other circumstances present themselves, the 

vast majority of students on campus move off.  

His comment suggests that students are not necessarily making an independent decision, 

but rather conforming their behavior to an established norm.  Students who participated 

in the study, however, would take issue with this perception.  They indicated that their 

primary reasons for moving off campus were the desire to have more freedom and 

privacy, to establish independence and thereby enter the adult world, to have more choice 

about their roommates and living circumstances, and to have more space.  Student 

participants indicated that when negotiating with their parents for permission to move off 

campus, they often framed their desire in monetary terms.  They expressed mixed 

opinions, however, about whether or not the costs were actually less.  One University 

official noted that many off-campus students eat out a lot, which adds to their expenses.  

Some students told me that although they wanted to cook their own meals, they 

eventually decided to buy a meal plan on campus since they weren’t eating healthfully.  

Other students told me that their biggest expense was utilities, especially given the age 
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and poor weatherization of many of the houses.  Even the newer properties use electric 

baseboard heat, which can cost tenants dearly given the cold winters in Mountainside.   

The year-round residents who participated in the study all had lived in the 

neighborhood for quite some time, some their entire lives.  They described moving into 

the neighborhood at a time when most of the homes were occupied by single families.  

Over time, they saw the neighborhood change from a predominance of owner-occupied 

properties to a predominance of student rental properties.  This phenomenon will be 

explored in more detail in Chapter Eight.   

Housing Conditions:  The Effects of the Built Environment 

Part of embedding myself in the neighborhood was taking note of housing 

conditions, a task that added still more clues about town-gown relations.  Given the age 

of many of the properties and its high density residential pattern, conditions in the 

neighborhood are clearly distressed.  In a February 2011 presentation to the Mayor and 

City Council, the former Director of Community Development for the City indicated that 

43% of the blighted properties being monitored by the City were in the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood.  Many of the success stories highlighted in the presentation were 

properties in the campus-adjacent neighborhood that had been renovated and converted to 

rental properties or razed to create parking areas for rental properties.  Blighted properties 

were also the focus of participants in the Photovoice project (see Figure 9). 

The conditions in which students live vary from apartments in newly constructed housing 

complexes to apartments in older houses that have been converted to multiple units.  
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Although some students live with roommates in whole houses, these are becoming fewer 

in number for two reasons.  First, according to landlords and property managers, today’s 

students seem to prefer smaller apartments where they can live alone or with one or two 

roommates.  The reason for this trend, they surmise, is because today’s millennial 

generation grew up in smaller, more affluent families where they didn’t have to share a 

bedroom with a sibling.  Thus, when they came to college, they were dismayed about 

having to live in a small dormitory room with another student.  This is a common reason 

why students move off campus where they can either live alone or at least have their own 

bedroom in an apartment.  Second, landlords are converting whole houses to multiple 

units, partly in response to student demand, but also in order to maximize their 

investment income.  In addition, landlords report that smaller units minimize the risk of 

property damage associated with whole houses, which can become the site of large 

parties.  The developers of newly constructed apartment complexes charge higher rents, 

and although these buildings are attractive for the amenities they provide (e.g., high-

speed internet access, reserved off-street parking), they are sometimes cost-prohibitive to 

students who are living on limited budgets.  When students live in older properties, they 

can be subject to environmental health and safety risks.  For example, one student who 

was interviewed for the study recounted how he had a severe allergic reaction to black 

mold in his rental house.  He was the only student in the study who knew to file a 

complaint with the City’s Rental Housing Inspector who then worked with the landlord to 

remedy the situation.  The student and his roommates had to move out of the house for a 

full semester while the landlord addressed the problem.   
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Beautiful, yet still a weed – These tiny 

flowers are part of the overgrown yard of a 

house that is set to be torn down for a 

parking lot 

Figure 9. Blighted Property in Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 

 

 

 

 

 

Several students spoke about how poorly insulated their apartments are.  One 

student told me that his landlord suggested that he and his roommates not even bother 

running the furnace because the building was so poorly insulated that it would cost them 

a fortune to heat their apartment.  Instead, the landlord recommended they purchase space 

heaters, which they did.  They use the space heaters in their bedrooms, but the common 

areas have no heat.  “I don’t even know where the control is,” he stated.  Several years 

ago, space heaters were responsible for a fire that displaced some students from their 

house in the neighborhood.   
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Several year-round residents of the neighborhood complained about the shoddy 

condition of the rental properties near them.  As one resident described:   

I've seen a lot of neglect of properties and when the properties were repaired, 

they were patched.  There's no thoroughness, no thoroughness on the repairing.  

It was just patching, just to get it by. 

 

Another resident echoed this sentiment saying: 

 

If I had people who make money off of these properties, and they do make money 

off of the properties, if they cared about the property and they took care of their 

properties, then maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.  Some of these houses are just let go 

and tore apart and just put together, but if they’re tore apart, they’re just put back 

together with whatever board they can find – boom, boom, boom, you know. 

 

Mixed in among these properties, however, are others that are lovingly 

maintained, and many, although not all of these properties are home to year-round 

residents in the neighborhood.  One couple whom I interviewed described the work that 

they’ve done on their Victorian home.   

We've put a lot of time and effort into refurbishing this house.  We've basically 

redone all the interior walls in here, upgraded the electrical system to the house, 

put in new windows, and just a whole bunch of different types of things like that    

. . . . When we first moved in, it was just kind of a Plain Jane house, then we hit on 

the idea of turning it into a painted lady, and so for a while, it was one of those 

kinds of things where even the kids walked up the street and they would stop and 

go “Man, look at that house.”   

 

Such houses are the pride and joy of many year-round residents in the 

neighborhood, and they are saddened when those properties are then sold for “student 

rentals.”  One such property was the subject of a Board of Zoning Appeals hearing 

regarding the owner’s request for a special exception to convert the property into rental 

units (see Figure 10 from the Photovoice project).  The fear expressed by year-round 

residents on that block was that this property would end up in the same condition as the 
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house next door, which used to be a stately, family-owned property, but is now a “student 

rental” that has a reputation as a party house. 

The newest additions to the neighborhood are a number of newly constructed 

apartment complexes of varying sizes.  Nearly all of these complexes have been granted 

special zoning exceptions on the basis of criteria such as maximum allowable lot 

coverage or required set back from property lines.  The goal of many of these 

developments is to maximize the income potential of the property by  

Figure 10. Two Perspectives on a Historic House in Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 

 

  

Two participants in the 

Photovoice Project took 

pictures of this house.  One, 

an off-campus student, 

focused on the “No 

Trespassing” sign on the 

front door, a symbol that 

students are not welcome.  

The other, a year-round 

resident focused on the “For 

Rent” sign in the front yard 

and had this to say about the 

photo. . . 

 

A sad neighborhood death 

[of the older woman who 

owned the home] causes a 

once regal home to follow the 

path of all the others nearby, 

“For Rent.”  Six more 

students, their cars, their 

noise, and their garbage will 

join the neighborhood.  

Where will the landlord be?    
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including as many units as possible.  The smaller lot sizes in this high-density, residential 

zone present challenges in this regard, necessitating requests for special exceptions.  

Although there have been some year-round residents who have protested these requests, 

they are not well organized and not well informed about the zoning ordinances, and thus, 

invariably, the exceptions are granted, although sometimes with modifications to the 

developer’s original plans.  In contrast, the developers are often represented by a 

professional planner in town who knows the zoning ordinances inside and out and who 

has a computerized presentation including digital maps and engineering plans.  This 

planner appears so regularly before the City’s Planning Commission that he has 

developed a close working relationship with the appointed Commissioners.   

Opinions on these developments vary.  City officials laud such developments 

since they often take the place of older properties, some that have become blighted.  

Students like the amenities these apartments afford, but they complain about the higher 

rents.  Some year-round residents feel these developments are out of character with the 

neighborhood.  For example, some of the newly constructed complexes landscape with 

stones and rocks rather than grass, which cuts down on required lawn maintenance.  

Others are built using a “motel style” as can be seen in Figure 11 from the Photovoice 

project, which some year-round residents feel makes them look more commercial and 

less residential. Other year-round residents feel these structures are preferable to some of 

the older houses in the neighborhood because they tend to be smaller units (one or two-

bedrooms), which are less conducive to large parties.  Others say these structures are 

more likely to lead to “traveling parties” hosted by several apartments in the complex. 
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Figure 11. "Motel" Style Apartment Complex in Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 

 

 

Indeed, several years ago, a student at one of these complexes was cited by police for 

discharging a firearm in the development’s parking lot.   

Rental Housing Oversight 

In order to better understand conditions in the neighborhood, I turned to City 

officials who gave me still more clues about town-gown relations.  For a number of 
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years, the City outsourced the inspection of rental properties to a private company.  There 

were frequent reports of irregularities in inspections and it was difficult for City officials 

to monitor the inspection process.  A few years ago, the City hired a staff person to serve 

as both the Rental Housing Inspector and the Code Enforcement Officer.  In the 

September 2011 City Council work session, this staff person reported there were 

approximately 1,855 rental units in 759 rental properties within the City.  According to 

the City’s registration records, approximately 399 (22%) of those rental units lie within 

the campus-adjacent neighborhood, a number that seems lower than one would expect.   

The City’s rental housing ordinance spells out the inspection cycle for rental 

properties as follows:  

Age of Structure  Inspection Frequency 

0 to less than 30 years old  Every 3 years 

30 to less than 60 years old  Every 2 years 

60 years old and older  Annually 

 
In addition, the ordinance specifies that “rental units that are found to be 

significantly or routinely out of compliance with this or other City ordinances shall be 

inspected annually until at least two consecutive inspections with no deficiencies are 

achieved, at which time the age-based inspection schedule shall resume” (Section 303 of 

City’s Rental Housing Ordinance Effective 1-6-11).   In addition, “units at least 30 years 

old that are found to be without deficiencies may be authorized to be inspected every 

three years upon City receipt of a written and signed statement from a State-licensed 

electrical inspector that all electrical writing components within the rental unit have been 

modernized” (Section 303 of City’s Rental Housing Ordinance Effective 1-6-11). 
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In addition to the regular inspections outlined in the City’s Rental Housing Code, 

tenants or property owners/managers can request a special inspection if they suspect 

problems in a rental unit.  The vast majority of students who participated in the study, 

however, didn’t know to do this.  In addition, most did not have knowledge about the 

City’s Rental Housing Code or the process of rental registration and inspection.  

Landlords who participated in the study varied in their assessment of the City’s rental 

housing program.  One complained about mixed interpretations of city policies and 

inflexibility in implementing those policies.  Another said that he didn’t question the 

rental housing inspections; he simply does what the Inspector tells him he has to do.  Still 

another said that he had turned to the Rental Housing Inspector/Code Enforcement 

Officer to resolve problems he was having with student tenants who had vandalized 

property or failed to comply with expectations for garbage storage and removal or snow 

shoveling.                

Table 7 reports data on the more common violations flagged by the City’s Rental 

Housing Inspector/Code Enforcement Officer during regular inspections of rental 

properties in the City from March 18, 2010 to December 31, 2011.  During this period, 

there were a total of 1,245 violations.  Of those violations, 1,166 were remedied, re-

inspected, and closed, and 79 remained open.  Some of the more egregious violations 

were related to tenant safety including missing or defective carbon monoxide detectors, 

smoke detectors, or fire extinguishers.  Others were related to some of the common 

problems about which year-round residents and/or students complain including 
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Table 7. Most Common Rental Housing Violations in Mountainside (3-18-10 to 12-31-11) 

Violation Total  Violation Total 

Smoke detectors missing 27 Exterior window/door 

defective 

9 

Accessory Structures 5 Failure to register property 36 

Basement mold found from 

damp conditions 

4 Grass/Weeds 26 

Basement water entry 

found, all areas 

12 Guardrails missing 13 

Bathroom door not lockable 3 Handrails missing 39 

Bathroom equipment 

missing or broken 

8 Handrails spindles/side 

guards missing 

7 

Bathroom ground-fault 

circuit interrupter (GFCI) 

protection missing or 

defective 

87 Heating not controlled by 

owner for 2 or more units 

3 

Bathroom has no water 3 Interior defective surfaces 61 

Bathroom no 

light/ventilation 

21 Interior doors defective 23 

Bedroom Emergency 

escape egress not compliant 

70 Interior surfaces not 

finished 

3 

Bedroom has no private 

access 

8 Interior unsanitary/in 

disrepair 

27 

Bedroom lacks fire exit 12 Interior stairway is unsafe 6 

Bedroom lacks two means 

of egress 

5 Kitchen fire extinguisher 

missing or defective 

41 

Carbon monoxide detector 

missing 

46 Kitchen fire extinguisher 

not mounted 

69 

Egress path is unsafe 6 Kitchen GFCI protection 

missing or defective 

88 

Electrical circuit wiring, 

device, or service unsafe 

18 Kitchen storage inadequate 6 

Electrical work not 

compliant with National 

Electrical Code 

26 Off-street parking 

inadequate 

57 

Unlit stairway 29 Plumbing – no water 

connection 

4 

Outlets are insufficient 4 Smoke detectors not 

interconnected 

46 

Exterior – Defective 

protective surfaces 

5 Smoke detector too low 3 

Exterior door lacks deadbolt 

lock 

33 Smoke detectors defective 34 

Exterior door/window not 

secured 

3 Trash/junk in yard 31 

Exterior of structure in 

disrepair 

8 Window not functional 96 

Exterior premises 

identification 

19 Window sash lock missing 10 

Exterior stairways, deck, 

porches, and balconies 

6   

Note.  Data from Mountainside City Government, Department of Community Development 
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 inadequate off-street parking, unregistered rental properties, and yards that are not 

mowed.                

Aside from rental housing registrations, inspections, and reinspections, this same 

staff person is also responsible for overseeing code enforcement for the City, which 

involves all properties, owner-occupied and rental, commercial and residential.  This part 

of his job entails everything from making sure hedges are clipped, lawns are mowed, and 

sidewalks are shoveled in the wintertime to making sure that buildings comply with 

health and safety codes.  He is on call for emergency situations 24 hours a day, seven 

days a week.  Given the scope of this staff person’s job, there is clearly too much work 

for one person to handle.  This problem has been acknowledged by City officials as well 

as by property owners, but has yet to be remedied.   

Landlord-Tenant Relations 

Because of the dominance of rental properties in the neighborhood, I interviewed 

landlords and property managers and their student tenants, which revealed additional 

clues about town-gown relations.  I learned that there is a debate in Mountainside about 

the ideal relationship between property owners/managers and their student tenants.  

Inherent in this debate is the nature of the owner’s/manager’s responsibilities compared 

to the tenants’ responsibilities.  One owner/manager of rental properties in the 

neighborhood argued that tenants ought to be the ones cited for violations related to snow 

removal and trash, which are typically their responsibility as spelled out in the lease; 

although, that same owner/manager advocates that the City Police routinely notify 

landlords if they are called to a residence, so they can work with the police to solve 
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problems.  This same owner/manager, however, was angry when the City Police did not 

take more aggressive action when they were called to break up a large party.  Thus, it 

seems difficult for City officials to know when to hold property owners/managers 

accountable for problems with their properties and when to hold tenants accountable.  

Neither City nor University officials know for certain where off-campus students are 

living, and they argue that they are legally bound to respect the contractual agreement 

between landlords and their tenants.  Although both have expressed a willingness to work 

with landlords and students to resolve problems in rental properties, ultimately their 

intervention is limited by the state’s landlord-tenant law. 

Data provided by the City’s Rental Housing Inspector/Code Enforcement Officer 

for the 2012 registration cycle documented a total of 187 rental property owners in the 

neighborhood with 86 (46%) located outside of the City’s 25-mile radius beyond which 

an owner would have to retain the services of a local rental agent.  The largest property 

owner is a company based in a community about 132 miles from Mountainside.  This 

company owns 35 rental units in the neighborhood according to City rental registration 

records.     

Neighborhood Problems  

Participants in the study seemed more ready to talk about the neighborhood’s 

problems than they did the neighborhood’s assets, which provided yet another clue about 

town-gown relations.  I wanted to check this perception with focus group participants, but 

I didn’t want the discussions to center solely on problems given the other topics I wanted 

to explore.  Consequently, I elected to use a more structured approach to the discussion of 
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neighborhood problems per Krueger and Casey’s (2000) advice.  I compiled a list of 

neighborhood problems that had been shared in interviews and asked focus group 

participants to rate these problems on a scale from 1 (not a problem at all) to 5 (a critical 

problem that needs to be addressed ASAP) by holding up a card with the appropriate 

number on it.  The ratings are summarized in Table 8.   

The focus group discussions suggested that that there is very little consensus on 

the problems and their severity.  The most critical problems identified by the year-round 

residents-only group were snow removal (by residents) and litter, underage drinking, and 

too many rental properties and too few owner-occupied properties.  The most critical 

problems identified by the student-only group were poor upkeep of houses and 

apartments, fire hazards, rodents and wild animals that are attracted by garbage, and lack 

of police protection.    Participants in the third focus group, which was a mix of off-

campus students and year-round residents, indicated that graffiti, vandalism, and other 

property damage and underage drinking were the most critical problems facing the 

neighborhood.  The latter group was much more positive about the neighborhood than 

either of the other two groups perhaps due to the different power dynamics in this group.  

Those dynamics may have been a function of having a mix of the neighborhood’s two 

constituent groups, which tempered the negativity of their ratings in the presence of the 

“out group,” a fact that provided still more clues about town-gown relations. 
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Table 8. Mean Focus Group Ratings of Neighborhood Problems in Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood 

Problem Focus Group #1 

(All Year-Round 

Residents) 

Focus Group #2 

(All Off-Campus 

Students) 

Focus Group #3 

(Mixed – Year-

Round Residents 

& Students) 

Poor upkeep of houses & apartments 4.2 4.9 3.6 

Abandoned properties 2.4 3.4 4.2 

Old & outdated housing 1.4 4.0 2.8 

High density of people in the neighborhood 2.8 1.8 1.6 

Fire hazards 3.6 4.9 4.2 

Snow removal (by residents) 5.0 4.0 3.4 

Trash storage & collection (by residents) 3.8 3.2 3.4 

Litter 5.0 2.8 3.8 

Graffiti, vandalism, & other property damage 4.4 3.1 4.8 

Breaking & entering crimes 3.2 3.6 3.2 

Underage drinking 4.8 2.8 4.4 

Illegal alcohol sales 3.6 1.4 3.6 

Too many alcohol outlets  3.8 1.7 3.0 

Excessive drinking 4.2 3.2 3.4 

Alcohol outlets that target students 2.6 1.0 2.4 

Use & distribution of drugs 3.0 1.4 3.8 

Public urination 3.6 2.4 4.2 

Open container violations 3.0 1.4 2.8 

Dog poop 3.0 3.1 3.4 

Pets that are neglected, abused, or abandoned 4.0 4.2 4.2 

Rodents & wild animals that are attracted by 

garbage 

3.6 4.9 3.2 

Assaults (physical and/or sexual) 4.2 3.9 3.4 

Too many rental properties & too few owner-

occupied properties 

4.6 2.6 2.8 

Lack of parking 3.8 3.4 3.4 

Obscene language & behavior 4.2 4.0 2.8 

Noise 3.2 3.4 2.6 

Lack of police protection 2.4 4.9 2.2 

Profiling by police (student profiling and/or racial 

profiling) 

1.8 3.1 2.4 

Lax sanctions imposed by district court judges 3.6 3.2 3.2 

Inconsistent or inadequate code enforcement 2.2 4.0 2.8 

Growing number of out-of-town (absentee) 

landlords 

3.0 2.1 3.8 

Price gouging in rental market 3.2 4.3 3.6 

Housing discrimination 2.0 2.1 2.4 

Lack of relationships among neighbors 2.4 2.7 4.0 

Over reliance on police solutions to neighborhood 

problems 

1.6 2.7 3.6 

Depressed property values 3.8 3.2 3.2 

   

Neighborhood Assets 

The non-empirical literature I had reviewed on town-gown relations suggested 

that campus-adjacent neighborhoods have a great many unique characteristics that can be 
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developed as assets for the benefit of both the community and the university.  To explore 

the existence of these assets, I asked focus group participants to identify those 

characteristics in Mountainside they felt had potential to be developed as assets, those 

they felt were already being used as assets, and those they felt were either not assets or 

were not assets present in Mountainside (a discard pile).  Participants used an individual 

card sorting exercise to indicate their perceptions.  Insights from these ratings provided 

still more clues about town-gown relations in Mountainside.  Table 9 reports the results 

from the sorting across all three focus groups.  The characteristics that most participants 

felt had the potential of being assets were the energy and creativity of a younger 

generation, the presence of an intergenerational neighborhood, and the presence of a 

traditional neighborhood.  Those characteristics that most participants perceived to be an 

existing asset in Mountainside were access to cultural activities (e.g., plays, concerts, art 

exhibits, dance performances, etc.) and access to recreational activities (e.g., fitness 

room, pool, basketball and tennis courts, a track, etc.).  These insights added still more 

clues about town-gown relations in Mountainside.   

Relationship of the Study’s Findings to Prior Research on College Towns 

The conditions in Mountainside’s campus-adjacent neighborhood are consistent 

with findings from prior research.  Kenyon’s (1997) qualitative study of a university city 

in the United Kingdom documented that residents had concerns in three dimensions of 

neighborhood life: physical, social, and economic.  Many of the concerns she 

documented are the same as those expressed by year-round residents in Mountainside 

including increased vulnerability to crime, the lack of neighborhood cohesion given the 
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Table 9. Assets of the Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood as Perceived by Focus Group Participants (N = 19) 

Characteristic 

Potential to be an 

Asset 

Already Being 

Used as an Asset 

Discard Pile 

The energy & creativity of a younger 

generation 16 2 1 

The presence of an intergenerational 

neighborhood 12 7 0 

The economic benefits afforded by the 

university 7 9 3 

The presence of a traditional 

neighborhood  14 4 1 

Access to library & research facilities 8 9 2 

A neighborhood that is "bike friendly" 6 8 5 

Access to recreational activities 7 11 1 

Nearness to green & open space 9 7 3 

The presence of historic homes 5 7 7 

A walkable neighborhood 6 10 3 

Access to educational opportunities 8 8 3 

Access to cultural activities 4 14 1 

A built-in market for businesses that 

appeal to students 6 6 7 

A ready supply of volunteers & 

consultants 9 7 3 

Note. Columns represent the total of all participants across three focus groups 

influx of transient residents, and health and safety concerns posed by older housing stock 

that supports a higher density of residents. 

Cortes’ (2004) study found that adjacency to a public university tended to drive 

down the cost of market rents, but increase property values.  The campus-adjacent 

neighborhood in Mountainside has experienced just the opposite.  Rents are generally 

high in the neighborhood, but the assessed value of properties is depressed.  The sale 

prices of properties in the neighborhood are generally higher than the assessed values 

because in most cases, these properties are marketed as investment opportunities, and 

some are even listed in the tax records as commercial rather than residential properties. 

Johnson, Cole, and Merrill’s (2009) study of students at Brigham Young 

University examined health and safety risks posed by off-campus living conditions 

including missing or nonworking smoke detectors, dampness and mold, and nonworking 
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exhaust fans in bathrooms.  These problems were similar to those flagged by the Rental 

Housing Inspector/Code Enforcement Officer in Mountainside. 

Williams and Nofziger’s (2003) study suggests that college students are more 

likely to be the target of police intervention and less likely to trust the police than non-

student residents of the same area, including similarly aged peers.  Although the current 

study did not examine crime patterns, the focus group comprised of all off-campus 

students identified the lack of police protection as one of the most critical problems in the 

neighborhood, and their rating of this problem was considerably higher than either of the 

other two focus groups.  What is not clear, however, is what factors influenced their 

rating.  Their rating could be a commentary on their perception of the police’s capability 

to protect the public safety or it could be a commentary on their perception of the 

neighborhood’s crime-related activity. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

So, where do all these clues about town-gown relations in Mountainside lead?  

What can one conclude as a result of them?  A City official, who participated in the 

study, concluded that Mountainside is a “company town,” but instead of coal companies, 

which used to dominate the town, now the “company” is the University.  “If it weren’t for 

the University, this town would be just another struggling coal camp,” the city official 

noted.   

This City official was not the first person to suggest the “company town” 

metaphor.  I was originally introduced to the metaphor in the a priori literature review, 

specifically through the work of Lafer (2003) who described urban communities that are 
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home to a university as the new “company towns” because of the economic and political 

power they wield in their host cities.  His research centered on a case study that examined 

the labor and real estate practices of Yale University and their impact on the city of New 

Haven, Connecticut.  He concluded that universities are “part servant and part ruler, part 

benefactor and part exploiter; universities act out a contradictory set of agendas in 

relation to their surrounding communities” (p. 89). 

The metaphor of Mountainside as a “company town” is the first of two metaphors 

suggested by the study.  Lakoff and Johnson (1980) state that metaphors help to promote 

understanding by taking a phenomenon out of its usual context and putting it in a new 

context in order to examine its properties.  According to Richardson (1990), metaphor is 

to the social sciences as the spine is to the body.  It holds ideas together in a flexible, 

weight-bearing, movement-filled fashion (p. 18).  Metaphors or analogies as Wolcott 

(2010) refers to them are an essential element of ethnographic research because 

ethnography bridges the divide between the social sciences and the humanities through 

the use of narrative.         

Clearly, as the Mountainside City official suggested, the identity of the 

community is defined by the presence of the university in its midst, and in that sense, the 

University is the “company” in this “company town.”   The mere presence of a company, 

however, is not enough to distinguish a community as a company town.  For this 

metaphor to accurately describe the town-gown relationships in Mountainside, the 

“company,” that is the University, would have to dominate every aspect of life in the 

community.  In exploring the fit of the “company town” metaphor to life in the campus-
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adjacent neighborhood in Mountainside today, it is necessary to have a clearer 

understanding of the concept and its history.  

The Metaphor of the “Company Town”   

Dinius and Vergara (2011) argue that a company town is not just a community 

that is dominated by the presence of one major company or group of companies.  Rather, 

company towns, by their very definition, are symbols of industrial capitalism and control 

of labor.  They were driven by two fundamental economic principles:  production and 

profit.  The industry, whether it was a coal company, a manufacturing plant, or a textile 

mill, designed the community’s infrastructure to serve the industry’s own purposes.  The 

definition that the authors cite is from the Encyclopedia of Social Sciences:  “A 

community inhabited solely or chiefly by the employees of a single company or group of 

companies which also owns a substantial part of the real estate and houses” (p. 7).   

The origins of the company town date to the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries in Western Europe (Dinius & Vergara, 2011).  At this time, companies 

demonstrated their “generosity” by offering employee housing and welfare benefits, 

which were really a means to quell labor unrest.  The model was transplanted to the 

United States by companies like Draper Manufacturing that developed Hopedale, 

Massachusetts and Pullman Railroad Cars that developed a company town south of 

Chicago.  American workers, fueled by the activism of the Progressive Era, challenged 

the paternalistic management practices, a movement that led to the establishment of the 

“new company town” or “modern industrial town.”  These communities supported 
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employee home ownership and offered a range of social service benefits that were still a 

form of labor control, albeit a less arbitrary one. 

Company towns remained a fixture of the American landscape throughout the 

twentieth century (Dinius & Vergara, 2011).  Although, there has always been 

considerable diversity in the urban forms that resulted from the company’s control over 

the natural and built environment as well as the people, the thing that all company towns 

have in common is the colonialism that resulted from the dominance of one industry.   

Company towns in Appalachia were distinguished by their geographic isolation 

and the male domination of the mining and timbering industries that created these towns 

(Shifflett, 1991).  Historically, these industries controlled virtually every aspect of daily 

life from the products that were available at the company store to the prices of goods and 

services to the currency or “scrip” as it was called that workers used to purchase basic 

necessities.  Over time, as workers began to challenge these practices, the company town 

changed from a community that was controlled by the company to one that was 

dominated by the company.   

Shifflett (1991) notes the limited economic opportunities of pre-industrial life 

caused many workers to embrace company town life in the southern coal fields at the 

dawn of the industrial age.  Many of these workers have fond memories of life in mining 

towns as it was so much better than subsistence farming.  Company towns were close knit 

due to the fact that people lived close together, they all shared a common occupation, 

they attended the same churches and shopped at the same store, and they shared a mutual 
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aid network.  These facts, however, didn’t detract from the vagaries of company town life 

or the dangers of work in the mines.  After World War II, workers, who were 

increasingly mobile, abandoned company town life and in the 1950s, most company 

towns were dismantled, company stores and health clinics closed, and miners were 

invited to purchase their homes from the coal company.   

Applying the “Company Town” Metaphor to Mountainside                          

The metaphor of a “company town” has particular meaning given the city’s 

history (detailed in Chapter Five), which is steeped in coal mining.  This history, 

however, suggests that in the late 1800s, residents were eager to distinguish themselves 

from stereotypical company towns, and the State Normal School in their midst helped 

them to achieve this goal.  These residents saw themselves as a culturally refined people 

who valued education.  In that sense, they were different from other working class coal 

miners who valued manual labor and the livelihood that it provided and viewed education 

from a utilitarian viewpoint.  One local historian who participated in the study recounted 

that in Mountainside, there were “fathers who taught their sons while they worked 

together underground.  They did mental arithmetic, they taught history, and  . . . one man 

. . . talked about reading poetry with a friend of his when they had their breaks down in 

the mine.” 

Unlike nearby company towns in the region, Mountainside was not established or 

sustained by a single coal company.  Rather, coal mining in the region was distinguished 

by numerous small coal companies that came together to form a cooperative venture that 

subsequently led to one of the single largest energy companies in the United States 
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today.
7
  That company became a bulwark in America’s industrialization at the turn of the 

20
th

 century and Buckley (2004) asserts that the company’s business practices regarding 

“land acquisition, absentee ownership, and corporate control” established a pattern that 

soon spread to surrounding states in the Appalachian region (p. 21).  Buckley also notes 

that the company quickly prospered and by 1864, just four years after its initial charter, 

its capital stock was increased from 100 thousand to six million dollars.  By 1917, the 

company operated 107 mines in four states.  Its list of directors, who were based in urban 

centers outside of the region, reads like a Who’s Who of American capitalism.  Their 

interests in the Appalachian region were propelled by its ready supply of fossil fuels 

(coal, oil, and natural gas) coupled with its supply of cheap labor.  This labor pool was 

attracted to the towns built by the company, which included schools, churches, hospitals, 

post offices, recreational buildings and ball fields, general stores, and even baseball teams 

all built and maintained by the company.  The company then encouraged residents to 

beautify their surroundings by planting gardens, a practice that Buckley refers to as 

“contentment sociology,” illustrated by the following quote from a 1918 company 

newsletter:  “To our minds these things are worthwhile for we believe that every man 

works better and is happier when working in pleasant surroundings” (p. 79). 

Buckley (2004) details how the company fostered baseball rivalries, first aid 

contests, and garden competitions among its company towns in the region, which served 

to differentiate one company town from another.  He argues that such practices were 

                                                      

7
 Hereafter referred to as “the company.” 
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simply a “divide and conquer” strategy that the company used to exert control over its 

employees.  Moreover, the gardens served as a way for the company to justify paying 

lower wages since workers could grow a portion of their own food rather than having to 

buy it at the company store.  Buckley concludes that such practices were motivated by 

company officials’ desire to “promote greater efficiency, productivity, and profitability” 

(p. 86).   

The area surrounding Mountainside was dotted with these company towns, and 

Mountainside became their commercial center, since in many cases, the coal company 

prohibited the development of independent retail businesses that were not owned by the 

company (Buckley, 2004).  At the turn of the 20
th

 century, Mountainside boasted 27 

stores that sold groceries and provisions and 13 that sold general merchandise, two 

lighting plants, three banks, five hotels and boarding homes, and two large opera houses 

(Ware, 1991, p. 76).  Although Mountainside was never a company town in the truest 

sense of the term, it was a town dominated by a single industry, coal mining, with little 

room for economic diversification.  With the economic decline of the coal market and 

growing concerns about coal’s role in the production of greenhouse gases, the industry 

that defined the community for more than a century no longer dominates its culture or its 

economy.  Since the 1950s, residents of Mountainside have relied on employment 

opportunities in the surrounding region, but as noted earlier, many of the region’s 

industries have downsized or closed altogether.  City officials note that the remaining 

industries often bring new residents to Mountainside because of the amenities the town 

provides including many that are sponsored by the University such as cultural events.  
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The growing economic dependence on the University means that for the first time 

in its history, Mountainside is coming closer to the definition of a true “company town;” 

and although the University did not build the town, there is little doubt about its 

tremendous economic and political power in the community.  During the course of the 

study, I noticed that year-round residents seemed to feel freer to criticize the University 

in private than they did in public.  Criticizing the University in public may feel like 

“biting the hand that feeds you,” and therefore people refrain from saying anything 

negative about the University in a public forum.  The one exception to this is that many 

community members seem to feel free to publicly disparage the behavior of University 

students, and the students’ transient status may give them additional permission to do so.  

When they do so, however, they run the risk of being branded “student haters,” as was 

insinuated by a local landlord in a Board of Zoning Appeals hearing. 

The study revealed general consensus among both year-round residents and 

students about the educational opportunities the University brings to the region just as 

there was general consensus about the economic impact of coal mining during the period 

of peak production.  Nevertheless, these positive impacts are never without their costs. 

Those whose livelihoods depended on coal mining in years past bore the greatest share of 

the industry’s costs.  Similarly, those who live in the campus-adjacent neighborhood may 

bear the greatest share of the University’s costs, and both year-round residents and 

students in the campus-adjacent neighborhood freely shared their perceptions with me 

about those costs and whether or not the benefits outweigh the costs.     



 

 

159 

 

I came to understand that year-round residents and off-campus students who share 

Mountainside’s campus-adjacent neighborhood tend to see the role of the “company” in 

the “company town” as one that is shared by both the University and the private rental 

housing sector.  The University is the “company” in so far as it defines the community’s 

identity as a “college town” and dictates the neighborhood’s culture.  The rental housing 

sector is seen as the “company” in so far as it profits from a built in rental market created 

by the annual influx of students who wish to live off campus, by the University’s inability 

to house all its students in on-campus housing, and by community conditions that make 

available a ready supply of affordable properties that lend themselves to rental conversion 

and/or construction.  The relationship between these two “companies” is analogous to a 

parent company that has developed subsidiary businesses, some of which are “spun off” 

into independent corporations in their own right.  In the coal mining days of yesteryear, 

small coal companies in the region consolidated into one industry giant.  What has 

happened in Mountainside over the last 20 years has been a proliferation of small limited 

liability companies (LLCs) that have grown in size and captured a greater share of the 

rental housing and property management market.  The University has also increased its 

competitive power as a landlord by building new residence halls on campus.  These 

developments are changing the face of rental housing in the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood in Mountainside.      

In interviews, both year-round residents and students alike were critical of 

landlords and property managers and the more properties they own or manage, the more 

they seemed to be subject to criticism.  The criticisms ranged from charging high rents 
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for substandard properties to the practice of excessively entering the property for reasons 

that seem “trumped up” to failing to enforce behavioral norms for tenants to building 

large complexes that are out of character with the dominant architectural style of the 

neighborhood.  Similarly, both students and year-round residents also complained about 

the University as a landlord with complaints ranging from a lack of responsiveness to 

problems whether they be insect infestations in on-campus residence halls or off-campus 

student conduct violations to outdated residence halls that often prompt students to look 

for off-campus housing to overly intrusive Resident Assistants that make off-campus 

living attractive for the freedom it affords.  

In individual interviews, numerous University officials expressed frustration 

about working with out-of-town landlords in curbing behavioral problems among off-

campus students.  They also expressed concern about the poor condition of some rental 

properties, a factor that is helping to propel the University’s move to build a new 

residence hall on campus.  This plan will remove an entire block of private rental housing 

from the City’s inventory and enhance the University’s competitive position as a 

landlord, a fact that does not sit well with many private landlords and property managers. 

In fact, the University’s historic relationship with private landlords and property 

managers has been inconsistent.  For example, the University maintains an online listing 

of off-campus housing options as a service to both students and landlords/property 

managers alike.  The website contains two disclaimers:   
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1. [Mountainside] State University assumes no responsibility for the 

condition of the property(ies) listed; i.e., houses, apartments, rooms. The 

University does not make inspections, and is not in any way involved in 

any capacity with the contractual relationship between the student and 

owner/landlord. The Off-Campus Housing List is offered solely as a 

service to students and the community. 

2. The University does not involve itself in contractual disputes between 

tenants and property owners. The University will, however, provide 

resources to address and prevent landlord tenant conflict.   

Several years ago, one of my students, an African American single mother with a young 

daughter, informed the University about the fact that she had been refused an apartment 

on the University’s list for what she believed to be discriminatory reasons.  She explained 

to them that she had filed a complaint with the state’s Fair Housing Officer who found in 

her favor.  Yet, the University official in charge of the list at the time refused to remove 

the landlord’s properties claiming that doing so would confuse the University’s role by 

interfering in landlord-tenant relations.  The landlord was, at the time, serving as the 

City’s Mayor.   

At other times, the University has assisted landlords and property managers in 

taking action against tenants.  For example, during the study year, University officials 

assisted a local property manager in taking action against members of an unrecognized 

fraternity who were behind on their rent and who allegedly had inflicted damage on the 

property and hosted parties where illegal street drugs were present.  At the request of the 
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property manager, University officials pursued the students for violating the University’s 

code of student conduct and communicated with the City’s Code Enforcement Officer 

who cited the students for code violations.  The landlord subsequently evicted the 

students. 

Several years ago, a top University official wrote a letter of support for a property 

developer, which was used to sway the Board of Zoning Appeals’ decision to grant 

permission to a private developer to raze an older home and build a large apartment 

complex on the property.  If University officials desire to stay out of landlord-tenant 

affairs, then writing a letter of support seems contrary to this intent.  The letter resulted in 

a great deal of ill will with year-round residents who opposed the development. 

Such inconsistencies serve to confuse both students and year-round residents 

alike, and it is no wonder that they see both the University and the private rental housing 

sector as sharing the “company” role.  The inconsistencies, however, tend to increase the 

distrust that student and year-round residents of the neighborhood have towards the 

“company” (the University and the private rental housing sector combined).  

As with coal companies who built company towns in the past, the complaints of 

students and year-round residents in the campus-adjacent neighborhood center on 

housing and living conditions, and they fault both the University and the private rental 

housing sector for these problems.  Just as miners and their families were not always free 

to publically criticize the coal company at the risk of losing their jobs and their homes, 

neither are the students and year-round residents of Mountainside’s campus-adjacent 
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neighborhood free to criticize the University and the private rental housing sector for 

their problems for fear of being assessed higher rents and additional fees for damages, 

losing security deposits, or being labeled chronic complainers who resist “progress.”          

Landlords and property managers who were interviewed for the study see 

themselves as respectable business people who are simply trying to earn a living.  They 

complained about the problems they have had with tenants ranging from failure to pay 

rent, deliberate damage done to their rental properties, and problems related to tenants’ 

drug and alcohol use.  They also pointed to provisions in state landlord-tenant law that 

they interpret as limiting their ability to police their tenants’ behavior.  The 

landlords/property managers who participated in the study acknowledged that there are 

irresponsible landlords who give all landlords a bad name, but they stopped short of 

criticizing people for having conflicts of interest (i.e., City or University officials who 

also own rental properties) or for engaging in exploitive business practices.  One was 

especially critical of City officials and City policies regarding rental housing registration 

and inspection.  Several landlords I contacted declined to participate in the study for 

unknown reasons.  

Just as landlords/property managers who participated in the study portray 

themselves as responsible business persons, so did coal operators in Mountainside’s past.  

Buckley’s (2010) analysis of historic photographs taken by representatives of the coal 

company that dominated life in and around Mountainside draws some relevant 

conclusions about how the company was depicted to the public.  He observed that the 

photographs did not show union activity nor did they show the inside of company-owned 
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houses.  Women were also largely absent from the photographs.  In comparing the 

company’s collection of photographs to those of company towns taken by the U.S Farm 

Security Administration (FSA), he notes that the FSA photos show “the grim side of life 

in a coal-mining town – the unpaved streets, the poor condition of company housing, the 

inadequate facilities for drinking water and for waste disposal” and they remind viewers 

that “it was not uncommon to find children working in and around the mines” (p. 169).  

Buckley describes the company’s photographs as offering a “sanitized version of life in 

Appalachia’s coalfields” through a portrait of a “model town” (p. 169), and he criticizes 

them for failing to reveal the “social, ethnic, and socioeconomic patterns associated with 

these communities and the segregation and corporate paternalism that was characteristic 

of the period” (p. 170).           

The public discourse in Mountainside often portrays both the University and 

private landlords and property managers in laudable ways.  This discourse is actively 

promoted by City officials who are quick to point out the contributions that both parties 

are making to the City and to the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  Among these 

contributions are the housing opportunities that landlords provide to students, the taxes 

and fees paid by property owners that support the City’s budget, the economic 

opportunities stimulated by the University, the improvements property owners make to 

older housing stock, and the razing of blighted properties to make way for parking lots 

and newly constructed rental housing units.   

This discourse is in sharp contrast to the dominant, although more privately 

expressed discourse of students and year-round residents in the campus-adjacent 
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neighborhood who portray landlords and property managers as exploiters who are 

making a profit often at their expense and the University that turns a blind eye to this 

exploitation.  These discourses are analogous to those that exist in communities 

dominated by coal mining.  In an ethnographic study of mountaintop removal in 

Appalachia (a surface mining technique used to shear off the tops of mountains to expose 

the coal lying underneath), Scott (2010) documents how corporate practices begin to 

shape people’s perceptions.  She concludes that “the overwhelming dominance of the 

coal industry is naturalized through a racially coded discourse of individualism, private 

property, and free-market competition.  In this discourse, corporations are ideal liberal 

individuals and citizens” (p. 205).   

There is a similar corporate discourse in Mountainside with regards to the 

University’s relationship to the private rental housing sector.  Although City 

officials see both the University and the private rental housing sector as ideal 

corporate citizens, students and year-round residents alike recognize their 

exploitive practices, which they often feel powerless to change, but against which 

they passively protest.   

 

Both coal mining and the University are celebrated in Mountainside as a visit to 

the community’s museum of local history will attest.  Scott (2010) asserts that “museums 

and memorials often reflect the tensions inherent in preserving the memory of historical 

oppression and resistance from within a social and cultural formation shaped by that 

oppression” (p. 145).  Thus, despite the fact that Mountainside’s local history 

acknowledges the physical hardships endured by the community’s coal miners of 
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yesteryear, there is virtually no mention in written histories of the hardships imposed by 

the practices of the coal companies themselves.  The company that dominated life in the 

area surrounding Mountainside is rarely blamed for the physical challenges it posed to 

coal miners or the devastation it wrought on the natural environment.  Instead, the 

company was praised for its reputation as one of the safest mining companies in the 

Appalachian region (Buckley, 2004).   The rhetoric seems to be that any challenges posed 

by the company’s practices made these coal miners that much stronger, and community 

members take great pride in the role that these miners played in making the company an 

industry leader and in establishing the Normal School.  One cannot ignore, however, the 

written documentation of the environmental degradation perpetrated by the company 

including a U.S. Department of Interior 1897 report (as cited in Buckley, 2004) that 

describes a nearby creek as “badly polluted” with iron oxide deposits that gave the water 

a “rust-colored appearance” (p. 153).  Community members, however, often rationalize 

these conditions as necessary byproducts of economic development.    

Similarly, the University is publicly lifted up as a virtuous institution and this 

rhetoric overshadows any mention of its negative impacts.  Indeed, one of the strategies 

that the University has used to respond to public criticism has been to promote 

community service, a virtuous activity in itself.  For example, in 1993, when City 

Councilors banned students from using City-owned recreation spaces following 

complaints about students’ rowdy behavior, the University President appeared before 

them to protest the decision, reminding them of the many hours of volunteer service that 

students had provided to the community (Limbaugh, 1997).  Such actions serve to protect 

the University’s image by further endearing the institution to community members. 
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One year-round resident, who is the only year-round resident on her block, 

articulated the “company town” metaphor in an eloquent way when she likened 

the University to industries that once dominated the region and described the 

opportunity costs associated with industrial (including educational) development:    

Industry ruined the [Mountain] River.  At one time the smoke stacks down at the 

[pulp and paper mill] had totally destroyed the one mountain.  There was nothing 

of beauty.  You’d see a stick sticking up here and there and they raised the smoke 

stacks and [thankfully] it has come back.  The mines did a whole lot of damage. . . 

Sometimes I think education is an industry of today and we’re [year-round 

residents in the neighborhood] in the fall out field. 

 

Research on company towns illuminates the ways in which community members 

coped with the power that the company exerted on their daily lives including but not 

limited to openly challenging the company’s practices.  Mercier (2011) examined how 

women used company-defined, oppressive gender roles to their advantage by building 

solidarity among the women who supported striking workers and by reframing labor 

issues as not simply affecting male workers, but as affecting the whole family and the 

whole community.  In so doing, they broadened support for these strikes.   

Herod (2011) explored how space was used to control workers in company towns 

and how workers and their families appropriated this space as a way of challenging the 

company’s power.  An illustration of these dynamics is the practice in coal mining camps 

of building all the houses from the same plan.  Not only did this practice achieve 

economic efficiencies for the company, but also it communicated to the workers that they 

were dispensable and could easily be replaced by another worker.  There was nothing 

unique about them just as there was nothing unique about their houses.  Workers, 
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however, put their own “stamp” on their houses by painting them different colors or by 

decorating them in unique ways.  In so doing, they were silently protesting the company 

and asserting their own autonomy. 

Similarly, some year-round residents of the campus-adjacent neighborhood in 

Mountainside are determined to exercise control over their neighborhood by becoming 

owner’s agents (the term the City now uses to describe individuals who provide local 

oversight of rental properties on behalf of out-of-town landlords) or by buying rental 

properties around them as was the case for one study participant.  Their decision seems to 

be a way of acquiescing to the changes in their neighborhood about which many year-

round residents bitterly complain, but often feel powerless to change. 

Other neighborhood residents, both year-round and student alike, adopt practices 

that are individualized attempts at passive protest without openly challenging the 

“company” and risking economic and/or social retribution.  For example, one year-round 

resident continues to use outdoor Christmas decorations even though they have been 

repeatedly vandalized or stolen.  She has learned, however, to buy inexpensive lights that 

she wraps tightly around the trunk and limbs of the trees in her yard.  This act symbolizes 

her determination to hold onto her neighborhood by not ceding control to the University 

and its subsidiary industry, the rental housing sector.   

Another example of small acts of protest is a student who brought his cat from 

home and didn’t tell his landlady.  When she comes into the apartment, he makes no 

attempt to hide the cat as retaliation against the fact that the apartment wasn’t cleaned 
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before he moved into it.  Thus, just as residents of company towns engaged in their own 

private protests, so do the residents of the campus-adjacent neighborhood in 

Mountainside.  

Just as coal companies dominated life in the Appalachian company towns, the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood in Mountainside is now dominated by the University and 

the private rental housing sector.  Even neighborhood residents who have no affiliation 

with the University order their lives by the University’s rhythms in much the same way 

that life in the company towns of the past were ordered by the coal mine’s “routines of 

the whistles, the shifts, the trains, and the tipple [a structure used to load coal into railroad 

cars]” (Buckley, 2004, p. 42).  Much of the neighborhood’s housing stock is marketed to 

students.  As the number of “student rentals” in the neighborhood has increased, so has 

the responsibility for rental housing oversight on the part of the Rental Housing 

Inspector/Code Enforcement Officer, who cannot possibly keep up with these growing 

responsibilities, a fact that will likely enable the control the rental housing sector exerts 

on the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  Moreover, without the necessary regulatory 

infrastructure, the neighborhood’s problems are likely to continue to outweigh its assets.  

This situation is not unlike regulatory problems that have contributed to mining disasters 

that have compromised the health, safety, and lives of coal miners.  Mountainside has 

already experienced the death of four off-campus students in the last several years.  

Unfortunately, the overwhelmingly positive discourse associated with being a “company 

town” often prevents community members and City officials from seeing the problems 

that are associated with the “company” (the University and the rental housing sector 
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combined) and from taking steps to minimize their impact.  It then takes a tragedy to 

prompt people to act.            
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Chapter Five: Historical Context 

The town’s website specifically refers to Mountainside as a “college town.”  

Clearly, the presence of a university defines the town’s central identity as noted in 

Chapter Four, a fact that is consistent with Gumprecht’s (2008) use of this term.  Unlike 

other college towns, however, Mountainside wasn’t established as such, as was noted by 

a City official who participated in the study.  Mountainside was, and in many ways still 

is, a coal town and with the opening of the railroad in the region, its identity became 

increasingly attached to coal mining.  Mountainside’s identity as a college town is one 

that grew over time beginning at the dawn of the 20
th

 century.  This shift in identities 

figures prominently in Mountainside’s history.  Together, the history of Mountainside 

and Mountainside State University are marked by the shifting dynamics of class and race 

as well as by some mysteries that may never be fully understood.   

A Note about Method 

Because I was interested in understanding the meaning people have attached to 

the historical record and the rhetorical accounts they have created of the City and the 

University’s histories, I reviewed mostly secondary sources such as books published to 

celebrate the City and the University’s anniversaries.  When these accounts were 

discrepant, however, I turned to primary sources, when they were available, such as 

original newspaper articles.     

Founding as a Transportation Hub 

The original settlement at Mountainside dates to the 1812 opening of a historic 

east-west highway, which now doubles as the city’s Main Street (“Historical-



 

 

172 

 

Biographical Sketch,” 1912).  The two-lane, meandering highway is marked by stone 

obelisks that denote each location and tell travelers how many more miles lie ahead to the 

next major town or city.  In its heyday, the highway represented progress as the nation 

sought to expand its borders.  Now, the highway is a reminder of simpler times when life 

moved more slowly and people were rooted to place.  

  The City’s founder and his wife established a tavern along the highway, which 

became a favorite stopping point for stagecoaches, and he and his brother began to lay 

out building lots.  Soon other taverns were opened and in 1820, a post office was 

established.  The city itself was incorporated in 1870 (Thomas & Williams, 1923).  

The first African American residents of Mountainside had been brought as slaves 

who worked as cooks, laundresses, stable hands, and blacksmiths in establishments that 

served travelers on the east-west highway (Bowman, 2011).  Slaves were also transported 

along the highway, often in shackles.  Local legend suggests that a house on Main Street 

is thought to have been a stop on the Underground Railroad and contains a stained glass 

window depicting a symbol that may have signified to escaping slaves that this was a 

“safe house.”   

Coal Town 

According to Thomas and Williams (1923), it is not known exactly when coal was 

first discovered in the region.  The first coal company was incorporated in 1828 (Price, 

1997).  The city’s website notes that the town’s founder along with his brother owned 

1,355 acres of coal fields, and in 1845, they established a coal company.  By 1850, there 
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were numerous coal companies, and by 1863, “the economy of [Mountainside] was 

firmly tied to coal mining” when the last stagecoach traveled the east-west highway.  The 

opening of railroad lines in the 1840s facilitated the growth of the coal industry (Thomas 

& Williams, 1923).  The centrality of mining to the town’s historic identity was evident 

in the name of its newspaper, the [Mountainside] Mining Journal and the name of its 

hospital, “Miners Hospital.”  Many of the town’s early residents came from the coal 

mining regions of Wales, Scotland, and England, with evidence of that fact remaining in 

the churches of today (e.g., separate Welsh and English Baptist Churches). 

African Americans also came to work in the coal mines and most settled in and 

around the area where the University’s upper quad now lies (Bowman, 2011).  That area 

had been established in 1866 by a freed black “washer woman” who had been brought to 

the area as a slave by a prominent family, the patriarch of which later became the State’s 

first governor.  Since her last name was Brown, the area became known as Brownsville.  

In the 1880 census there were 177 black residents in Mountainside, about 9% of the 

population.  The history of Brownsville is the history of the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood, the focus of this ethnographic study.     

Brown bought the first lot (50 feet by 150 feet) in Brownsville for $150, however, 

the mineral rights were retained by the original owner, a common practice in a coal town 

like Mountainside (Bowman, 2011).  Brown built a two-story frame house with a 

substantial porch and later added a one-story shed roof section.  In the 1870 census, 

Brown was listed as owning $1500 in real estate.  On July 3, 1868, the men of the 

African American community paid $1.00 for a lot across the alley from Brown’s house in 
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order to build a “colored” school named in honor of Abraham Lincoln.  The school was 

built by the men of the community and opened for the 1868-1869 school year.  By June 

of 1870, the Lincoln School had 20 students ranging in age from seven to nineteen from 

the 98 African families living in Brownsville.  In 1882, the community established a 

Methodist Episcopal church on property that was purchased for $275.00.  By this time, 

Brownsville had a midwife, two barbers, a weaver, two farm workers, and six 

laundresses.   

Although the men of Brownsville had founded their own building and loan 

organization, most of Brownsville’s residents were indebted to the [Mountainside] 

Perpetual Building Association, founded by white residents of Mountainside, which was 

one of the few lending institutions that made loans to both Blacks and Whites (Bowman, 

2011).  The officers of this organization contained some prominent members of the 

community including the Editor of the [Mountainside] Mining Journal who became the 

chief advocate for the state Normal School in Mountainside.  In the end, the community’s 

indebtedness to the [Mountainside] Perpetual Building Association made Brownsville 

residents vulnerable to later having the State purchase their properties for the expansion 

of the Normal School because the officers of the Building Association were also 

proponents of the Normal School. 

The editor of the [Mountainside] Mining Journal gave considerable media 

attention to the news of Brownsville’s residents unlike other white-owned newspapers of 

the day.  Bowman (2011) conjectures that the coverage was his way of endearing himself 

to the residents of Brownsville all the while that he was working with the [Mountainside] 
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Perpetual Building Association to later orchestrate the sale of their homes to the State.  

Bowman bases her conjecture on the fact that the editor was a white southerner who had 

fought for the confederacy in the Civil War and thus, would not have sympathized with 

the African American residents of Brownsville.  Moreover, he was a politically powerful 

man having been elected to the State House in 1877 and serving four years. 

The “Best Dressed Miners”   

A book published to mark the city’s centennial in 1912 distinguished 

Mountainside from other coal mining towns in the region noting that “its population, it is 

true, is mainly composed of miners, but these, too, stand in a class by themselves 

compared with miners in other states. . .” (p. 3).  In the book, the members of the 

Centennial Committee quoted an article in the Manufacturers Record as follows: 

 Being a mining town, the natural inference would be that it is not different from 

other mining towns where coal-dust, car-grease, pig-stys and a discordant 

citizenship predominate.  But this is not so of [Mountainside], for it is a clean, 

orderly and well-governed town. . . (p. 7) 

For this reason, the coal miners of Mountainside and the surrounding region were 

known as the “best dressed miners” because they valued education and lived a 

relatively cultured lifestyle in comparison to other coal miners (Harvey, 1969). 

Today, although there are no active underground mines in or around 

Mountainside, there are surface (strip) mines and the State’s Bureau of Mines maintains 

its main office in Mountainside.  In 2008, the western portion of the county that includes 
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Mountainside, produced 1,101,567 tons of coal, an amount considerably less than in 

years past, however (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2011). 

In addition to its coal reserves, the region is also the site of some of the finest fire-

clay seams in the U.S.  The bricks and furnace linings made from this fire-clay “will 

stand a greater heat and last longer than the manufactured product of the best fire-clay 

found in other sections of the country” (“Historical-Biographical Sketch,” 1912, p. 10).  

These bricks are still manufactured in the region to this day and are shipped far and wide. 

From Coal Town to College Town 

The university was founded in 1898 as a state normal school with a state 

appropriation of $20,000 (VanNewkirk, 1996).  A story that local residents and 

University officials alike are fond of telling is how citizens contributed money to 

purchase the property on which the Normal School was built, including area coal miners.  

The importance of this story in the University and the community’s folklore is illustrated 

by the following quote from a book published by the University to mark its centennial 

celebration:   

[T]he miners contributed amounts of 25 cents, 50 cents, a dollar, and even more - 

figures which represented a considerable percentage of their earnings.  Most of 

the small towns which dotted the area surrounding [Mountainside] were mining 

towns, and the “best dressed miners” of the [region] were famous for their desire 

to live a rich and full social life outside the mines, an attitude which led them to 

value a quality education for their children.  Because of the concern of this large 
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and caring community, the amount collected surpassed what was needed to 

purchase the property.  Many citizens of the [surrounding two counties in the 

State] can today read their family names in the list of donors.  The ties to [the 

Normal School] and the region were made strong by the generosity of a unique 

citizenry. (Price, 1997, p. 7) 

Not only did local citizens raise money to purchase the land on which the first 

building was built, they also lobbied the members of the state legislature to secure their 

support for the establishment of the Normal School and the money to build, furnish, and 

supply it.  The battle in the state capitol that was waged is illustrative of politics in the 

state, both past and present.  The State’s population, and consequently its power base, is 

in the more metropolitan areas not in the rural, mountainous region where Mountainside 

is located.  Thus, in the late 1800s when the bill was introduced to establish the Normal 

School, many legislators were skeptical about spending money on this more remote, less 

populated region.  As a matter of fact, the original bill to establish the Normal School 

died, and it was only when a local delegate, the sponsor of the original bill, was shrewd 

enough to add the Normal School as an amendment to the Appropriations Bill of 1898 

that the measure was finally approved.    At that time, there were three towns in the area 

vying to be the location for the school and it was chiefly due to the lobbying campaign 

spearheaded by the Editor of the [Mountainside] Mining Journal that Mountainside was 

selected.  As was noted by a local historian and former faculty member at the University, 

“In a very special sense, [Mountainside] State University is the community's college” 

(VanNewkirk, 1996, p. 1). 
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Site selection.  Historical accounts make it clear that not all citizens were whole-

heartedly supportive of the Normal School being located in Mountainside nor were all of the 

townspeople supportive of the site selected for the original building.  The site that was chosen for 

the Normal School was not one of the ones submitted via sealed bids.  Instead, the Site Selection 

Committee, which was made up of men from across the state and included the Governor as an ex-

officio member, chose park land owned by a prominent white family who agreed to sell it for the 

sum of $2,000.   VanNewkirk (1996) quotes the Editor of the [Mountainside] Mining Journal as 

saying “. . . in at least one respect it is not an ideal site,” but noted that he didn’t mention what the 

problem was (p. 5).  VanNewkirk (1996) speculates that: 

. . . it seems probable the defect loomed even larger in the minds of the Governor 

and his committee, and that they deliberately chose the Park in a last effort to 

thwart the town's hopes for a normal school.  [The] Park was situated on the 

southern edge of town and served as a buffer zone between white and black 

communities.  In 1898 the Jim Crow philosophy was gaining ground, stressing 

that facilities might be equal but should certainly be separate.  [The Governor] 

expected the people of [Mountainside] to accept that point of view, although, as a 

Confederate sympathizer in the Civil War, he himself rejected “equality.”  In fact, 

he served a single term in the United States Senate at the height of the 

Reconstruction period and was one of a handful of senators who voted against the 

Civil Rights Bill of 1872.  He must have felt confident that, in the unlikely event 

that the family would agree to sell the land, the citizens would find a school for 

their children in that location absolutely unthinkable.  [The family patriarch], if 

not eager to part with his property, seems to have raised no objections to its 
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purchase.  He was a public-spirited citizen, who had held elective office, and who 

was spokesman for a family which had given the site for the public school in 1867 

and shortly afterward, another for the colored school.  [Mountainside] citizens 

brushed aside the question of suitability of the environs and concentrated instead 

on raising the $2,000 to buy the tract. (p. 5) 

The Governor at this time was a resident of the county seat of the county that 

surrounds Mountainside (Bowman, 2011).  He was also the owner of the [Mountainside] 

Gas Light Company and part owner of the mining company that owned the land 

surrounding Brownsville to the west and south.  In addition, he was a director in three 

banks in the county seat and he owned the county’s largest newspaper at that time.  

Although he stayed out of the lobbying effort to locate the Normal School in 

Mountainside, once the city was chosen, he did participate in the closed-door meeting in 

which the final site was selected. 

Bowman (2011) speculates that at least some white residents of 

Mountainside probably saw the park’s adjacency to the African American 

neighborhood of Brownsville as an asset rather than a deficit in that it would “. . . 

provide a menial workforce of janitors, cooks, laundresses, and dormitory 

cleaning ladies” for the Normal School (p. 54).  Indeed, there must have been 

some African Americans employed by the Normal School since Bowman notes 

that an African American man whose occupation in the 1895 Town Directory was 

listed as “miner” was listed as a “janitor at the Normal School” in the 1920 

Census (p. 78).  Regardless of the reasons, the decision to select the park is 
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curious given that it was not one of the sites submitted by sealed bid for 

consideration by the Site Selection Committee.   

Price (1997) notes that the park contained massive oak trees that made it a popular 

picnic spot for townspeople.  Apparently some townspeople were saddened at the thought 

of losing their favorite recreational area.  To make up for this loss, several young men 

constructed a dance platform in another town park and “provided it with lights, benches, 

and other decorations” (pp. 8-9).  At the laying of the cornerstone for the Normal 

School’s original building on September 4, 1899, the city’s former Mayor proclaimed 

“Notwithstanding the fact that many of our citizens saw with regret this ground, their 

most convenient pleasure resort, pass to other use, there was general unanimity of 

purpose to secure the school” (Price, 1997, p. 9).    

VanNewkirk (1996) documents that the Finance Committee “. . . went first to the 

Mayor and Council, who were skeptical about the enterprise, suggesting that the 

merchants might be targeted” (p. 6).  Eventually, however, these elected officials 

conceded and gave the largest donation, an amount of $250.  In an earlier history of the 

University, VanNewkirk (1976) sheds light on the nature of the “skepticism,” not only on 

the part of the Mayor and City Council, but also on the part of other people in the region.  

She writes that the City:  

. . . owned no appropriate land to deed to the State; there was no money to buy 

such land; and the townspeople had second thoughts about the desirability of a 

normal school in their midst.  Even the Mayor and Council had lost their 
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enthusiasm, and, when [the Chairman of the effort] suggested that they contribute 

$500 to start a fund for purchasing land, they rebuffed him, saying, since the 

merchants would profit most, let them provide the money.  [The newspaper 

Editor] was kept busy that summer trying to keep his readers in line.  He chided 

those who suggested that the Normal School would be more acceptable if it were 

erected outside of town. . .  Why hadn’t they spoken up earlier?  He warned that 

the site-search should not be taken as an opportunity to unload excess land at an 

inflated price.  And he fairly bristled when the [other county] newspapers 

suggested that the whole idea of a Normal School at [Mountainside] was a 

mistake. (pp. 3-4) 

Some local historians (VanNewkirk, 1976; Price, 1997) see the editor of the 

town’s newspaper as a champion of the effort to locate the Normal School in 

Mountainside and one (VanNewkirk, 1976) even dubbed him the “father” of the 

institution (p. 1).  Bowman (2011), however, raises doubts about the virtuousness of his 

motivations.  She notes that the Editor was an officer in the Mountainside Perpetual 

Building Association that held much of the land around the park, and he stood to profit 

from any future growth that would be stimulated by the development of the Normal 

School.  While Bowman’s hypothesis is clearly speculative, it is a documented fact that 

the editor’s chief arguments in defense of his position that the Normal School should be 

built in Mountainside were based on the purity of the town’s water system and the health 

of its climate.  His claim about one of the other towns in the nearby region that was vying 

for the location was somewhat farfetched (i.e., that it was surrounded by “hundreds of 
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acres of glade-land malaria” even though, as a mountain town at an even higher elevation 

than Mountainside, it lacked a tropical climate conducive to malaria-bearing mosquitoes).  

His claim about the other town in the running, although more plausible, was somewhat 

overstated (i.e., that locating the School there would be “an invitation to the Grim 

Reaper!”).  VanNewkirk (1976) reports that that town had been stricken with cholera on 

several occasions and that “typhoid fever was endemic there” (p. 2).  Mountainside, in 

contrast, had “a reputation for good water and a healthful climate, and [the Editor] made 

much of it” (p. 2).  Does the Editor’s rhetoric suggest that he was simply an enthusiastic 

proponent of the town or does it hide some ulterior economic motive?  One may never 

know. 

Bowman (2011) asserts that the editor of the [Mountainside] Mining Journal and 

the Governor stood to profit from the establishment of the Normal School in 

Mountainside given their business interests.  In so doing, she reasons that the residents of 

Brownsville later became inconvenient in the expansion of the College, and they were 

expendable given the racial climate of the day.  This argument, like all conspiracy 

theories, is pure conjecture, but like all conspiracy theories, it can neither be proven nor 

disproven.  The theory is curious given the way in which the history of Brownsville has 

been relegated to the far recesses of the largely white community’s collective memory.  

Despite the vibrancy of the community as documented in the state’s edition of the Afro-

American newspaper, no one in Mountainside worked to advocate for the preservation of 

Brownsville.  The residents of Brownsville did not foresee the eventual dismantling of 

their community.  Quite the opposite was true.  Bowman (2011) cites a July 2, 1902 
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article from the Afro-American in which the Mountainside correspondent implores 

readers to consider moving to Mountainside: “We do not say that it [Mountainside] flows 

with milk and honey, but we do say if you are men and want to get along without running 

up against racial prejudice, this is the place” (p. 63).     

In spite of initial concerns about locating a normal school in their midst, at least 

some residents saw the school as an asset.  “When the location of the school had finally 

been decided, even the April 5
th

 edition of the County’s largest newspaper paid a 

reluctant tribute to the efforts of a united community to secure the school for its borders:  

'While [the county seat] made an effort to have the school erected here, [Mountainside] 

out-generaled her, and carried off the prize” (Price, 1997, p. 10).   

The Normal School opens.  As a result of construction and financing delays, the 

School didn’t open its doors until the fall of 1902, but it had a healthy opening enrollment 

of 57 students (VanNewkirk, 1996).  Almost immediately, the school faced the problem 

of mud and dust from the unpaved city street, which was badly in need of repair.  Neither 

the City’s elected officials nor the County’s Board of Education responded to the appeals 

made by the school’s Principal8 to improve it. 

The Normal School in Mountainside was referred to as Normal School No. 2, 

although, it was in fact, the third normal school built in the State, the second being the 

school for “colored” teacher training, which was located in the State’s largest city (Van 

                                                      

8
 The term, President, was not used until 1935 when the state made the shift from Normal 

Schools to State Colleges. 
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Newkirk, 1996).  Apparently the school for African American teachers literally didn’t 

count.  Local African Americans in Mountainside who wanted to attend the Normal 

School were denied admission and instead had to travel to the school for “colored” 

teacher training located 150 miles away.      

Even after Normal School No. 2 opened, it continued to struggle to secure 

adequate financing and maintain community support.  Quoting the Editor of the 

[Mountainside] Mining Journal, who continued to advocate on behalf of the Normal 

School, Pittman (1997) states that in November 1903, the Editor wrote the following 

admonishment to those who opposed the effort:  “Yet from all over [the State] comes like 

‘a still small voice,’ the old fogy dictum, ‘the Normal School at [Mountainside] is not 

needed.’”  Pittman further notes that the Editor “. . . took on those who preferred to keep 

their money in their own pockets by documenting the importance of higher education in 

[the State] and by urging the county's legislators-elect to make funding for the School a 

top priority during the legislative sessions” (p. 27).  

The First Expansion 

In spite of these challenges, enrollment continued to grow at the School, which 

necessitated the opening of its first dormitory for women in 1919 (Limbaugh, 1997).  

Men, however, had to secure rooms in the community in houses approved by the 

administration (Baugher, 1997), although, they took their meals in the campus dining hall 

(Limbaugh, 1997).  Both the first and second principals of the School were strong 

proponents of adding additional dormitory space.  The School’s first principal noted in 

the 1907 Annual Report that “the construction of a dormitory building is absolutely 
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necessary, if [Mountainside] is to be a State school . . . Parents are unwilling to send their 

children from home, unless they are assured that they will receive proper supervision” (as 

cited in Pittman, 1997, p. 27).  The Normal School’s first principal was a vocal advocate 

for the school and was continually looking for ways to secure additional funding.  At one 

point in his tenure, local citizens began alleging that he was mismanaging the School 

because he was always looking for more money.  Pittman (1997) states that “. . . the 

Principal found a strong defender in [the Editor of the Mountainside Mining Journal], 

who wrote . . . ‘The principal, right or wrong, should be the Imperialist of the School.  He 

is more often right than wrong, and in a government of majority rule the majority of 

instances should prevail when it comes to judgment.’  Though the rhetoric may be 

confusing, the support is genuine,” the author noted (p. 27).   

The School’s second principal once again gained the support of the Editor of the 

Mountainside Mining Journal who in March 1910 wrote:  “The lack of dormitory 

facilities, more than any other condition, has handicapped the success of the 

[Mountainside] State Normal School” (as cited in Pittman, 1997, p. 28). 

Baugher (1997) relates that enrollments steadily increased right up until the start 

of World War I and as a result, two new buildings were added to the original one.  

Following the end of the “Great War,” as it was called, enrollments continued to climb.  

This process was aided by changes at the state level when, in 1931, the State Legislature 

increased the minimum length of time to obtain an advanced teaching certificate.  In 

1934, the Normal School was converted to a four-year teacher’s college and began 

awarding Bachelor of Science degrees in Elementary Education.  The State Board of 
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Education granted permission for Mountainside to begin offering a junior college course 

in 1935, the intent being to provide two years of liberal arts coursework that could then 

be transferred to another institution. 

To accommodate this expansion, the Normal School engaged in the first of two 

rounds of buy outs of homes in Brownsville beginning in 1927 and culminating in 1933 

(Bowman, 2011).  Limbaugh (1997) numbers the population of Brownsville at 125 by 

1920, however, Bowman indicates that it was closer to 240.  The discrepancy, according 

to Bowman, resulted from the fact that census takers failed to count a portion of 

Brownsville.  Although some residents, who were displaced by this first buy out moved 

away, some stayed in Brownsville, taking properties to the south in an addition that was 

partially owned by a City councilman.  The College paid to have the Lincoln School 

moved, although, the parents had to pressure the State to reinstall the electricity and 

heating that the building had had in its original location.  In addition, the residents of 

Brownsville made arrangements for the Methodist Episcopal Church to be moved as 

well.  In this buy out, there were only two properties that were not bought for $10.00.  

One family was paid $10.00 for two lots and one property was bought by the State for 

$1760.  The latter property had been bought by the City Attorney (later the Police 

Magistrate) at a public auction when the African American family that owned it 

originally lost it in an equity suit.  This man served two terms on the State Board of 

Education, and in that capacity, he was a member of the Auditing Committee that 

prepared financial reports on the State Normal Schools.  One of the people whom 

Bowman (2011) interviewed while researching her book was a child when these buy outs 
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were taking place.  He recounted to her that the residents of Brownsville “. . . were told 

never to speak of the circumstances of the sales” (p. 79).   

Earlier histories (Limbaugh, 1997; VanNewkirk, 2006) indicated that the State 

bought Brownsville properties from white owners who had rented to African American 

families. Bowman (2011) challenges that account saying that the deeds indicate that most 

of the African American families “. . . received the magnanimous sum of $10.00 for their 

homes” (Bowman, 2011, p. 8).  Bowman also states that one resident signed his name 

with an “X” even though it was widely known that he could read and write, an act that 

may have represented his own personal protest about this injustice (p. 75).      

From Normal School to State Teachers’ College   

Mountainside State Teachers’ College, as it was now called, truncated its 

curriculum to address the teacher shortage necessitated by World War II when many 

women left teaching positions to take jobs in other important industries (Baugher, 1997).  

The College also made other changes to address the pre-induction needs of soldiers.  In 

spite of these efforts, enrollments dropped significantly, leading some legislators to 

question the financial viability of the College and suggest that it be closed.  The Acting 

President (later appointed President) during this era arrived on campus. . .  

with the feeling that the College – unaccredited, with inadequate buildings, a 

cramped campus surrounded by residential properties which could be acquired 

only at a prohibitive price, in a town which was inaccessible by air or rail and 

served only by roads in need of major repair, with a total enrollment of 62 – was 
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beyond saving.  She thought it would be a wise move to relocate the school in [the 

county seat], where there were no problems of access and where the larger 

population would provide a manageable student body. (VanNewkirk, 1996, p. 25) 

In response to the precipitously low enrollment at the College, beginning in 1943, 

there was a movement within the State Legislature to close the institution (Pittman, 

1997).  The movement’s backers were not deterred even when the College’s enrollments 

swelled as a result of the GI Bill.  Private citizens and civic groups in the City and the 

surrounding region mounted opposition to the movement coupled with the support of the 

State Superintendent of Schools.  The opposition prevailed after citizens petitioned the 

Governor and the State Legislature to keep the institution open.  VanNewkirk (1996) 

recounts a story told by older residents of the community who recall a meeting with the 

President and representatives of civic organizations that filled the City Council Chamber 

to overflowing: 

They expressed their views about the necessity of retaining the school in 

[Mountainside], they pledged their support in confronting the legislative bodies, 

and they promised to do all in their power to build up the enrollment.  The 

meeting is remembered as heated but from it came a warm relationship between 

[the President] and the [Mountainside] citizens which lasted beyond her 

retirement six years later. (pp. 25-26) 

VanNewkirk (1996) also documents that during this period, there was renewed 

interest in building a President’s House on the street in front of the campus, although, the 
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State elected instead to purchase a house on the city’s Main Street for the purposes of 

establishing a temporary President’s House.  The subject of a President’s House had been 

raised by the very first principal of the Normal School in 1904, and the request was 

echoed by many of his successors.  A few years after the Main Street house was 

purchased in the 1940s, the State took an option on a historic mansion that would serve as 

the President’s House, but balked at the final price.  The land that was originally 

considered for the construction of a President’s House eventually became a parking lot.  

The President during this period preferred to live in the county seat rather than in 

Mountainside, although, she “. . . attended all of the College activities, including 

appearing at student Halloween dances in costume, and her car provided taxi service for a 

succession of students who could not afford bus fare every day” (VanNewkirk, 1996, p. 

31).  This was not the last time that the idea of a President’s House was to arise, however, 

as a university official who participated in the study recounted.  In 2011, a house in the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood was willed to the University for the purposes of 

establishing a President’s House and helping attract other families to the neighborhood, 

however, he declined to live there and instead, convinced the executor of the estate to 

donate money to the University’s Foundation.      

Liberal Arts Education in a Manufacturing World 

 The return of veterans at the end of the war who were taking advantage of 

benefits under the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (otherwise known as the GI Bill) 

swelled the College’s enrollments to a record number of 274 (Pittman, 1997).  The post-

World War II era was a time of growth for Mountainside State Teachers’ College 
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(Baugher, 1997).  The campus expanded from 40 to 260 acres, its enrollments increased 

from fewer than 500 students to more than 5,000, its curricular offerings diversified, and 

its student body came from more geographically-distant areas. 

This expansion prompted the second round of buy outs in Brownsville beginning 

in 1950 (Bowman, 2011).  The State had appropriated $75,000 for the purchase of land in 

the College’s expansion.  In 1959, another $130,000 was set aside for this purpose.  

Bowman’s account is unclear, however, about what happened to this money, although, 

she does indicate that the bulk of the money did not go to the African American families 

in Brownsville.  This buy out spelled the death of Brownsville.   

During the post-World War II era, Mountainside residents worked in industries 

located outside of the city, but in the nearby region.  The largest employers were a 

textiles plant, a tire manufacturer, a munitions plant, a pulp and paper mill, and a plate 

and glass manufacturer (Stegmaier, Dean, Kershaw, & Wiseman, 1976).  Over time, 

however, these plants either downsized or closed altogether and many young people left 

the region to pursue economic opportunities.   

In 1953, the College was accredited by the regional higher education accrediting 

body, and in 1958, its first Master’s degree program was approved.  In 1960, the College 

was approved to certify teachers to teach at all levels and expanded its liberal arts 

offerings, adding a Bachelor of Arts to its Bachelor of Science and Master of Education 

degrees.  To reflect this curricular diversification, the name of the College was changed 

in 1963 to Mountainside State College. 
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Limbaugh (1997) notes that the President during this period felt a special 

obligation for students’ well-being.  He quotes the President from a 1952-54 student 

handbook:  “The administration is responsible for the conduct of students entrusted to it, 

and serves as guardian to protect the students.  Adolescents may be irresponsible and 

unless guided may bring severe criticism from the public” (p. 55).  The latter part of the 

President’s statement suggests that not only was she concerned about the students’ well-

being, but also she was concerned about the public’s perception of the students.   

Limbaugh (1997) also relates that the post-Korean War period was “. . . a new era 

of opportunity for involvement in clubs and activities” (p. 56).  In addition, they 

[students] spent much of their free time frequenting local restaurants and bars.  Thus, 

students’ social life was not limited to campus, but also included community 

establishments in spite of the fact that an on-campus “Varsity Shop” was opened in 1947, 

which provided snack food and school supplies.  The “Varsity Shop” was expanded in 

1952 to serve as a bookstore and a recreational area with a ping pong table and television 

set (VanNewkirk, 1996). 

The decade of 1954-1964 was a tumultuous one under the administration of a 

President who believed in taking strong stands and holding to them even when they were 

wildly unpopular (Pittman, 1997).  During this era, the President enforced a strict code of 

student conduct, which did not endear him to the student body.  His administration 

reached a new low, however, when in 1963, he dismissed four faculty members whom he 

felt were using vulgar books in their classes.  The President’s action divided the campus 

community and the city of Mountainside.  Pittman (1997) notes that “student protests 
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erupted on campus. . . and the controversy attracted such diverse forces as the American 

Legion, the American Civil Liberties Union, and . . . a conservative radio host who 

preached against the evils of communism” (p. 32).  The State Attorney General ruled that 

the President had the right to fire the faculty members, but in the end, the State Board of 

Trustees granted the President an extended sick leave and he subsequently resigned his 

position.  Although the outcome quelled some of the controversy, student protests 

continued under the one-year tenure of the former Chair of the Humanities Division who 

assumed the role of Acting President.  The deep divisions nearly cost the College its 

accreditation.  In 1965, when a new President was appointed, he not only had to address 

the accreditation commission’s concerns, but he also had to deal with the problem of 

inadequate student housing.  Pittman (1997) notes that: 

For three previous years enrollment had been frozen at 1,704, since there was no 

room to house more students.  Dormitories had recently been excluded from the 

State's capital improvement program financed by the State's real estate taxes, so 

new sources of capital had to be found. (p. 32) 

In spite of that challenge, the next four years were a time of healing and largely 

due to the new President’s strong liberal arts background, the College’s curriculum 

expanded in this regard.  Community members once again weighed in on the College’s 

affairs through a local newspaper article published in the People’s Guardian, which one 

MSU librarian characterized as a local “gossip rag.”  The article criticized the President 

and his Dean (who was appointed to serve as the next President of the College) for trying 
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to change the college from a teacher’s college to a liberal arts institution (Pittman, 1997).  

This criticism didn’t seem to amount to anything, however. 

During these uncertain times, one of the stabilizing forces was the College’s 

faculty and staff members.  Lutz (1997) notes that “. . . in the early 1960s, many faculty 

stayed, settled their families in the area, and enjoyed warm and cordial relationships with 

fellow employees and students” (p. 41).  Furthermore, “Staff members in many branches 

of the College -- housemothers, gardeners, custodians – graciously offered friendship and 

advice to students” (Lutz, 1997, p. 43).  One story that Lutz (1997) tells is about a 

psychology professor who was known to take money out of his own pocket to help 

students pay for books and bus tickets.  “When some African American students reported 

that barbers had declined to cut their hair, he personally accompanied the students to 

these establishments. . . in 1971 [the professor] received the [College’s] first honorary 

degree” (p. 46). 

Limbaugh (1997) describes student life during the 1960s as centering around the 

campus quadrangle, which was:  

. . . alive with activity from early morning through the evening.  All aspects of 

students' lives – from academics and dining to residential programs and athletic 

events – were centered in the buildings facing the quad, which resulted in a 

continual mix of students moving to and from classes, activities, and personal 

pursuits. (p. 64)  
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Chapman (2006) describes how the architectural and geographic makeup of college 

campuses has changed over the years.  The 1960s was marked by a debate about how 

insular campuses should be and there was a growing awareness of the positive and 

negative impacts of a campus on the surrounding city.  Apparently in Mountainside at 

this time, campus life was more inwardly focused and the campus design reflected this 

fact.  

Although the institution’s first fraternity was chartered in 1931, the 1960s marked 

an increase in Greek-letter organizations.  Unfortunately, “Greek activities during this 

period, especially among the fraternities, confirmed for many the stereotypical concept of 

‘frat boy’” (Limbaugh, 1997, p. 66).  Complaints arose about pledging and hazing 

activities leading the College’s President in 1967 to call a moratorium on the 

development of any new Greek-letter organizations, which was subsequently lifted in 

1969 by the College’s next President.  For the next 20 years, the College experienced a 

mix of Greek-letter organizations, some that were nationally affiliated and some that 

were not, a fact that resulted in multiple rituals, rules, and standards.  In 1986, a campus 

task force recommended that the College “aggressively pursue national affiliation for its 

Greek community” (Limbaugh, 1997, p. 69).  The proliferation of local, unrecognized 

Greek organizations continues to haunt the University to this day and figures prominently 

in current town-gown tensions in the campus-adjacent neighborhood according to one 

University official who participated in the study.      

According to Pittman (1997), in 1969, when the President resigned to take another 

position, construction had begun on two-high rise dormitories and a dining hall.  After a 
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national search, the Dean of the College was appointed to the position of President, a role 

in which he served for the next 16 years.  Under his administration, the College’s 

physical plant continued to grow with the addition of new dormitories, a new library, and 

a physical education center.  In addition, the curriculum offerings swelled to include 

additional undergraduate and graduate programs.   

As Pittman (1997) chronicled, during the 1960s and 70s, the College increased 

both in terms of enrollment and the size of its physical plant.  The President (who served 

from 1954-1964) toughened admissions standards and in spite of this action, “enrollment 

increased rapidly, making [Mountainside] the fastest growing college in [the state].  

Geographical representation also grew as the institution changed from a regional college 

to one serving the entire state” (p. 31).  Both this President’s administration as well as the 

following President’s administration (which only lasted one year) were marked by 

controversy, and the university’s regional accreditation was threatened.  The institution 

was able to weather these storms, and beginning in 1965, entered a period of stabilization 

that continued until 1990. 

The University’s website notes that the first African American student graduated 

from the College in 1961.  Bowman (2011) notes that he was recruited by the College 

after having attended a community college about 80 miles away, that he had no 

roommates, and that he was quoted in an interview as saying that he had had no problems 

on campus.  An African American woman who graduated from Mountainside State 

College in 1973 reminisced about her college experiences in a 1988 article that appeared 

in the local newspaper.  She recalled that . . . 
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In 1969 there was only a handful of black students at [Mountainside].  We were 

elated to be on our own, but scared about how the community would accept us.  

We had a lot of problems with the fraternities.  They would write “Nigger Go 

Home” on our doors.  Trash cans would be placed before our doors and set afire.  

A huge banner with K[M]W – for “Keep [Mountainside] White” – was displayed 

across the second floor of the dormitory.  One fraternity put on minstrel shows 

with white students wearing blackface, making fun of blacks.  I had to take a 

landlord to court to get him to rent an apartment to me.  He said before witnesses, 

“No colored allowed.”  We were scared and huddled, afraid to walk the streets at 

night.  Black students tried to stick together. (Regional Historical Library’s 

Online Collection, n.d.). 

According to Limbaugh (1997), in response to a state mandate to desegregate the 

State’s HEIs, the first African American staff persons were a couple hired in 1969.  The 

man served as Director of Black Admissions and his wife served as Coordinator of 

Integration.  Their efforts yielded a significant increase in minority student enrollment 

and retention and “. . . by the fall of 1974, their efforts had resulted in a freshman class 

that listed over fifty African-American students” (p. 76).  It was not until decades later, 

however, that the University formally acknowledged their efforts, by naming a room in 

the student union in honor of the former Director of Black Admissions.  This effort was 

prompted by his wife, who retired from the University in 2005 after 36 years of service. 

VanNewkirk (1996) writes about the time just prior to the admission of the first 

wave of African American students: 
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In preparation for their coming, people who rented rooms to students were 

required to pledge that they would not discriminate on religious or racial grounds; 

about half of them refused to sign.  As a result, students black or white, who did 

not want to live in dormitories, banded together, renting apartments and even 

houses.  The poorest dwellings in town were occupied by students; landlords – 

especially those who were absentees – spent as little as possible in making them 

livable, and students saw no reason to maintain or repair what rapidly became 

slum housing.  The blight continues to spread. (pp. 57-58)        

The first minority faculty member was hired in the 1970s and she helped to 

organize the College’s first Afro-American Society (Limbaugh, 1997).  Although the 

presence of racial minorities was increasing at the College, persons of color were met 

with “sporadic reports of racial epithets being burned into residence hall doors [and] the 

surreptitious posting of derogatory signs” (p. 76).  In addition to the administration’s 

efforts to punish these actions, students of all races took steps to address these racist acts.  

Limbaugh (1997) writes: 

  The Student Association, in May of 1973, voted to prohibit student groups from 

using a local country club when it was learned that club membership was denied 

to African-Americans.  Students also supported the recognition of several 

African-American national Greek-letter fraternities. (p. 76) 

Sadly, racial tensions didn’t end as a result of these efforts.  Limbaugh (1997) 

documents that in the fall of 1982, “. . . the Black Student Alliance held a public rally to 
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protest perceived discrimination within the campus community” (p. 81).  In the mid-

1990s, a campus chapter of the National Coalition Building Institute was established to “. 

. . build bridges over prejudice and judgments based on stereotypes” (p. 85).  In 2011, the 

University revitalized this chapter, which had become inactive over time. 

Limbaugh (1997) noted that the 1970s was a period which marked the end of the 

philosophy of in loco parentis in which the College took responsibility for students’ 

behavior.  This was a decade in which freedom of expression reigned supreme as students 

experimented with everything from drugs to alternative faiths to new forms of fashion.  

Growing Reliance on the University 

The region’s economy began to shift from a mining and manufacturing to a 

service economy in the 1980s as manufacturing plants began downsizing and closing.  

Now, the region is more economically dependent on the University than was true in years 

past.  According to a November 2010 report published by the state’s Department of 

Business and Economic Development, the University is the largest employer in the city 

and the third largest employer in the county with a total of 930 employees. 

The President of the College in the late 1980s was a man who secured University 

status for the institution, and once again, the name changed to Mountainside State 

University (Pittman, 1997).  The President worked to forge partnerships between the 

University and local and state organizations to promote cultural and recreational 

initiatives and he expanded the institution’s curricular offerings.    Over the course of the 

next decades, the College continued to add academic majors, minors, and certificate and 
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degree programs at both the undergraduate and graduate levels.  Although it continues to 

have a strong emphasis in teacher education, its programs now prepare students to move 

in a wide variety of different career directions.  Once again, the President was embroiled 

in controversy as he was alleged to have used student scholarship money for political and 

non-educational purposes.  As a result of the allegations, the President resigned in 1990.   

The next President was appointed in 1991, only the second woman in the 

University’s history, and according to Pittman (1997), the cornerstone of her presidency 

was the development of economic, community service, and educational initiatives in 

conjunction with other community organizations and state institutions.  Under her 

administration, the University launched an Americorps initiative and won national 

recognition from the Corporation for National Service.  Additionally, through a 

partnership with city and county government, an industrial park was developed on land 

owned by the University. 

The University’s current President was appointed in 2006.  Under his 

administration, the University has committed resources to the prevention of high-risk 

drinking for both on- and off-campus students.  The President’s efforts have been widely 

publicized in national publications including the Chronicle of Higher Education, The 

New Social Worker, and CQ Researcher.  Under his leadership, the University has 

convened an Alcohol Task Force, secured an alcohol prevention grant through the State’s 

Public Health Department, become a smoke-free campus, and secured a place for the 

University in a national college health improvement learning collaborative. 
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Mountainside and Mountainside State University Today 

  Today, Mountainside State University is a public institution, one of 12 in the 

state university system, and offers 45 undergraduate degree, 17 Master’s degree 

programs, and a recently approved applied doctoral program in educational leadership.
9
  

Only the remnants of Brownsville remain in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  Today, 

year-round residents of the neighborhood are almost exclusively white, in contrast to the 

students who live there who are increasingly racially diverse.  Figure 12 depicts the racial 

composition of the community using 2010 Census data, which includes at least some 

MSU students.  The last original African American resident who remained in 

Brownsville died last year.  The heirs of two of the original families have held onto their 

properties.  One, once a restaurant popular with both Blacks and Whites in Mountainside, 

was converted to student rental housing.  The patriarch of the family who owned this 

property refused to accept what the State offered him in the second round of buy outs.  

Bowman (2011) surmises that he was able to resist the pressure to sell because of the 

popularity of his restaurant, which gave him some degree of political clout.  These two 

properties along with a third (later sold to a private owner) line a road that runs through 

the University’s property.  Curiously, long-time residents of Mountainside still refer to 

this road by its original name, even though it has twice been renamed.  Now, its name 

references the University not the prominent white family who owned the parkland on 

which the Normal School was founded.  

                                                      

9
 Source: University’s website 
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Figure 12. 2010 Population of Mountainside by Race 

Note. Data from U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Fact Finder 

The other reminder of Brownsville that remains is the building that was once the 

second home of the Methodist Episcopal Church.  It had long ago ceased to be a church 

and was converted to a club where African American residents of Mountainside and 

students alike socialized (Bowman, 2011).  The building now houses an apartment 

complex for students, but if people look closely, they can still see the cross on the outside 

that was long ago filled in with cinder blocks.  The second site of the Lincoln School is 

now the location of the University’s Public Safety building.  When local schools were 

integrated following the 1954 Supreme Court case, Brown vs. the Board of Education, 

African American children were integrated into the white schools in the county.     

Most of the residents of Brownsville moved out of Mountainside in their own 

great migration northward.  Both Bowman (2011) and VanNewkirk (1996) note that 
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many of the residents of Brownsville wanted to stay, but faced discrimination in the 

community from white residents who didn’t want African Americans to live near them.  

According to Bowman (2011), the African American families had been so poorly 

compensated by the State that most couldn’t afford to purchase new homes even if they 

could have secured bank financing, which is a big if given the racial tensions of the 1950s 

and 1960s.  Bowman (2011) notes that over the years, the residents of Brownsville had 

survived threats from the Ku Klux Klan as crosses were burned in the area where the 

University’s student union now stands.  The Klan, however, never got much of a toehold 

in this part of the State according to Feldstein (1973).  It had endured the indignities of 

having to send older children ten miles away to the “colored” high school in the county 

seat even though there was a brand new high school in Mountainside.  Brownsville had 

celebrated visits from Count Basie and Cannonball Adderly who made appearances at the 

community’s favorite restaurant and it witnessed the resilience of its people who had 

regrouped after the first displacement.   Yet, until recently with the publication of 

Bowman’s (2011) Afrocentric history, Brownsville was relegated to a few brief mentions 

in the written history of Mountainside and a reference on a plaque that hangs on the 

University police station marking the location of the former Lincoln School.  African 

Americans who grew up in Brownsville or had family members who were among the 

original residents, however, have kept the memories alive.  Brownsville lives in large part 

thanks to them. 

In the fall of 2012, the city celebrated its bicentennial.  Although its people, both 

black and white, have endured many challenges, they are survivors.  Natives of 
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Mountainside are proud working class people.  Although few of them today make their 

living in coal mining, they still subscribe to the same values of hard work, thriftiness, and 

independence as the coal miners of yesteryear.  There is still a feeling that the city is 

different, even better, than other towns in the region and in that respect, the citizens still 

feel like the “best dressed miners.”  Since 1902 when the “College” was opened, its chief 

challenge has been to meld its two identities so they can coexist in peaceful ways.  Very 

likely, that will continue to be its challenge in years to come. 

Conclusion      

Town-gown relations in Mountainside have ebbed and flowed over time.  The 

University’s history is deeply intertwined with the community’s history as summarized in 

Figure 13, and perhaps this is why their identities are so interdependent.  VanNewkirk’s 

(1996) insights are worth noting as they help to shed light on the nature of town-gown 

relations in Mountainside, both past and present.  She writes: 

There have been problems between town and gown; there always will be.  

Perhaps they seem greater in [Mountainside] than in other places because the 

townspeople care so deeply about the University.  They, or their parents and 

grandparents, started it; they have fought to keep it open, taken students into their 

homes when dormitory space proved inadequate, sent their own children to be 

educated there.  They went to school there themselves, or they worked in an 

office, or cleaned in the residence halls.  They know some of the students well, 

and think highly of them, and they feel hurt and betrayed when they see the 

buildings to which they contributed damaged, or the reputation which they did 
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much to build up tarnished by the behavior of a few.  They know, better than any 

of the current faculty or administration, what it takes to found a Normal School, 

develop a College, and turn it into a University. (p. 64) 

Figure 13. Timeline of Major Historical Events in Mountainside 

 

The Appalachian region is steeped in history from its ancient landscapes to the 

traditions of its people.  What has happened in the past continues to reverberate today like 

a voice echoing off of the hillsides and through the canyons.  Looking back at the history 

of Mountainside and MSU in light of today’s town-gown relations in Mountainside, these 

historical details seem oddly prescient, a foreshadowing of things to come.  Clearly, the 

history of both Mountainside and Mountainside State University has an element of 

bigotry that continues to play out in intergroup relations today as the next chapter will 
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document.  That bigotry, both past and present, doesn’t necessarily take the form of overt 

conflict nor is it always discussed in mixed company, but it is present nonetheless.   
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Chapter Six: “Hosts” and “Guests” 

At the beginning of the academic year when students arrive en masse for the start 

of the fall semester, the population of Mountainside changes dramatically, not only in 

size, but in demographic makeup.  Students and year-round residents alike have likened 

students to “guests” arriving for a visit, which is the second of two metaphors suggested 

by the study.  The notion of “guests,” however, evokes varied associations.  Moreover, 

“guests” is a concept that seems to have meaning only in conjunction with its corollary 

concept of “hosts.”  So, if students are the community’s “guests,” then does that make the 

year-round residents the “hosts?”  If this is the way that people understand the town-

gown relationship, then what is the ideal relationship between “guests” and “hosts?”  

What is expected of a “guest?”  What is expected of a “host?”  To what degree are the 

“guests” welcomed?  To what degree are the “hosts” hospitable?  When, if ever, do the 

“guests” out stay their welcome?  Finally, will the “host” ever invite the “guest” to move 

in on a more permanent basis?  

As students return to campus for a new academic year, one begins to notice the 

diversity that Mountainside State University brings to the community.  Driving or 

walking through the campus-adjacent neighborhood, you might see black students 

visiting with friends on front porches in the neighborhood, and although you might 

assume they are African Americans from cities “downstate,” they may also be African 

students from Ghana or Ethiopia.  You might hear groups of Asian students traveling 

through the neighborhood on their way to Main Street, chattering away in a language that 

is foreign to the ears of native Mountainsiders.  As you walk through the neighborhood, 
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you’ll not only see more traffic on the streets than was true in the summer, but also you’ll 

see more license plates from far away states than you would in other parts of the City.  

You might see bumper stickers on cars expressing liberal views that stand out in this 

politically conservative part of the state.  The neighborhood becomes populated with 

younger adults wearing backpacks and sporting tattoos and piercings.  You will see both 

men and women, and if you’re out late on a Thursday, Friday, or Saturday night, most of 

the men will be dressed in jeans and t-shirts while most of the women will be dressed up 

in skirts and high heels or nicer jeans and fancy tops.  You will see all manner of vehicles 

– mud-splashed trucks displaying confederate flags in the back window, SUVs with 

canoes or kayaks on the roof, economical compact cars with Greek letter decals, and 

sleek sports cars with convertible tops.  From these vehicles, you might make some 

assumptions about class differences.  These examples represent only some of the 

diversities in the neighborhood, the more visible ones.  There are others that you might 

not see, however, even though they are present in the neighborhood.   

Because Mountainside is not known as a “gay friendly” community, you might 

not see same-sex couples walking arm in arm.  Unless you catch a snippet of a 

conversation about spirituality and religion, you might not know about the presence of 

Wiccans in this otherwise Christian community.  Unless you happen to be walking by as 

students are leaving to go home for a high holy day wearing yarmulkes in preparation for 

the occasion, you might not know that there are Jewish students living down the block. 

Mountainside State University has worked diligently to increase its minority and 

international student populations.  Figure 14 depicts the racial makeup of the university’s 
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students (undergraduate and graduate combined) from 2007 to 2011.    According to two 

University officials who participated in the study, more students of color are living off 

campus which increases the opportunities for interaction among these students and the 

largely white year-round resident population.  The student population has a bifurcated 

nature, however, given that the two predominant groups are Blacks and Whites.  For 

these reasons, race often seems to overshadow many of the other diversities in the 

neighborhood.  The only other characteristic that is ever present in the neighborhood is 

age given the extremes of old and young who live side by side.  Never have the dynamics 

of diversity been more evident, however, than following two recent incidents that deeply 

affected both the MSU and the Mountainside communities.  They will be described here 

as a case study to illustrate town-gown relations in this Appalachian city. 

Figure 14. Racial Make Up of Mountainside State University Students, 2007-2011 

Note. Source: Mountainside State University Enrollment Profile, 2007-2011.  Data includes total student 

population, however, some students did not indicate their race. 
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Acts of Violence 

Mountainside State University has experienced the death of six students in the last 

two years, two through acts of violence.  The two violent incidents have served to 

highlight the dynamics of race in town-gown relations and bring them into clearer 

focus.
10

  

The shooting.  I awoke early on a Sunday morning in the spring of 2010 to 

discover a text message from the University’s emergency alert system that had been sent 

through the night to my cell phone.  The message was that a shooting had taken place 

near campus earlier that morning; one student was killed, one student was injured, and 

one student was taken into custody.  I turned on the television and the report was 

broadcast on all four of the state’s television channels that air locally.  The news 

programs reported that on that Saturday night, the three young men involved in the 

incident had been at a party.  An altercation took place (allegedly over a young woman) 

between two of the young men.  The partygoers intervened to break up the fight, but later 

that morning, one of those young men went to the home of the other, taking two friends 

with him.  They confronted him at which point he took out a 12-gauge shotgun and shot 

two of the men in the abdomen.  Both men were rushed to the local hospital where one 

was pronounced dead and one was admitted for emergency surgery.  My ears perked up 

when I heard that the man who was injured was a student whom I knew quite well.  All of 

the students directly involved in the incident were African American. 

                                                      

10
 These incidents were reconstructed through newspaper and television accounts as well as my own first-

hand experiences. 
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It is rare that Mountainside or MSU would receive this much statewide media 

attention.  Most of the media outlets are located in the State’s metropolitan areas and 

usually, Mountainside and MSU are “off the map” as far as these outlets are concerned.  

This fact further frustrated MSU students and University and City officials who felt that 

the only image of MSU and Mountainside that is publicized to the State is a negative one. 

At a previously planned community forum on underage drinking held less than 12 

hours following the shooting, I could hear that both students and year-round residents 

were shaken by this event.  “Things like this just don’t happen in Mountainside,” they 

said.  They were shocked and everyone in attendance was trying to make sense of the 

incident.    

Following the shooting, a memorial service was held on campus for the young 

man who was killed.  Although I didn’t know this student, I watched as a crowd of 

mostly students gathered on the University’s upper quad for a candlelight march to the 

physical education center where the memorial service was held.  A stage was set up 

facing one side of bleachers in the main basketball arena and nearly all the seats were 

filled.  The coach of the University’s basketball team (for which both the student who 

was killed and the one who was wounded played) estimated that there were 2,000 people 

in attendance, nearly half of the student body.  At the service, people were crying and 

hugging each other.  It was not difficult to tell that the experience had shaken people to 

their core.  The young man who had died in the incident was remembered as a person 

with much promise and a basketball player who was well-liked by his teammates.  His 

aunt spoke at the service and talked about how much the family had pinned their dreams 
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on him.  The members of the basketball team were there to show their support and to 

report on the condition of the other young man who was recovering in the local hospital.  

The crowd that had assembled was made up of people of all races.  It seemed to me that 

this tragedy had united the campus, but even though the shooting had taken place in the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood, there were few if any community people present, at least 

that I knew and could see.  Was this incident seen as the campus’ loss, not the 

community’s?  If so, then why? 

Two of the students directly involved in the incident were from suburban 

communities spanning the state’s two largest metropolitan areas, both about 150 miles 

from Mountainside.  The other was from one of those cities.  Their families were middle 

class.  They were, by all accounts, upstanding young men whom one would not have 

expected to be involved in such an incident.  Perhaps this fact made it more difficult for 

people to make sense of the events that took place. 

Over the course of the next few weeks, the campus was abuzz with talk about the 

incident.  Why did the shooter have a 12-gauge shotgun in his apartment?  What was the 

young woman’s responsibility in the incident?  Was the shooter acting in self-defense as 

he claimed?  Was alcohol a factor?  

The story was front page news not only for the local newspaper, but also for the 

two largest newspapers that serve the state and several of the smaller ones.  The state’s 

largest newspaper’s online blog contained some of the most racially charged discussions 

about the incident.  The assumptions being made by some on the blog were that this 



 

 

212 

 

largely white institution had recruited these black “inner city” students for their athletic 

prowess and they in turn brought “urban violence” to this otherwise peaceful small town.  

Some of the comments were blatantly racist.  One University administrator told me at the 

time that he was encouraging students not to read such comments because he felt they 

only served to stir up hatred.  

The first-degree murder trial for the young man began in October of that year.  

Conflicting evidence was presented.  The case was clearly a crime of passion and the 

testimony on both sides involved a lot of conflicting evidence.  In the end, when the jury 

indicated that it could not render a unanimous verdict, the shooter agreed to a plea 

bargain; he was convicted of two charges, voluntary manslaughter and second-degree 

assault, and sentenced to five years in prison.  He will serve two years of unsupervised 

probation after his release.  In an Associated Press article that appeared in the State’s 

largest newspaper, the judge who heard the case likened it to a “Shakespearean tragedy, 

with a ‘razor-thin’ line between the defendant’s self-defense claim and the criminal 

allegations.”  The mother of the young man who died was quoted in the State’s other 

metropolitan newspaper as saying: 

We did not get justice for our son’s murder.  [The County] after only 3-1/2 hours 

of deliberation gave the shooter what amounts to no more than a “time out” for 

this crime.  They have set a regrettable precedent for cases of this type in the 

future.   
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The State’s Attorney was quoted as saying, “When I first got this case, I knew there 

weren’t going to be any winners in it.”  

The stabbing.  Then, as if this incident weren’t tragic enough, in the fall of 2011, 

another act of violence rocked the campus and the community.  This time, a female 

student was stabbed to death by another female student at a house party in the campus-

adjacent neighborhood.  Once again, the students directly involved in the incident were 

African American and once again, the students involved were described as upstanding 

young people from middle-class families.  Coincidentally, the young man who was killed 

in the earlier incidence of violence and the young woman who was arrested for 

committing the stabbing were from the same suburban community. 

According to news reports, the woman who was responsible for the stabbing lived 

in a house that was literally a stone’s throw from the campus.  On an autumn Saturday 

evening, there was a large party at the house, and she was collecting a cover charge at the 

door (a common practice in this neighborhood). Shortly before 1:30 a.m., a fight broke 

out among several partygoers including the young woman who was later stabbed.  She 

and the suspect became involved in a verbal argument that spilled out onto the street.  

The suspect produced a knife and stabbed the victim in the head and neck.  Figure 15 

depicts a makeshift memorial constructed the next day on the corner near where the 

young woman lay bleeding on the sidewalk. 
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Figure 15. Makeshift Memorial Following Stabbing in Mountainside 

Once again, the campus and the community were thrust into the statewide news.  

Television reporters were all over the area where the stabbing took place, and one year-

round resident who lives near the house where the party was held reported that he woke 

up to find blood splashed on his truck, which was parked near where the young woman 

lay bleeding.  He told me that he had granted an interview to a television news reporter, 
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and now other reporters were swarming his house wanting him to give other interviews.  

He had decided not to answer his door. 

As before, online blogs were filled with openly racist comments, some 

speculating that these acts of violence resulted from a “gang war” between residents of 

the State’s two metropolitan areas.  The woman who was stabbed was from the State’s 

largest city and the woman arrested for having committed the stabbing was from a 

suburban community in the other metropolitan area of the state.  One online article I read 

reprinted an Associated Press article that had appeared in several newspapers and inserted 

racist comments liberally sprinkled with the “n word.”     

That Sunday night, I attended a meeting of University Neighbors, the 

neighborhood association in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  The two year-round 

residents who attended the meeting talked about the stabbing with sadness and fear.  

There were a lot of unanswered questions.  Why had the young woman been charged 

with first- and second-degree murder?  What sort of knife was used?  Did the two young 

women know one another?  No references were made to the fact that both the victim and 

the assailant were African American, although, one woman did say that students were 

bringing their “city ways” to small-town Mountainside.  Perhaps in this world of political 

correctness, people are more comfortable talking about geography than race.  There is a 

general fear of cities and their residents among people who are firmly rooted in 

Mountainside and the surrounding region.  To many people in Mountainside, “the city” 

refers to anything “downstate,” a term used to refer to any community that is “over the 

mountain.”   From this standpoint, there is no distinction made between urban and 
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suburban communities.  Thus, even though most of the students involved in the violence 

were from middle-class suburban communities, this fact may have meant nothing to some 

year-round residents of Mountainside.  This same sentiment was expressed by a student 

in the study who is from the local area, so it is not just an assumption made by non-

student residents of the neighborhood.    

My husband, who owns an independent bookstore in town, said that the general 

tenor of the talk in the store the Monday following the stabbing was that these violent 

acts were occurring because the University had lowered its admissions standards.  A 

University official whom I interviewed later, however, disputed this claim noting that it’s 

often the students who are struggling academically who have to work harder to succeed.  

Consequently, they don’t have much time to get into trouble.  Although he didn’t dispute 

the assertion that the University had lowered its admissions standards, he did dispute the 

assumption that there was a link between lower admissions standards and violent 

behavior.  He also wondered if this concern amounted to “thinly veiled racism” in that 

there is sometimes an assumption that black students perform at a lower level than their 

white peers.     

Two days following the stabbing, the front page of the local newspaper included 

three headlines, “[MSU] Mourns Student’s Death,” “Emergency Personnel Experienced 

Death Threats,” and “Fifth Loss in 18 Months for [Mountainside].”  The first article 

reported on a press conference that University officials held the day after the stabbing as 

well as an impromptu memorial service held in the University’s student union on Sunday 

afternoon after the stabbing took place. In the article, the University’s President indicated 
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that alcohol was a factor in the stabbing, although, he also noted that the University had 

made progress in lowering its binge drinking rate by 25% over the last five years.  The 

University’s Chief of Police stated that the University monitors houses where large 

parties are held, but the house where this party took place was not one of them.  The 

Dean of Students was quoted as saying that “most of [the] alcohol violations we 

[University officials] deal with are minor.”  Witnesses to the crime were said to have 

confirmed that there was a party with paid admittance not only on this Saturday night, but 

also on the Friday night before.  Year-round residents whom I spoke with after the press 

conference told me they were upset that University officials stressed that the incident 

happened off campus as if to distance the University from the murder.  In reality, the 

house where the stabbing took place was literally across the street from the campus.  One 

year-round resident said that this statement confirmed her impression that University 

officials don’t take responsibility for off-campus student behavior.  A University official 

later told me that the University had no choice but to distance itself from the incident in 

order to preserve the University’s integrity and ensure that its ability to recruit and retain 

students and donors was not compromised.   

The second newspaper article featured an interview with the City’s Chief of 

Police who had “. . . issued a directive to his department after death threats were 

allegedly made to fire and ambulance personnel who responded to the fatal incident.”  

The Police Chief recounted that on the night of the stabbing there were two police 

officers on duty (a typical staffing level for the City Police as I confirmed later in a 

conversation with a City official) and both responded to the call.  When they arrived at 
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the scene, there were 100 to 150 people gathered there.  One officer began to administer 

CPR and the other worked to control the crowd.  They also put a call in for additional 

police back up.  The Police Chief was quoted as saying that . . .  

there were verbal death threats made to the fire department and the ambulance at 

the scene.  People were upset that they didn’t get there quickly enough.  I issued 

an order Sunday for one of our officers to routinely respond to 911 calls within 

the off-campus college district.  You have to take every precaution.  You can’t 

take any chances or you might have another bad incident.  Nearly all of our calls 

are in the college district Thursdays through Saturdays when the college is in 

session. . . . The type of incidents we run into, it is amazing we don’t have more 

deaths and serious injuries.  Some incidents don’t get reported until the next day 

when a victim has gone to the hospital and has serious injuries and is now facing 

numerous surgeries.  Then they call their parents and we are notified.  I’ve been 

here 34 years.  We have people that get knocked out and get their teeth knocked 

out.  I’ve seen people beat unconscious and the suspect is still beating on them.  

Years ago, we used to have fist fights, but now things are a lot more violent.  

They’re not trying to win a fight.  They are trying to do more physical harm.  It’s 

a miracle we don’t have more people dead or seriously injured. 

The third newspaper article recounted the details of the cumulative losses that the 

University had experienced in the last 18 months, beginning with the shooting in the 

spring of 2010.  It simply reported the facts, and although, it was somewhat sympathetic 
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to the University (i.e., describing the incidents as “losses”), it certainly did not bode well 

for the University. 

Together, these three articles, but particularly the second one spotlighting the 

comments of the City Police Chief set off a chain reaction that illustrates the dynamics of 

university-community relations in Mountainside.  This chain reaction (summarized in 

Table 10) played out in the local newspaper starting with a reader commentary (an 

elongated letter to the editor) written by the University President stressing the need for 

City officials, neighborhood residents, landlords, MSU and Mountainside City police, 

MSU officials and students, and the University Neighbors group to “. . . come together to 

find ways to improve conditions in our neighborhood.”  He outlined three “topics for 

discussion:” (1) police, (2) rental properties, and (3) housing capacity.  He suggested 

several ideas including having University Police patrol the “campus neighborhood,” 

learning from those landlords who maintain their rental properties and manage their 

tenants’ behavior successfully, and building community support for a proposed 425-bed 

residence hall to be built on campus.  Some year-round residents who have been active in 

University Neighbors felt the President’s remarks failed to acknowledge that for many 

years now, the neighborhood association has been working to improve neighborhood 

conditions by bringing groups of people together.  From their perspective, they felt the 

President was negating their past efforts. 
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Table 10. Summary of Newspaper Coverage Following Stabbing in Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in 

Mountainside 
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Although the President acknowledged there are problems in the neighborhood, he 

did not reference either of the two violent incidents as if he were either trying to separate 

the violence from the neighborhood’s problems or suggest that the violence was a 

symptom of much larger problems.  Because the violence was fresh on people’s minds, 

however, it would be virtually impossible to talk about the neighborhood’s problems 

without talking about the violence. 

Two days later, another reader commentary was published, this time jointly 

authored by the City’s Mayor and Public Safety Commissioner.  Some year-round 

residents I spoke with felt that this letter was a direct response to the comments made by 

the City’s Chief of Police in the first set of articles, however, the authors made no 

mention of the Chief’s earlier comments.  Instead, the Mayor and Commissioner make a 

vague reference to “some” without stating whom they were referring to in their 

commentary.  They wrote:  

There have been some who have sought to use this incident [the stabbing] to drive 

a wedge between the city government and the university administration and others 

have sought to tarnish the image of the university and the community.  The 

[Mountainside] community is not just the university or just the city, but it is in 

fact a single entity.  Any action that is hurtful to either the city or the university 

has an equally negative impact on the other.  [Mountainside] the city is 

strengthened by the operations of [Mountainside] the university.  [Mountainside] 

the university is reinforced by being hosted within [Mountainside] the city. 
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The authors stated that “. . . the city government and university administration proudly 

voice their joint desire to tell the real story of a safe community and campus,” yet the 

letter was co-signed by two City officials and no University officials.  The authors went 

on to affirm that Mountainside is a safe place to live and go to school.  Moreover, it is a 

city not unlike other cities in the challenges it faces.  The Mayor and Commissioner 

wrote: 

Prior to [the date of the stabbing], few people had any real knowledge of the 

public safety challenge facing the [Mountainside] community, including the 

impact of the state budget cuts on both the city and the university.  Those who 

think there are easy solutions are simply not aware of the limitations facing the 

community and the complexities of dealing with the criminal justice system. . . . 

Certainly there are challenges of dealing with off-campus student behavior just as 

there are challenges of dealing with domestic violence complaints in the homes of 

year-round residents.  In this regard [Mountainside] is no different than any other 

community in the nation.   

This reader commentary then prompted a series of letters to the editor written by 

local citizens.  The first appeared within the next two days and was written by a former 

Mayor, a retired faculty member from MSU.  The letter supported the Police Chief’s right 

and responsibility to inform the public about what happened on the night of the stabbing.  

He characterized the Police Chief’s comments as “heartfelt and honest” and openly 

wondered why the Mayor and Public Safety Commissioner were so quick to criticize his 

remarks.   
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One week later, another reader commentary was published, this time written by a 

local business owner.  Although he didn’t identify himself as such, he is also on the 

Board of Directors of the MSU Foundation.  This letter affirmed the contributions that 

MSU makes to the surrounding region and advocated for the community’s support in 

light of the negative publicity that the University had been receiving of late. 

At the last City Council meeting of the calendar year, the Mayor and City 

Councilors gave special commendations to the first responders who were involved in the 

stabbing.  The room was packed with people from combined police, fire, and ambulance 

departments.  The University’s President was there as were members of the campus 

Police Department.  One of the first responders was introduced as a MSU student.  The 

following Sunday, there was a front-page article in the local newspaper reporting on the 

meeting.  Four days later, that same article and picture were reprinted on the front page of 

a weekly insert distributed in the western part of the county where Mountainside is 

located. 

Another reader commentary was written by a year-round resident who lives on the 

western edge of the neighborhood and published the following Thursday.  This 

commentary was entitled, “It’s Time to Crack Down on Students, Landlords.”  Like the 

City’s former Mayor, this man also supported the Police Chief’s right and responsibility 

to inform the citizens of Mountainside of the events the night of the stabbing.  He wrote: 

The mayor and [MSU] leadership are trying to tell the citizens that we are safer 

than being in the big city.  This is a true statement, but we are not in the big city 
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and our safety is a major concern. . . . As a former dispatcher of the 

[Mountainside] City Police from 1999 to 2004 and a city resident surrounded by 

college rentals, I think what [the Police Chief] reported is right on the money.  My 

once proud neighborhood is becoming more like the slums of a big city.  The 

student residents make no effort to bag trash, sweep the sidewalks or remove the 

snow.  The house across the street has a Christmas tree with beer cans hanging on 

it [see Figure 16] and the house to the left has beach towels as window curtains. 

Figure 16. Christmas Tree with Beer Cans in Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 
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Once again, there is a reference to “the big city” and to “slums,” which two MSU 

officials and some students who participated in the study felt were code for “Black.”           

Three months following the stabbing, the City Council meeting was devoted to 

signing a joint public safety agreement between the City and the University.  The 

following day, a front-page story in the local newspaper, printed in advance of the City 

Council meeting, reported that “University police will begin patrolling streets near the 

[MSU] campus.”  The State’s University System has committed to provide $200,000 to 

the City for the purposes of enhancing public safety.  The agreement also gives the 

University Police jurisdictional authority to patrol surrounding streets in the campus-

adjacent neighborhood.  Such patrols existed before under a longstanding mutual aid 

agreement, but the University Police were not authorized to make arrests or issue 

citations. 

A series of three front-page articles appeared over the course of the next few days 

with additional details of the public safety agreement.  One article called the agreement 

“precedent setting,” claiming that other public universities in the state have patrol 

agreements, but this is “. . . the first time that money has ever changed hands,” according 

to the University President.  The funds will bring the City’s police force up to 17, “. . . the 

same as [MSU] campus police.”  Pay raises will go to current City police officers, and 

additional money will go to the County’s Sheriff’s Department to acquire additional 

intelligence gathering equipment (e.g., computer equipment to monitor social networking 

sites where student house parties are advertised).  The City’s fire and ambulance crews as 

well as a nearby community’s Fire Department will receive funding as well.  This article 
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quoted the University’s Police Chief as saying that she urged students to follow what she 

calls her “grandmother rule,” meaning that they shouldn’t do anything that they wouldn’t 

do in front of their grandmothers.  The City’s Chief of Police replied, “In fact, many of 

the students’ neighbors are year around [sic] residents who are very much like the 

students’ grandparents.”  I wondered if these references served to diminish the students’ 

power in the neighborhood by reinforcing the age differences between year-round 

residents and students. 

An additional provision of the public safety agreement is that the City will 

provide a cost break to the University on its water rates.  The City’s water rates charge a 

higher rate for customers that use more water.  The City Administrator characterized this 

practice as a “conservation structure” that was designed to reward customers who control 

their water usage.  The University is the only customer that uses more than a million 

gallons a month.  Now, MSU will not have to pay the higher rate until 500,000 gallons 

have been used.   

The following Sunday, the lead headline on the front page of the local newspaper 

read “Drinking, vandalism old hat in [Mountainside].”  The article was written to capture 

the reaction of year-round residents to the newly signed public safety agreement and 

featured an interview with two year-round residents who live in the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood as well as several pictures.  This article generated quite a stir on campus.  

In two University meetings I attended the following week, the article was characterized 

as “incendiary” by one person and as “racist” by another.  They especially reacted to the 

picture of graffiti on a garage that read “Thuglife,” one resident’s comment about 
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likening his neighborhood to a “jungle,” and two of the reporter’s statements: “Lemmings 

smell salt water and migrate to it.  Students sniff Budweiser and Miller Lite and follow 

their noses” and that on the night of the stabbing, the one resident “patted his pillow and 

what was placed beneath it” and went back to sleep.  Persons at the University took issue 

with the negative portrayal of students and unfortunately seemed to solely fault the two 

residents featured in the article rather than also faulting the reporter who wrote it.  Later, 

the reporter told me that he had had more negative reaction to that article than anything 

else he has written of late.  Within that week, University officials made arrangements to 

buy some paint and enlisted a group of MSU students who are part of an Americorps 

initiative to paint over the graffiti that was featured in the article. 

The graffiti depicted in the picture may very well be an interesting semiotic 

representation of race relations in Mountainside and/or at MSU.  Figure 17 illustrates the 

“graffiti war” that took place on the garage over a period of time.  The first layer on the 

garage was the word, “Thuglife,” written in red paint.  According to Thug Life Army, 

“’Thug Life is an acronym that stands for ‘The Hate U Give Little Infants F_ _ _ s 

Everyone,’” which references the rap group of the late hip hop artist, 2Pac, who had the 

phrase tattooed on his abdomen.  It became an honor code of the streets, which 2Pac got 

warring gangs to agree to uphold.  The Code of ‘Thug Life consists of 26 principles of 

conduct including “Respect our Sisters.  Respect our Brothers,” “Our old folks must not 

be abused,” and “Harm to children will not be forgiven,” among others.  It is a symbol 

that has special meaning in inner city African American youth culture as well as among 

followers of 2Pac of all races. 
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Figure 17. Graffiti on Year-Round Resident's Garage in Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 

 

The next layer of the graffiti was the black paint that read “GEM” and “F_ _ _ _ 

Thuglife.”  “GEM” references online video games, and the second phrase seems to be a 

direct challenge to the assertion of Black power that is associated with “Thuglife.”   

The last layer was the Roman numeral V or the letter V painted in blue.  From my 

internet research, the symbol V may be linked to the comic book series, “V for 

Vendetta,” a dystopian futuristic account of a revolutionary who destroys a totalitarian 

government.  It was made into a movie in 2005 starring Natalie Portman.  It has been 

linked to the Anarchist movement, and may have a double meaning as an upside down 

“A” or, referring to the fifth of November (Roman numeral V), which is Guy Fawkes 
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Day.  Guy Fawkes was the British conspirator who, with the help of others, plotted to 

overthrow the British Parliament in 1605 and assassinate the King of England, James I, in 

what came to be known as the Gunpowder Plot (Knudsen, 2009).  Guy Fawkes has 

become an icon in the Anarchist movement.  Around the time this graffiti was painted on 

the garage, there was also graffiti on campus featuring the letter, “V,” enclosed in a 

circle.  Traditionally the colors of the Anarchist movement are black and red, and 

although the graffiti on campus was painted in red, the graffiti on the garage was black 

and blue.  As with all graffiti, it is difficult to know exactly who is responsible for having 

painted it. 

Meanwhile, at the close of 2012, the woman who was charged with the stabbing 

entered a guilty plea to second degree murder.  Three months later, she was sentenced to 

14 years of incarceration with five years of probation following her prison term.   

  The process of sense making.  The fall of 2012 saw a new cohort of first-year 

students who have no personal knowledge of either of the prior two events.  Such is life 

in a college town where the keepers of the community’s collective memories are those 

year-round residents who are rooted in place.  They, however, won’t remember these 

events in the same way that students (some who are now alumni) will.    

In the end, most people in the study from all constituent groups made sense of 

these senseless acts by individualizing them.  They concluded that these two incidents of 

violence were the result of people who lacked conflict resolution skills and they were 

made worse by the ingestion of alcohol.  There were only two larger forces that people 
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felt may have had some direct bearing on the violence.  One was speculation that the 

young people who perpetrated the violence had been exposed to an urban culture of 

violence.  The other was speculation that all of the young people involved were 

influenced by generational effects.  Some felt that today’s generation of young people has 

become immune to violence through television shows like Jersey Shore (popular among 

college students), movies such as Fight Club, and video games such as Mortal Kombat, 

which popularize violence as a means of solving problems.  Others felt that young people 

today are not encouraged to behave as self-sufficient, independent adults, which one 

University official said was a function of their prolonged dependence on their families 

due to the sluggish economy.   These speculations, however, still put the emphasis on the 

individuals involved in the incidents albeit in a kinder, more humanitarian way.  They are 

seen as victims of these larger societal influences, but although this influence may shed 

light on their behavior, ultimately, students are the ones who are held accountable when 

there is no attempt to change the larger forces that are embedded in both city and 

university policies as well as the practices of the rental housing sector that may be 

contributing to the violence. 

The thing that many of the study’s constituent groups seemed to have in common 

around these incidents of violence was their concern about the public image of MSU 

students, of the University, and of the City.  Students who attended the dialogue sessions 

following the stabbing expressed concerns about how students were being perceived by 

the community at large, including but not limited to year-round residents of 

Mountainside.  The President’s reader commentary in the local newspaper seemed to link 
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the violence to neighborhood problems, albeit in an oblique way, and by so doing, to 

protect the image of the University.  The City officials’ reader commentary seemed to 

protect the image of the City as a safe place in spite of the violence.   

The “dueling letters” published in the newspaper seem to suggest finger pointing 

and defensiveness following the stabbing.  There has been criticism (mostly expressed in 

private conversations) about the response of the City police to the stabbing.  Several of 

the students I interviewed indicated they felt the comments of the City's Chief of Police 

were discriminatory towards MSU students in general and towards African American 

students in particular.  Some year-round residents who participated in the study blamed 

the University for “lowering its admissions standards,” for distancing itself from the 

violence by emphasizing that the incidents happened off campus, and for failing to more 

closely monitor the behavior of off-campus students.  From the remarks made by the 

City’s Police Chief both in the newspaper and in a Public Safety Forum sponsored by 

University Neighbors, the sorely understaffed police are clearly feeling burdened by the 

demands the University is placing on the City and on the campus-adjacent neighborhood 

(referred to as the “college district” by the Chief of Police).  City officials react 

defensively in the face of criticism of the City’s police officers, perhaps because of the 

competition they feel between the City and the University police forces for competent, 

qualified officers.  City officials feel they often lose out to the University as the City 

trains police officers only to have them leave for the higher salaries and better benefit 

packages offered by the University.  Some of the members of University Neighbors are 

feeling defensive in response to the University President's reader commentary, feeling 
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that he isn't acknowledging the work the association has undertaken to try and address the 

problems to which he referred.  The neighborhood association is struggling to expand its 

membership, and as a result, its members may react to perceived criticism (or at least lack 

of acknowledgement of their efforts) with defensiveness.  Although the defensiveness of 

all parties is understandable, it nevertheless serves as an obstacle to building a 

collaborative, ongoing change effort.    

The fact of the matter is that all parties involved are hurting, financially and 

emotionally, but admitting that to the other parties is difficult and risky.  The City 

officials' reader commentary suggests that the University and community are united, but 

that unity seems to revolve around the protection of image.  Change efforts will have to 

create a climate in which all parties (City officials, University administrators, students, 

year-round residents, and neighborhood association) can put their defensiveness aside 

and admit their shared vulnerabilities.  Without such an admission, it will be difficult for 

these parties to work together to craft meaningful and long-lasting solutions to the 

ongoing problems in the neighborhood. 

Since the stabbing, there have been two institutional responses to the violence, 

both involving efforts to unite town and gown.  One is the public safety agreement 

crafted between the University and the City and funded by the State University System.  

The other is a series of university-community dialogue sessions initiated by a University 

faculty member and funded by the statewide mediation program.  The first utilizes State 

higher education resources to strengthen the City’s law enforcement capacity.  The 

second uses mediation to try and unite town and gown.  These responses have two things 

in common.  First, they both utilize resources from outside the region to address the 
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problems, which enables entities that are not rooted in the local community to help frame 

the problems and their solutions.  Although, the cumulative effects of violence may have 

required outside resources, the City and the University will have to work to make sure 

there is a balance between local vs. state control. 

Second, these responses are focused on building partnerships between town and 

gown, which suggests that City and University officials are framing the problems in those 

terms in spite of the fact that both of these incidents involved student-on-student 

violence.  Although students and year-round residents of the neighborhood seemed to 

individualize the problems by rooting the violence in the students’ behavior, City and 

University officials seem to be moving beyond that frame perhaps in response to the 

concerns about how MSU and its students are being perceived by local residents among 

others.  The transient nature of a college town means that University and City officials 

will have to provide the continuity in these efforts to bridge town and gown.  The 

dilemma is that the people who are most directly impacted by the problems are those who 

share the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  In order for the efforts that are currently 

underway to be successful, there must be neighborhood buy in, and yet, the neighborhood 

is constantly changing.  Students come and go, year-round residents are leaving the 

neighborhood, and properties turn over, which results in a flow of landlords in and out of 

the neighborhood.  Together these characteristics present organizing challenges to 

improving neighborhood conditions and preventing problems in the future.             
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Learning to Live Together 

Together, the above events have served to open up a conversation about how to 

span the divides that separate people who share the campus-adjacent neighborhood, in 

short, how to function together as “hosts” and “guests.”  Generally speaking, 

Mountainsiders are not comfortable talking about matters of difference, especially when 

it comes to race.  This is a close-knit community with deep roots.  It prides itself on being 

a quintessential small town, and it likes to think of itself as friendly and open.  A few 

years ago, a year-round resident of the neighborhood in Mountainside floated a proposal 

before the City Council to endorse the National League of Cities’ Inclusive Communities 

Initiative.  Most of the members of the City Council at that time felt that doing so was 

unnecessary since they already saw Mountainside as an inclusive community.  In a book 

published for the city’s 2012 bicentennial celebration, Browne (2012) reflects on her own 

lineage as a native daughter and her ability to be included:  “My belonging is something 

that I recognize but forget, and I forget how uncomfortable the place can be for those 

who are finding their places here, especially given that ancestral belonging is weirdly 

central to [Mountainside] and to [the surrounding region]” (p. 18).   

Clearly, however, not everyone feels welcome in Mountainside.  At the series of 

university-community dialogue sessions following the stabbing, several African 

American students shared an experience about a group of people who were riding around 

town yelling racial epithets.  One of the off-campus students who participated in the 

Photovoice project took pictures of two examples of openly racist graffiti in the 

neighborhood (see Figure 18) and one of a Black “lawn jockey” (see Figure 19).  Two of 
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the other Photovoice participants, one a student and one a year-round resident, took 

photographs that, for the group of participants, symbolized the sexual violence directed 

towards women that they know takes place in the neighborhood (see Figure 20).   

Figure 18. Racist Graffiti in Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 

 

 

Students as a whole who participated in the Photovoice project produced a great many 

pictures of fences and “No Trespassing” signs, which collectively seem to suggest that 

they don’t always feel welcome in Mountainside, a theme that was echoed by students at 

the university-community dialogue sessions.  Adults and older adults who live in the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood increasingly feel “pushed out” of their neighborhood as 

more and more college students move into the area.  Some student participants in the 

Racist messages written 

in white on a brick wall 
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study’s focus groups expressed how they had explored other parts of town beyond the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood where they live only to be met with stares, either because 

they are young, because they were identified as MSU students, or because some of them 

are black living in a predominantly white community. 

Figure 19. "Lawn Ornaments" in Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 

 

Many of the students who participated in the study said they came to MSU to 

experience diversity.  One young African American woman said that her parents wanted 

her to attend a Historic Black College and University (HBCU), but she insisted that she 

wanted to learn how to work with people of diverse races, and wanted a college where 

she could have these opportunities.  Another African American student said that she was 

Racist Toilet 

A lawn jockey sits in front 

of a toilet placed on 

someone’s lawn 
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one of the few black students in her high school, so she wanted to make sure that there 

was a substantial population of other black students at the university she chose to attend.  

Clearly, the University’s attempts to diversify its student body are paying off by way of 

attracting prospective students who want to experience a diverse climate; although, the 

only students in the study to highlight this desire were African American.  The increasing 

diversity of the student population is in stark contrast to the surrounding community, 

however. 

Although some year-round residents avoid the discussion of race in favor of a 

discussion of geography (urban-rural), others merge the two.  One white year-round 

resident, who is careful to describe herself as a non-native, although she has lived here 

for 60+ years, says that efforts to bridge town and gown are made more challenging when 

it comes to embracing urban African American students who “talk different” and “dress 

different” than people of all races here in Mountainside.  These African American 

students may be “. . .  very uneasy.  They are not used to the kind of white people they 

find here and don’t quite know how to take us,” she added.  In the 2010 census, Blacks 

made up the largest racial minority group in the city of Mountainside and constituted 

approximately 13% of the population.  Whites, on the other hand, comprised 83% of the 

population (see Figure 12).  

The author of the book on the history of Brownsville said that she has observed a 

process of “learned self-marginalization” within the local black population as a way of 

living peacefully as a minority within the majority white community.  She said the 

African American students from cities “downstate” who come to attend MSU are too    
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Figure 20. Symbols of Sexual Violence in the Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 

 

 

large in number to be marginalized in Mountainside, so “. . . they have not developed the 

expected behaviors”  (personal communication, November 11, 2011).  As one African 

American student from a suburban community outside of the State’s largest city said, 

“I’m going to be here for a whole nine months.  You just have to get used to me.”  Her 

attitude is clearly not deferential to Whites nor should it be.  It is, however, markedly 

The picture below was taken by a 

student participant in the Photovoice 

Project.  The group felt that it 

symbolized sexual violence against 

women, which they know to take 

place in the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood.  

Take It Off Undies – A Moment of 

Fun, Violence, or Lost Laundry? 

Saw this on a Sunday morning near the 

end of the Photovoice project.  Didn’t 

touch it, just photographed it and looked 

around a bit to make sure some girl wasn’t 

hurt or lying unconscious nearby.  We 

often see girls wearing provocative clothes 

walking alone on our street and think they 

are borrowing trouble.  As mentioned at 

the wrap up session – maybe this was 

nothing more than a piece of laundry that 

fell out of a basket.  Maybe. 
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different than the attitude that many local African American residents of Mountainside 

seem to have adopted willingly or unwillingly.   

Such dynamics may be accentuated by two factors.  First, there are few African 

American year-round residents living in the neighborhood.  Second, there are fewer 

faculty and staff of color at the University than there are students of color, and of the 

faculty and staff of color, almost none of them live in the neighborhood.  Thus, the black 

faces in the neighborhood are almost exclusively those of students.  For this reason, one 

African American student in the study told me that she feels a “different vibe” on campus 

than she does off campus where she is definitely in the minority.   

One University official said she thought it was naïve to expect that people would 

be able to bridge this racial divide simply by getting to know their neighbors. 

Here’s an elderly lady, probably lived in [Mountainside] her whole life or 

at least [in the region] you know, very, very culturally isolated.  So now, 

one of our African American students is trying to do the right thing.  

Maybe he’s a basketball player, maybe he’s got dreads, okay.  I mean he 

fits that profile, right, and he’s wearing a hoodie.  Now, he goes with the 

best intentions, knocks on her door to try to get to know her, and scares 

her flat to death, right? 

 

This fear may be further exacerbated by two contextual factors.  A recent rash of 

both violent and non-violent crimes in Mountainside has left people feeling vulnerable 

and increasingly wary of persons who are perceived to be strangers.  These feelings are 

especially true among older women who live alone in the neighborhood.  Second, even 

though the population of Mountainside and the surrounding region is largely white, there 

are several institutions that are responsible for bringing African Americans to the region 
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on an involuntary basis.  The county where Mountainside is located is home to three large 

prisons (two state prisons, one medium-security and one maximum-security, and a 

federal prison) not counting the County’s own Detention Center.  In addition, there is a 

network of state-run juvenile detention centers.  Finally, there is a residential foster care 

facility just outside of Mountainside that provides care to children from all across the 

State.  Many of the persons housed by these facilities are African American and most 

come from out of the surrounding area.  I have heard talk around town as well as read 

letters to the editor in the local newspaper expressing concerns about the perceived 

negative impacts that these institutions have on the local area, and race seems to 

undergird at least some of these concerns.  Such concerns may influence how some 

Mountainsiders view the African American students who come to MSU.  

One African American person I interviewed reminisced with me about leaving 

Mountainside and taking a job in another predominantly white college town not far from 

a major urban area.  The person said that the racial dynamics there were much more 

openly hostile than they are in Mountainside.  Although the person acknowledged that 

there is racism in Mountainside, the person feels that much of the racism is due to the fact 

that the community is “small town Appalachia,” geographically, socially, and racially 

isolated.  Thus, in this person’s mind, much of the racism that exists here is borne of 

ignorance rather than hostility.            

  Although race seems to loom large among the factors that influence town-gown 

relations in Mountainside, it is clearly not the only factor, and often, it is difficult to tease 

out exactly what is influencing the reactions that some, although not all, African 
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American students described.  Some described similar experiences as white students in 

the study (i.e., being seated in the worst seats in local restaurants and then getting poor 

service, being stared at on the street, and having difficulty getting jobs in local 

businesses), which suggests that perhaps the key factor is not race, but age (youth) or 

their status as college students, which may be activated by their clothing, especially when 

it features MSU logos.  For African American students, the dilemma is that they never 

know exactly what it is that is prompting these reactions.  Some assume that the reactions 

are racially motivated because they are aware they are a racial minority in Mountainside 

in ways that they might not have been in their home communities.   

Beyond race, age, and status as a college student, there are other intergroup 

dynamics at work in town-gown relations.  A white student described how he was called 

a “fag” by someone on the street simply because he has long hair and wears an earring.  

His girlfriend confirmed the existence of this prejudice saying that she also picked up on 

anti-gay as well as anti-hippie sentiments from two local children for whom she used to 

babysit.  The couple also talked about their liberal political views, which they feel 

distinguish them from year-round residents of Mountainside.  Their experiences have 

caused them to conclude that most year-round residents assume that college students hold 

liberal views, even when this may not be the case.  Because they tend to feel different on 

the basis of their liberal political views, they gravitate to local establishments where they 

find kindred spirits.   

Intragroup relations within town and gown.  Relationships among year-round 

residents and off-campus college students are not the only intergroup dynamics at work 
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in the neighborhood, however.  There are also intragroup dynamics at work on each side 

of the town-gown equation, among students and among year-round residents.  Year-

round residents in the study told me they have had frustrations with other year-round 

residents over a whole host of things from overgrown hedges that are blocking the 

sidewalk; properties that have fallen into disrepair and have become blighted; disputes 

over trees on property lines; pets that are neglected; and year-round residents, some new 

to the area, who are involved with illegal activities including drug distribution.   

Off-campus students told me they too have issues with other off-campus students.  

Both black and white students told me that there are “black” parties and “white” parties.  

Although white students frequently told me that everyone gets along and attends each 

other’s parties, African American students told me they often attend the white students’ 

parties, but the reverse is almost never true.  An African American female student told 

me that some students assume she is at MSU to find a man, an assumption that she 

vehemently resents.  College to her is more than just a marriage market.  One student told 

me that she took issue with a nationally recognized sorority that “took over her major” 

and are “taking over her apartment complex.”  Another student told me that she had 

problems with students in an Honors residence hall on campus who called the police on 

the off-campus students who lived across the street, feeling that the Honors students were 

elitist.  Her boyfriend who is active in a nationally recognized fraternity described the 

tensions between recognized Greek organizations and unrecognized Greek organizations.  

A University official described tensions between Latino students who are Black and those 

who are White.  She also described tensions between black students who are African 
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American and those who are Africans.  So, clearly, there are intragroup dynamics as well 

as intergroup dynamics when it comes to town and gown relations.  Failing to recognize 

these complexities only tends to over-simplify the dynamics of town and gown. 

Neighborhood interactions.  The dominant interaction pattern within the 

neighborhood seems to follow generational lines.  Neighborhood residents, both student and year-

round, described interacting primarily with their own age group, but not across age groups.  For 

the most part, the neighborhood is characterized by parallel worlds that exist side by side.  That 

pattern may be a function of the fact that the neighborhood has a dichotomous make up of young 

college students in their 20s and older adults who are over 60 with not a lot of people in between.   

There are some notable exceptions to this dominant pattern.  Necessity sometimes 

causes people to reach across the boundary between town and gown.  One year-round 

resident told me a story about developing a relationship with the students who lived in the 

duplex house across the street from her.  The students adopted a cat that had been 

abandoned by another neighbor, a year-round resident, who had been arrested and jailed.  

When the fall semester ended and the students were going home, they asked if she could 

take care of the cat.  Another time, one of the students asked her if she would call his cell 

phone, which he had misplaced somewhere in his apartment.  She kept calling the phone 

over the course of the following week until he finally answered, signaling that he had 

located it.  Later, they ran into each other in a local store and had a neighborly 

conversation.  She was obviously quite pleased by the interaction. 

Another year-round resident told several stories about her interactions with her 

student neighbors over the years.  One story centered on her elderly parents who lived 
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with her.  Her father had been hospitalized following a stroke.  During that time, she had 

to go out of town on business and while she was gone, the students next door provided 

daily, round-trip transportation to the hospital so her mother could visit him.  In 

exchange, her family shared plates of homemade food with the students.  Another time, 

she fell on the ice and slid under her vehicle.  She pushed the panic button on her car key, 

which alerted her student neighbors next door who came to her rescue.  

For the most part, however, students in the study seemed rather oblivious to the 

presence of year-round residents living near them, and those who were aware of their 

year-round neighbors had very little interaction with them.  Many students in the study 

also had very little contact with their student neighbors, unless they had friends living 

nearby.  Sometimes this lack of interaction with neighbors was a function of geography.  

Two roommates I interviewed live in a small apartment complex that is at the bottom of a 

dead-end lane.  Although they know the other students in their complex, they don’t have 

much occasion to interact with the other residents, both year-round and student, who live 

at the top of the lane on the main street.  Another student I interviewed lived in a building 

located between two commercial businesses and consequently, he has no neighbors on 

either side of his apartment building.   

The neighborhood interactions that students did describe were mixed.  One 

student described being chastised by a year-round resident when she was out walking her 

dog.  She said the year-round resident assumed that she wouldn’t pick up after her dog 

even though it was evident that she was carrying a “pooper scooper.”  In response, the 



 

 

245 

 

student now allows her dog to go to the bathroom on the woman’s lawn without picking 

up after him as a way of getting even.  

Another student who participated in one of the study’s focus groups told a story 

about the time when his year-round resident neighbor called the police to file a noise 

complaint against him and his roommates.  He admitted to the noise and tried to reach out 

to the neighbor the next day to make amends, but the man wouldn’t reciprocate. 

Several students told me about year-round residents who have been friendly to 

them or their friends, but with whom they themselves have had little or no interaction.  

One such story was about a man who, if someone honks their car horn at him, will wave.  

“He gave my friend candy canes at Christmas time,” he said.  Another student told a story 

about a year-round resident, an older man, who lives near a friend of hers.    

The first day that they moved in, he [the older man] brought them all soda.  And 

the boys will go over there . . . like the one guy goes over there once a week and 

helps [the older man] do chores, helps him unload his groceries or whatever, just 

to be nice not because [the student’s] gaining anything from it.  Maybe [the older 

man will] give [the student] a glass of lemonade, but [the student’s] doing it 

because [the year-round resident] is an old man, he doesn't have family.  No one 

comes to visit him and he needs help.   

Students also described conflicts they had had with their student neighbors.  For 

example, in an interview, one student told about a parking dispute she had with the 

students who lived in the house behind her.  After checking with her landlord to make 

sure she knew who was allowed to park in the lot, she confronted them about the 

problem, which has yet to be fully resolved. 
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Another student who lives in an apartment complex occupied exclusively by off-

campus students talked about other residents in his building whom he described as 

“trashy.”   

If you look in our back yard, it looks like a freaking junk pile . . . there’s been a 

trash bag sitting at the bottom of the steps for about a month at least, and I don’t 

know where it came from, not us.  I’m not going to pick it up, ‘cause if I started 

doing that, they’re going to always expect me to pick up the trash.  

Some of the year-round residents in the neighborhood purposefully keep a low 

profile in the neighborhood in order to avoid trouble.  Some are fearful of retaliation from 

their student neighbors and consequently are reluctant to call the police for fear that their 

student neighbors will be able to identify them.  One year-round resident who 

participated in one of the study’s focus groups told a story about an older woman who 

lived alone in a house surrounded by “college rentals.”  She was the only year-round 

resident on her block.  According to the study participant, this woman was so afraid that 

she spent most of her time in the one room of her house that was farthest away from her 

student neighbors.  She refused to call the police when there was a disturbance on her 

block.  Instead, she would call the woman who told me the story who lived in the next 

block above her and ask if this woman would call the police.   

In an interview, another year-round resident, who is also the only year-round 

resident on her block, told a story about going out to dinner with a friend.  The friend 

came back to her house after dinner and the two of them saw a fight across the street.  

While she went inside, her friend walked to the end of the driveway, took out her cell 

phone, and was calling the police.     
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I said [to her] don’t you ever do that again.  You want to call the police, you call 

the police from inside of my house or from the inside of your car   . . . ‘ cause the 

first question the police said to her was “do you see any weapons?”  She didn’t 

live here [and didn’t know to take] precautions. 

 

Another story that was told by a year-round resident was about the time when she 

received a note from the City Administrator informing her that he had received a 

Freedom of Information Act request from an off-campus student who wanted the name 

and contact information of the person who had repeatedly called the police to report her 

for noise violations.  By law, the City Administrator felt he had to comply with the 

student’s request, but he wanted this woman to know that she may be contacted by the 

student.  Although the student never did contact her, this incident caused her concern 

about notifying the police about future problems in her neighborhood.  She felt 

vulnerable to retaliation, but she also felt angry.  “What about my rights as a year-round 

resident?” she asked.   

Some year-round residents in the neighborhood have reached out to the students 

living near them and some reported developing rather close relationships with them.  One 

such person described how she and her family would invite the students living near them 

over when they had backyard barbeques.  After those students graduated, they continued 

to keep in touch with one another.  She also described how her husband served as the 

neighborhood watchdog, staying up late on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday nights to 

make sure that the neighborhood and its residents (year-round and student) were safe.  

The female college students who lived across the street told them that they always felt 

reassured by his watchfulness and knew that if something happened, he would be there to 

assist them.   
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Still another white year-round resident, who acts as a Rental Agent for an out-of-

town couple that owns the rental property across the street from her, told me about a 

group of young African American students who lived in that rental property.  One of the 

students was an art major and had her senior art exhibit on campus.  The year-round 

resident had admired her art work when she was in the house at one point, and the student 

invited her to attend the art show, which she did.  The year-round resident said that this 

student and her roommates “. . . had a purpose for their life.  They were going to school 

to get an education for a purpose.”  She described them as the ideal neighbors. 

I was surprised by several types of interactions that I hadn’t known existed.  The 

first was the number of students who have elected to lay down more permanent roots in 

the neighborhood.  One student participant in the study’s focus groups has actually 

bought her own house, which she shares with several roommates to whom she rents.  I 

knew that it was not uncommon for parents to buy properties for their children to live in 

while they are students, but I had not heard of a student actually buying the property.  

Several students who were interviewed for the study have made Mountainside their 

home.  They live here year round and seem quite connected to the community by singing 

in a local church choir, performing with a local theatre group, working in a local store, 

and shopping at the local farmer’s market.   

Another surprising interaction was shared by two separate landlords who 

participated in the study.  They both described young professionals, at least some who are 

alumni of MSU, who have elected to live in the neighborhood, taking apartments in 

complexes that are generally known as “student rentals.”  According to these landlords, 
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these professionals feel more comfortable living among other young people, which is the 

attraction to these apartment complexes.  This fact may be a trend that City officials may 

want to support as a way of revitalizing the neighborhood and diversifying its 

demographic makeup.    

Tolerating negative behaviors.  It often seems difficult for landlords and City 

and University officials to hear complaints of year-round residents in the neighborhood 

about their student neighbors.  Perhaps that’s because of the dominant role that the 

University plays in the economy of the City and the region.  For example, in a Board of 

Zoning Appeals hearing about a rental conversion of a single-family home, a local 

landlord/property manager insinuated that a year-round resident, who was there to protest 

the conversion, was a “student hater.”  She felt that he had unfairly branded students as 

“troublemakers” and therefore, didn’t want them in his neighborhood.  The year-round 

resident insisted that he does not hate students, but was opposing the project on the basis 

of added density to an already densely-populated block.  The man chairing the hearing 

must have felt sympathetic to the year-round resident’s view given that he asked the 

landlord whether she lived in Mountainside.  She tried to skirt his question, saying that 

she owned two businesses in town, which she felt gave her a right to speak on this issue.  

Finally, she admitted that she did not, however, live in Mountainside.   

One University official has been known to remind year-round residents that the 

people they are complaining about may not be students at MSU.  He points out that there 

are some young people who attend the local community college who choose to live in the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood in Mountainside because they can be around other college 
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students.  In addition, he points out that some of the young people in the neighborhood 

were formerly enrolled at the University, but have since dropped out, flunked out, or been 

dismissed without telling their parents.  Since they usually have a year-long lease with a 

semester’s advance payment, they simply elect to stay in place.  Year-round residents 

have told me, that although he may be right, his statements are of little comfort to them in 

the face of behavior they find offensive or even dangerous. 

In spite of frequent complaints, I was surprised at the level of tolerance expressed 

by year-round residents in the study.  For example, when I went to the house of a year-

round resident to interview her, I took note of how trashy the house next to her looked.  

There were several bags of trash on the front porch of the house and access to the porch 

was blocked by several pieces of game equipment haphazardly stacked there.   An animal 

had gotten into the trash since one of the bags was torn and trash was spilling off the 

porch.  Yet, when the interview was over and the woman was escorting me out, she 

pointed to that house and commented that “the kids” who lived there this year “weren’t 

too bad.”  I laughed and told her about my reaction to their front porch.  She said that the 

trash there paled in comparison to another house on her block where the students simply 

threw their trash out the window.  She described those students as having “ghetto 

behavior,” which I heard as a racist comment.  When I asked her if those students were 

black or white, she said that they were white and clarified that what she meant was that 

they act as though they live in a slum.  So, clearly in this woman’s mind, there’s behavior 

that is bad and then there’s behavior that is worse.  She seems to have become immune to 

the bad behavior in some ways. 
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Another year-round resident described a house in his neighborhood where there 

had been a large party on a Saturday night.  He estimated there were over 100 students 

there.  The police came and issued what he thought was a citation, and afterwards the 

students just “drifted away.”  There was no “hoopin’ and hollerin’,” he said.  So, even 

though he could have been irritated or alarmed by a party of this size that had been 

broken up by the police, instead he was reassured by the fact that the students dissipated 

quietly.           

Perceptions of self and others.  In interviews and focus groups, I explored 

people’s social identity and their perceptions of their own referent groups as well as their 

perceptions of other groups.  In interviews, both students and year-round residents had 

negative things to say about their own referent group (town or gown), however, the list of 

negatives was longer for the other group.  Table 11 summarizes some of the major 

themes in these perceptions. 

Table 12 reports the ratings of focus group participants in regards to their 

perceptions of various groups.  In the focus groups, the one group that both students and 

year-round residents perceived negatively was rental management companies.  This was 

the only group where there was a strong pattern across the three focus groups.  What I 

don’t know, however, is whether people were commenting on rental management 

companies in general or the largest management company that exists in Mountainside, 

which seems to dominate the rental market in the neighborhood. 

Stereotypes abound in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  Students and year- 
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Table 11. Perceptions of Year-Round Residents ("Locals") and Off-Campus Students in Campus-Adjacent 

Neighborhood in Mountainside 

  

round residents alike have stereotypical views of the other.  The most common 

stereotypes I heard from students about year-round residents were “hicks,” “rednecks,” 

and “country or mountain folk” (meaning backwards, unsophisticated, and/or 

uneducated), which are also associated with being white.  In addition, some students 

expressed ageist beliefs about year-round residents feeling that they are “stuck in their 

ways” and “grumpy.”  Some of the more common stereotypes of students expressed by 

year-round residents were “immature,” “partiers,” “drunks,” “dirty,” and “trashy,” both in 

terms of actual trash they leave behind, but also in terms of behavior and language that 

are perceived to be “trashy.”  Although stereotypes can be positive or negative, nearly all 

of the stereotypes expressed by study participants were negative.  As with all stereotypes, 

there is often a grain of truth, but that truth is distorted and universalized to apply to all.   
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Table 12. Ratings of Focus Group Participants on Perceptions of Various Constituent Groups   

Constituent Group Focus Group #1 

Year-Round Residents 

(N = 5) 

Focus Group #2 

Off-Campus Students 

(N = 9) 

Focus Group #3 

Mixed Group 

(N = 5) 

 + - ? + - ? + - ? 

University Students in 

General 

4 1 0 7 2 0 5 0 0 

Students Who Live On 

Campus 

4 0 1 6 3 0 5 0 0 

Students Who Live in the 

Campus-Adjacent 

Neighborhood 

1 4 0 4 3 2 5 0 0 

Commuting Students 5 0 0 6 0 3 5 0 0 

Male Off-Campus Students 1 2 2 1 7 1 5 0 0 

Female Off-Campus 

Students 

2 0 3 5 2 2 5 0 0 

White Off-Campus Students 1 2 2 3 2 4 4 0 1 

Black Off-Campus Students 1 2 2 4 5 0 3 0 2 

Students from the Local 

Area 

3 0 2 6 1 2 5 0 0 

Year-Round Residents in 

General 

5 0 0 2 0 7 5 0 0 

Year-Round Residents Who 

Live in the Campus-

Adjacent Neighborhood 

5 0 0 0 4 5 5 0 0 

Older Year-Round 

Residents 

5 0 0 1 1 7 3 0 2 

Younger Year-Round 

Residents 

5 0 0 1 1 7 5 0 0 

White Year-Round 

Residents 

5 0 0 2 7 0 5 0 0 

Black Year-Round 

Residents 

5 0 0 5 0 4 3 0 2 

Landlords/Property 

Managers 

1 3 1 3 6 0 0 2 3 

Individuals Who are 

Landlords 

1 1 3 8 0 1 4 1 0 

Rental Management 

Companies 

0 5 0 0 7 2 0 5 0 

Parents Who Buy Property 

for their Children 

1 2 2 2 1 6 1 0 4 

Landlords who Live in the 

Local Area 

2 0 3 3 0 6 4 0 1 

Out-of-Town Landlords 0 5 0 2 3 4 0 3 2 

City Police 5 0 0 4 2 3 0 4 1 

University Police 5 0 0 1 8 0 2 2 1 

University Administrators 1 1 3 6 1 2 0 1 4 

City Government Officials 1 2 2 0 0 9 0 1 4 

Local Business People 4 0 1 3 3 3 4 0 1 

Local People Who Work in 

Bars/Liquor Stores 

1 1 3 9 0 0 5 0 0 

Local Realtors Who Handle 

Neighborhood Properties 

0 4 1 0 0 9 1 1 3 
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In spite of negative perceptions about student groups, year-round residents who 

participated in the focus groups expressed an interest in developing relationships with 

their student neighbors, albeit to varying degrees.  The students in the all-student focus 

group, however, expressed no such desire. Two students I interviewed helped me 

understand why this pattern may exist.  They surmised that students see year-round 

residents as a negative referent group.  Students see year-round residents as backward, 

uneducated, culturally isolated, narrow-minded, and bigoted, and these are characteristics 

they are actively rejecting by pursuing a college degree.  Even if students come from 

communities that are similar to Mountainside, these characteristics are what they are 

hoping to overcome as a result of their education.  Year-round residents, on the other 

hand, may see students as curiosities.  Although they might reject the behavior of their 

student neighbors, they want to understand it for a variety of reasons.  Either the behavior 

is so vexing that they are puzzled by it or the behavior evokes a kind of “voyeuristic” 

interest on their part.  Another possibility is that they want to change the behavior, so 

they feel they must try and understand it.  I would add yet another possibility, which is 

that some year-round residents may be amused by the behavior. 

Still, it is curious why students who attended the university-community dialogue 

sessions expressed such concern about how they are being perceived by non-students, 

including year-round residents.  If most of the time students live in their own world and if 

they have such negative views of “locals,” then why would they care how they are being 

perceived by this group?  Perhaps this concern is a function of students’ own 

developmental processes related to identity formation.  As adolescents and young adults, 
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their sense of self is emerging.  Their self-esteem may still be dependent on how they are 

being evaluated by the adults around them.  Year-round residents in the study did not 

express the same level of concern about how they were being perceived by students.  The 

only stereotype they uniformly rejected was being seen as “racists.”  For example, one 

white year-round resident who participated in the study’s Photovoice project was shocked 

at the photographs of racist graffiti (see Figure 18) taken by a student participant.  When 

the first photograph was projected on the screen, he remarked, “That wasn’t taken in 

[Mountainside].”  He couldn’t believe that any resident of Mountainside would paint 

such blatantly racist messages.        

Relationship of the Study’s Findings to Prior Research on Diversity 

There is very little prior research on diversity in college towns and campus-

adjacent neighborhoods.  Only two studies cited in Chapter Two can be applied here.  

Aggestam and Keenan’s (2007) study of a town-gown conflict in a Connecticut college 

town sheds light on the use of language in perpetuating conflict as well as trying to 

resolve it.  Clearly, it matters how problems are framed and how relationships among 

groups have been negotiated.  The authors’ research sheds light on the relationship 

complexities that were also borne out in this ethnographic study.   

Ashmore, DelBoca, and Beebe’s (2002) research on stereotyping processes 

among college students illuminates the structure of these stereotypes and the role they 

play in identity formation.  Identity formation may have been one of the reasons why 

MSU students expressed more concern about how they were being perceived by year-

round residents than the reverse.  Although the authors did not look at town-gown 
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stereotyping processes, the insights about the structure and application of stereotypes are 

relevant nonetheless. 

In addition to these two studies, the National HMO Lobby (2008) in the U.K. has 

developed two parallel typologies for stances that year-round residents and students 

assume in a studentified neighborhood.  Table 13 details these stances, all of which are 

evidenced in the campus-adjacent neighborhood in Mountainside. 

Table 13. Parallel Stances Assumed by Year-Round Residents and Off-Campus Students in Studentified 

Neighborhoods   

Resident Stances Student Stances 

Militants: Some residents (especially local 

youth) develop strong antipathy to students 

Colonists:  Some students assert territorial 

claims to ‘student areas.’ 

Passivists: The majority of residents 

maintain a low profile, and respond to 

circumstances; eventually, pushed by 

declining amenity, and pulled by rising 

property prices, many emigrate. 

Camp-followers: The majority of students 

follow their predecessors into “student 

areas,” and pursue their own interests, 

oblivious of their circumstances. 

Idealists: Some residents empathize with, 

support and defend students. 

Idealists: Some students identify with the 

local community, and try “to put something 

back.” 

Realists: Some resident activists attempt to 

analyse studentification as a problem, and to 

address its causes. 

Realists: Some students recognize 

studentification as a problem. 

 Note.  Typology developed by the National HMO Lobby (2008). Balanced communities & studentification: 

Problems and solutions. Retrieved from http://hmolobby.org.uk/39articles.pdf  

Discussion and Conclusions 

As the University’s student population becomes more diverse and as more and 

more students of color move off campus, there will be a greater need to facilitate positive 

relations among students and year-round residents who share the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood.  Given the generational pattern in the interaction among neighbors in the 

http://hmolobby.org.uk/39articles.pdf
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neighborhood, it is not likely that these relationships will develop naturally on their own.  

The recent acts of violence have served to highlight the deep divisions and latent fears 

among residents.  Stereotyping goes both ways across the town-gown divide and serves 

to perpetuate these divisions.  The campus-adjacent neighborhood is the core of the city 

of Mountainside, and according to city officials is the most densely populated area of the 

city where most of the crime occurs and much of the older housing is located.  These 

problems are made worse by neighborhood divisions that prevent residents from coming 

together to solve them.  The history of the area suggests that there have always been 

divisions, but the recent crimes have left people feeling more vulnerable.  In such a 

climate, divisions are even more likely to grow. 

The Metaphor of “Hosts” and “Guests” 

In conclusion, I would like to return to the metaphor of “hosts” and “guests” that I 

introduced at the beginning of this chapter.  This metaphor has its roots in theological 

teachings about hospitality and “welcoming the stranger,” a philosophy that also 

informed the work of the settlement houses at the turn of the twentieth century (Green, 

2010).  As Kearney and Taylor (2011) note, all the great wisdom traditions incorporate 

the principle of hospitality, and conclude that “hospitality can never be hostile to 

difference if it is to remain hospitable” (p. 1).  The authors conclude that the common 

root of the words, “hospitality” and “hostility” suggests that hospitality is not without 

risk.  Hospitality is an act of “daring and trust, of bold compassion and justice, never a 

matter of cheap grace or easy virtue” (p. 1).   
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Although hospitality may be a central tenet of all the world’s major religions, it 

remains an ideal that people struggle to practice.  Is true hospitality even attainable?  

How far should hospitality’s reach extend?  Taylor (2011) references the work of the 

ethical philosopher, Jacques Derrida, to illustrate the dilemmas in extending hospitality to 

the stranger.  “[Hospitality] requires that I open up my home . . . to the absolute, 

unknown, anonymous other . . . that I let them come, let them arrive . . . without asking of 

them reciprocity (entering into a pact) or even their names” (Derrida & Dufourmantelle 

as cited in Taylor, 2011, p. 12).  “Hospitality,” Taylor concludes, “must leave the stranger 

a stranger” (p. 12).  Therein lies the dilemma, however, because in order to extend 

hospitality, there is a need for relationship and understanding, notes Taylor.  How can 

one build a relationship and still respect the “otherness” of the stranger?  “A stranger, if 

made familiar would cease to be a stranger” (p. 13).   

In spite of this existential dilemma, however, Derrida promotes the practice of 

hospitality.  Rather than see this dilemma as a “license to avoid the task,” Derrida insists 

that people must be “more hospitable and more generous” and “more vigilant in . . . 

attempts to do justice to the other” (as cited inTaylor, 2011, p. 13).  “Perfect hospitality is 

impossible,” concludes Taylor, but that doesn’t mean that we should renege on our 

commitment to its practice.   

Taylor (2011) also cites the work of philosopher, Paul Ricoeur, who focused on 

hermeneutical interpretation.  Ricoeur agreed that perfect hospitality is unattainable and 

argued that people must engage in the “work of mourning” in order to relinquish our 

desire to achieve it.  Taylor concludes that if people follow Ricoeur’s guidance rather 
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than Derrida’s, we will come to understand that “we cannot reach a point of pure, 

unmediated communion or engage in an absolutely hospitable act that would avoid 

misunderstanding or offense” (p. 17).  Rather than “intensify[ing] and redoubl[ing] our 

efforts to reach this impossible ideal,” we would “opt instead for an imperfect but 

genuine relationship to another real human being” [emphases in the original] (p. 17).                          

Green (2010) argues that Jane Addams had two guiding principles that informed 

her work:  hospitality and peace.  Although her adherence to these principles was 

informed by her Christian beliefs, these beliefs were not tied to a specific religious 

doctrine.  Addams felt that extending hospitality was essential to democratic citizenship 

and she lived out this principle both locally and globally.  Green sees Addams’ 

hospitality as a practice of mutuality not hegemony.  She writes, “The openness to 

receive from as well as share with the other in mutual hospitality transforms the situation 

and leads all involved to moral as well as intellectual growth that does not depend upon 

some mediating step of considering and adopting a proposition about a new belief to be 

affirmed as true” (pp. 227-228).  Green reports that Addams looked to immigrant 

newcomers for “examples of the kinds of profound personal and cultural shifts that made 

hospitable urban living possible for them under conditions of great social and existential 

pressure, working and living as they were with neighbors of different national origins, 

languages, religions, and daily customs” (p. 233).   

In so very many ways, the town-gown dynamics in Mountainside’s campus-

adjacent neighborhood are similar to those present on Halstead Street in Chicago at the 

turn of the twentieth century.  Helping off-campus students and year-round residents to 
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live peacefully side-by-side is not unlike bringing diverse groups of immigrants together 

as Addams did (Green, 2010) or building ecumenical understanding across religious 

traditions as described by Kearney and Taylor (2011).  Could the principles of 

hospitality, however flawed and imperfect, be applied in Mountainside’s campus-

adjacent neighborhood?  If applied, how might these principles transform the dynamics 

of town-gown relations?  What obstacles might prevent the application of these principles 

and what factors might facilitate their application?  Finally, what anchors already exist 

that would make the application of these principles relevant to Mountainside?  

The minority status that year-round residents in the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood hold as a result of studentification leaves some feeling that they are being 

displaced from the neighborhood they’ve lived in for many years, some their entire lives.  

This feeling combined with the cumulative problems they’ve experienced over time 

causes some year-round residents to feel less than welcoming towards their student 

neighbors.  Still, some year-round residents do continue to put out the welcome mat each 

fall for students.  As one year-round resident put it, “I love young people.”   

Students who participated in the study communicated a feeling that they weren’t 

welcome in the community.  Many students who were interviewed for the study 

communicated feelings of being singled out by the police on the basis of age, student 

status, and/or race.  They also described being stared at on the streets and in local 

businesses and being blamed for every problem that occurs in the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood even those that were clearly not their fault.  The phenomenon of 

studentification contributes to these perceptions since it concentrates students in one area 
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where they are more visible.  Their dominant position in the neighborhood makes it 

easier to blame them for problems.   

Students in the study are aware that the community needs the University for its 

very survival.  Some take this fact as a license to do as they please.  Their transient 

commitment to the community adds to this feeling since they will be here today, but gone 

tomorrow.  As with year-round residents, however, there are exceptions.  Some students 

who participated in the study have laid down roots and are contributing to the community 

in substantive ways.  They do not stand on invitation; instead, they roll up their sleeves 

and get involved in the community and work to develop relationships with year-round 

residents.  These are the very students who might serve as the bridges between “hosts” 

and “guests.”  Their behavior exemplifies that of the “model guest” who would be 

welcome by any “host” because he/she pitches in to help.        

It is curious that participants in the study used this metaphor because the 

relationship between “guests” and “hosts” is an impermanent one, suggesting that neither 

students nor year-round residents see the possibility for a more lasting bond.  Perhaps this 

is the nature of life in a college town where students come to pursue a time-limited goal.  

In contrast, one of the unique attributes of year-round residents in Mountainside is their 

stability and rootedness.  It is these contrasts that no doubt led study participants to the 

metaphor of “hosts” and “guests.”  The philosophy of “welcoming the stranger,” 

however, suggests an unconditional relationship that would leave open the possibility that 

at some point, the “guest” may elect to stay beyond his/her original intent, in which case, 

the “host” would be expected to extend his/her “welcome” to get closer to the ideal 
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prescribed by Derrida (as cited in Taylor, 2011).     Clearly some MSU students have 

done just that, but I wonder if more would elect to stay if the region offered greater 

economic opportunities.  Moreover, if they did elect to stay, then how might their 

presence enrich the life of the community and how might the community enrich their 

lives? 

Gumprecht (2008) observes that some people who come to college towns as 

students elect to stay or even return at a later time as a way of prolonging or reliving their 

idealized college past.  These persons are a key factor in the creation of the unique 

culture of a college town.  In addition to their professional contributions, they may add a 

“bohemian flair” to the community; they may contribute to the arts and music scene that 

is present in many college towns; and they may contribute to the town’s intellectual 

vibrancy and ultimately, its creative capital (Florida, 2004).  

The stability of the year-round resident population in Mountainside may in fact be 

limiting people’s ability to “welcome the stranger” as well as their ability to leave open 

the possibility for a more permanent relationship that transcends people’s current status 

as “hosts” and “guests.”  In order for these changes to come about, however, the “hosts” 

need to be able to see the “guests” as potential assets who have something valuable to 

contribute to the community, and the “hosts” need to feel less vulnerable in order to 

“welcome the stranger.”  Since the University is the party that extends the “invitation” to 

the “guests,” it bears special responsibility for working with the community to create the 

conditions whereby these changes can occur.  As things now stand, the University plans a 

series of welcoming activities at the start of every academic year, but these are focused 
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on building a “campus community.”  There is an annual block party that takes place in 

Mountainside’s commercial district that was designed to introduce students to the 

downtown businesses, but there are no other sustained activities to build a sense of shared 

community across the town-gown boundary.  The university attracts an increasingly 

diverse student body, but makes very little effort to facilitate conditions whereby both 

students and year-round residents in Mountainside can learn to live together.  Thus, when 

students enter the community to shop at a local store or eat at a local restaurant, when 

they enter the community to engage in volunteer work or complete a service-learning 

project or internship, or when they elect to live in the campus-adjacent neighborhood 

both students and year-round residents often experience their own form of “culture 

shock.”   

Frankenberg (as cited in Scott, 2010) described the whiteness of Appalachia as its 

own unique brand, a kind of “whiteness plus something less” (p. 109).  According to 

Scott (2010), “Hillbillies are seen as too close to nature, too traditional, and too lacking in 

modern middle-class consumption patterns – they are white people who fail to be white 

enough” (p. 109).  This study’s findings suggest that these dynamics are likely at work 

when white year-round residents in Mountainside (“the hosts”) and racially and 

ethnically diverse MSU students from outside the region (“the guests”) come into contact 

with one another. 

These dynamics are accentuated by the homogeneity of the year-round resident 

population, which extends back to the coal mining days in the late 1800s.  Ware (1991) 

documents that the area surrounding Mountainside was “remarkable for its lack of ethnic 
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diversity and its consistency over time” (p. 29).  Although African Americans and 

persons who were foreign-born (mostly from the British Isles and Germany) came to 

work in the mines (including enough Jews to warrant the establishment of a synagogue in 

Mountainside that was later converted to a Church of God), the community remained 

segregated as was described in Chapter Five. 

Although these forces may work against “welcoming the stranger,” the fact that 

there are year-round residents and students who are empathetic to the other suggests that 

there could be a base of support for initiatives to make the community a more welcoming 

place.  Such a shift, however, is not likely to occur on its own given the power 

differentials that exist in the community.  It will take a concerted and sustained effort to 

facilitate these initiatives and they will require a collaboration involving all stakeholders:  

year-round residents, students, City officials, University officials, and landlords/property 

managers.  The boundaries of the University and the City will have to accommodate the 

sharing of resources and the building of mutually beneficial reciprocal relationships.  Yet, 

if Jones (1991) is correct, and hospitality is a central characteristic of Appalachian 

culture, then there is hope that year-round residents of Mountainside, particularly those 

who are natives or long-term residents steeped in the local culture can make the City a 

more welcoming place.       
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Chapter Seven: Alcohol and Other Drugs 

I live on the west side of town, a mere two and a half blocks from the western 

edge of the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  Although the two neighborhoods are in close 

proximity, they are quite different in many ways.  The differences between my 

neighborhood and the campus-adjacent neighborhood, however, are most pronounced 

late on a Thursday, Friday, or Saturday night when the university is in regular session.  

This difference is especially noticeable if the weather is clear and the night is warm as it 

was one Saturday night in October 2011 when I conducted my first late-night 

observation.  On this night, my side of town was dark and quiet.  The only signs of life 

were an occasional dog barking, the hum of a window air conditioner, and the eerie glow 

of a television screen showing through a living room window.  Otherwise, people were 

sleeping.  There wasn’t much traffic on the street.  Clearly, this was a neighborhood at 

rest. 

As I got closer to campus, however, I entered a different world.  Most of the 

houses were lit.  There were young people gathered on front porches.  Groups of six or 

eight were walking down the sidewalk or congregating on street corners.  A police car 

was stopped in the middle of a street with a young person handcuffed and leaning over 

the back end of the squad car.  I heard loud music from cars that were passing by or 

sitting at the curb; the thump of the bass echoed between the houses.  As people walked 

down the street, they were laughing and yelling; the “f word” punctuated their 

conversations.  This was a world populated by young adults; there were no older people 

on the street.   
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When I went out early on the following Sunday morning, my neighborhood was 

coming to life.  I saw families getting into cars to head to church or people firing up their 

lawn mowers to cut their grass.  The campus-adjacent neighborhood, however, was 

markedly quieter.  There wasn’t much activity at all.  Some yards were littered with red 

plastic cups and beer cans.  There was broken glass on the sidewalk.  I saw the remains of 

a beer pong game on a folding table in a yard and a few beer bottles floating in a kiddie 

pool that doubled as an ice chest (see Figure 21 from the Photovoice project).  There was 

no one walking on the sidewalks and there was very little traffic on the streets.  Clearly, 

this was a neighborhood at rest. 

The late-night observations I conducted helped me to understand that alcohol (not 

to be confused with alcohol abuse or misuse) is a cultural element that distinguishes the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood.  The University’s social norming campaign stresses that 

“most [MSU] students are making healthy choices,” including but not limited to choices 

involving drinking.  This message is part of e-mails sent to faculty and students.  It is 

included on posters and signs around campus, and it is part of brochures that are widely 

distributed.  That message represents one perspective.  There are other perspectives, 

however.  There is the perspective of the year-round residents who grow weary of 

drunken students urinating in their front yards, who have endured sleepless nights 

disturbed by loud, alcohol-fueled parties, and who have gotten into their cars in the 

morning only to find that the side view mirror has been twisted off or the paint has been 

“keyed” by people on their way back to campus from the bars on Main Street.  There is 
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Figure 21. Baby Pool Doubles as a Cooler in Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 

 

 

 

the perspective of property owners and managers who have to repair drywall for the 

umpteenth time after house parties got out of hand and a drunken student threw a punch 

at someone and hit the wall instead.  Then, there is the perspective of students 

themselves, particularly the off-campus students who are often faulted for alcohol-related 

problems and who feel the community stereotypes all of them as “drunken idiots” and 
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doesn’t work to get to know them as people.  Rather than privilege any one of these 

perspectives, I instead want to report what I learned from all of these groups as I listened 

to their stories and as I observed their experiences.  From my archival research I learned 

that alcohol has been part of the community and the University since their inception, so 

this chapter begins with a review of that history. 

History of Alcohol in Mountainside  

Part of the local folklore is a story about the town being featured in Ripley’s 

Believe It or Not for having more bars and churches per capita than any other community 

in the U.S.  Indeed, as one drives the City’s main street, it is hard to dispute this claim.  

Within about a mile and a half, there are four churches and seven bars, and that’s just on 

Main Street.  Other bars and churches as well as liquor stores and restaurants that serve 

alcohol are spread throughout the town.  

From its founding in 1812 as a stagecoach stop, alcohol has played a prominent 

role in the town.  Thomas and Williams (1923) note that the town’s founders operated a 

tavern (later referred to as a hotel) on that east-west highway.  Soon, there were other 

taverns built to accommodate traffic on the highway.  The authors’ description provides a 

glimpse into tavern life:   

In these taverns were entertained overnight all classes of travelers:  statesmen, 

teamsters, stock drivers, home seekers, fortune hunters, actors and actresses, and 

others of greater or less [sic] prominence.  They were as a general thing a merry 

crowd.  By the light of the great fireplace in the bar rooms, with a few candles 
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sitting on the bar counter and high mantel piece, these travelers would spend the 

evening, spinning their yarns and drinking apple-jack, gin and rye whiskey to 

their heart’s and stomach’s content. (p. 524) 

According to the State Historic Trust’s website, there were breweries in and 

around Mountainside including one that has been renovated and made into an apartment 

complex housing off-campus students.  The name of one of the longest streets in the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood is reminiscent of a street name in a major U.S. city that 

has historically been home to “flop houses” and “wet hostels/shelters.”  This street in 

Mountainside has a reputation of being a “party street,” although, as one student who 

participated in the study pointed out, the party zone is not fixed, but shifts slightly from 

year to year. 

The history of the University also documents that alcohol was present in the off-

campus experiences of students from previous eras.  Limbaugh (1997) notes that 

following the Korean War: 

Students spent many free hours socializing at the [Royal] Restaurant, the Century 

Athletic Club ( a local lounge . . .), or the Golden Nugget (a bar on Main Street) 

until [the Dean] made his unannounced visitations and ushered students out and 

back to their homes. (p. 56)   

Limbaugh (1997) states that in the 1950s, “. . . the College had explicitly banned 

alcohol from any College activity either on- or off-campus;” although, VanNewkirk 

(1996) writes that . . .  
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Everyone was aware that the corsage boxes the girls carried to the prom also 

contained bottles.  There was even a standing joke among the faculty chaperones 

(and in those days there were always chaperones) about which ones should frisk 

the students as they came in, and who had the responsibility of crawling under 

tables to count the bottles after the affair was over. (p. 63)   

During this period, the minimum legal drinking age in the state was 21, but in a 

nearby state, it was 18.  Consequently, College administrators were on alert, ready 

to receive a call in the middle of the night about an accident as students made 

their way across the state border in order to legally drink (VanNewkirk, 1996).   

In October of 1966, the College’s policy was modified to allow alcohol at off-

campus events “as long as individuals abide by the laws of the [State]” (Limbaugh, 1997, 

p. 71).  In March of 1972, the College’s alcohol policy was once again revised to allow 

student organizations to serve alcohol at events in the student union on campus.  The 

minimum legal drinking age at this time was 21; however, in 1974, the state lowered the 

drinking age to 18 for beer and wine only.  The 1975 College [yearbook] “. . . featured a 

prominent photo spread of favorite bars and drinking establishments” (Limbaugh, 1997, 

p. 76).  VanNewkirk (1996) notes that students were also “. . . permitted to drink in their 

[dormitory] rooms, but the number of ‘guests’ they could include was restricted, and 

there was to be neither consumption nor display of alcohol in public spaces” (p. 63).     

Throughout the 1980s, when the state minimum legal drinking age was 21 for all 

forms of alcohol, campus organizations routinely sponsored dual activities including the 
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annual homecoming dance, one for students of legal age and one for students who were 

not, often creating divisions among friends.  Limbaugh (1997) writes:  

“Screaming green” identification cards were initially used to denote students who 

were not of drinking age; confiscation of false I.D.s kept the College judicial 

system busy.  Periodic “raids” in local drinking establishments added to the 

pressure as both the campus and community dealt with the impact of the new 

drinking law.  The College responded to the tension surrounding alcohol use with 

several programs and initiatives to provide education regarding responsible 

drinking.  National Collegiate Alcohol Awareness Week was first observed at 

[MSC] in 1984; a chapter of BACCHUS (a College unit of SADD - Students 

Against Drunk Driving) was sanctioned for the campus in 1987.  Various student 

groups, as well as campus agencies such as Dining Services and Residence Life, 

offered no-alcohol functions and “mocktail” parties, albeit with sporadic success. 

(p. 80) 

The 1990s were marked by the University’s growing interest in student 

volunteerism and community service, which Limbaugh (1997) states was, in part, a 

vehicle to counter community residents’ concerns about students’ alcohol-fueled off-

campus behavior.  He writes:  

Even though the value of the University as a member of the [Mountainside] 

community could not be discounted, residents increasingly complained about 

students’ behavior, citing loud parties, public drunkenness, and a general 

disregard for their neighbors.  A vote of the City Council, in the fall of 1993, to 
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disallow any student use of public facilities (e.g. pavilions and parks) brought 

immediate reactions from both the student body president and [the University 

President]. . .  who appeared before the city fathers and outlined the many hours 

of volunteer service provided by students in support of area social service 

agencies and city initiatives. (p. 83) 

In the fall of 1993, the Student Government Association launched a community cleanup 

campaign (intended to be an annual event), which Limbaugh (1997) states was an attempt 

to “ . . . demonstrate that residents’ perceptions of students as ‘round the clock party 

animals’ were based on the actions of a very small percentage of the total student body” 

(p. 84). 

VanNewkirk (1996) reflects on the role that alcohol has played in students’ 

personal development.  She concludes: 

The change in mores for drinking, sex, and dress is not so much an indication that 

students have changed as it is a sign of a more permissive adult society.  

Teenagers - which includes most college students - are of the age when they are 

trying to find themselves, trying to discover where they fit into the scheme of 

things; testing the limits is part of the process.  When adults move those limits 

farther and farther back, it is inevitable that the young people have to go to greater 

lengths to find them. (pp. 63-64) 
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The history of Mountainside and Mountainside State University documents that 

alcohol has always been a cultural element in the life of both the City and the University.  

Moreover, the problems associated with alcohol are clearly not new.   

The Pervasiveness of Alcohol 

       During the study year, it seemed that everywhere I turned in Mountainside, 

there were references to alcohol.  As I visited students in their apartments, I took note of 

how many of them had household furnishings that referenced alcohol.  For example, one 

student had two plaques on her living room wall.  One said “Drive Drunk” and the other 

said “Five Cent Beers.”  Another student had a set of coasters on the coffee table in his 

living room that had various references to alcohol.  Still other students used liquor bottles 

as decoration; one had liquor bottles lined up on shelves across her kitchen window and 

another had liquor bottles lining his front picture window with their colors glinting in the 

afternoon sun.     

Other students had home furnishings that had party references on them.  One set 

of roommates lived in a duplex house with two apartments that were accessed via a 

covered front porch.  Each apartment had a doormat, one of which could be turned in 

either direction.  On one half it read “Studying” and on the other it read “Partying.”  The 

other doormat read, “CAUTION – You are now entering the party zone.  Watch your 

step.” 
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As I walked or drove around the neighborhood, I saw remnants of parties 

involving alcohol as well as other references to drinking.  Figure 22 represents a collage 

of photographs that I took to document these observations.  There were other  

Figure 22. Alcohol as a Cultural Element in the Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood in Mountainside 
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observations that I recorded in field notes.  For example, on the first day of classes in the 

fall of 2011, I was walking one of the streets in the neighborhood and wrote, “Red plastic 

cups on the porch and in the yard . . . one had blown across the street.  There were also 

several beer cans and a plastic water bottle in the yard.  Cigarette butts were on the 

sidewalk.  There was vomit on the street in front of a truck piled high with garbage bags 

and boards.  A young man walked by and said with a chuckle, ‘They had a party’ to 

which I replied ‘Looks like it.’” 

I also took note of University-sanctioned support of alcohol.  One day, when I 

was waiting on line at the campus-owned bookstore, I spied a display of drinking 

accoutrements including beer and wine glasses, shot glasses, and “beer cozies” with the 

University’s logo on them.  Nearby was a rack of “party packs” containing a bottle 

opener and an insulated bottle sleeve.  Then, there is the regular feature in the student 

newspaper, titled “Drink of the Week.”  Figure 23 provides one example of this column.        

Students, however, are not the only ones whose lives reflect the importance of 

alcohol and partying; although, they are often cited as responsible for the city’s alcohol-

related problems.  There were quips made at City Council work sessions about people 

who were nominated for city commissions who weren’t known by all the Commissioners 

because they don’t “hang out at the bars” and jokes about “pre-gaming” (the practice of 

drinking before going to a party or other social event where additional alcohol will be 

consumed) prior to going to a regional Municipal League dinner.  City councilors were 

often faced with decisions that involved alcohol.  Alcohol is part of city celebrations 

(e.g., the annual soapbox derby, the city’s “family friendly” bicentennial celebration), and  
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Figure 23. "Drink of the Week" Column in the Mountainside State University Student Newspaper 

 

alcohol is billed as a “revenue generator” for the city (e.g., the “Shamrock Shuffle” event 

in celebration of St. Patrick’s Day).  Alcohol was a consideration in City Planning 

Commission decisions as members worked to revise zoning regulations.  The members of 

the Planning Commission debated the question of whether or not to allow restaurants that 

might serve alcohol in a newly created mixed-use zone located adjacent to the 

University’s campus.  They also worked to define “fraternity and sorority houses” in such 

a way as to prevent them from functioning like private clubs that serve alcohol and assess 
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a cover charge at the door.  Alcohol seemed ever-present in the minds of city officials, 

both elected and appointed.   

Problems Related to Alcohol 

Alcohol is linked to many of the behaviors that year-round residents and City and 

University officials find problematic about Mountainside State University students, 

including those who live on campus as well as those who live off campus.  Students also 

are bothered by these behaviors among their peers, although, there seems to be a kind of 

“brother or sisterhood” among students that causes them to speak about alcohol-related 

problems in a less-public way.  I encountered students who have called the police to 

report problems with other students’ alcohol-related behavior, however, they were in the 

minority among the study’s participants. 

In Mountainside, public urination, excessive noise, vandalism, sexual assault, and 

violence have all been linked to alcohol.  Table 14 reports comparative data from 

Mountainside State University regarding student conduct cases for off-campus violations 

for Academic Year 2010-2011.  This data is tied to police reports that are pulled from a 

shared Management Information System (MIS) linking all of the local police 

departments, including the Mountainside State University campus police.  In the past, the 

campus police was the only law enforcement agency in the county not electronically 

linked, but since the appointment of a new administrator, they are now part of the same 

system.  This fact has greatly facilitated the University’s ability to take action in response 

to off-campus student conduct issues.  The campus police can now use this system to 

generate reports they then match with university records to identify students who have  
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Table 14. Off-Campus Student Violations at Mountainside State University  

Violation Fall 2010 Spring 2011 Total 

Alcohol/Violation 0 3 3 

DWI/DUI 0 1 1 

Open Container 11 10 21 

Underage Drinking 26 17 43 

Underage Possession of 

Alcohol 

6 2 8 

Assault 5 1 6 

Controlled Dangerous 

Substance 

10 4 14 

Disorderly Conduct 3 2 5 

Disturbance  4 4 

Excessive Noise 15 15 30 

Theft 2 1 3 

Littering 4 3 7 

Public Urination 1 0 1 

Total 83 64 147 

Note. Data provided by Mountainside State University, Office of Student and Educational Services

been cited and/or arrested.  This information is then forwarded to the University’s Office 

of Student and Educational Services where staff addresses these cases in various ways.  

Depending on their assessment, students may be charged a University fine (ranging from 

$25 to $100), required to complete an online educational module, write a letter of 

apology or a written reflection paper, or submit to a random drug screen.  In addition, 

they will face sanctions imposed by the District Court, which typically involve paying 

fines, court costs, and/or community service.  In the case of alcohol or drug violations, 
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the University mails a notification letter to the student’s parents, a practice which has 

evoked some degree of debate within higher education circles even though the practice 

was made legal in the 1998 amendments to the Federal Educational Rights and Privacy 

Act (“Parental Notification,” 2006).  According to data provided by the University’s 

Office of Student and Educational Services, in Academic Year 2010-2011, the University 

issued 209 letters to parents and in Academic Year 2011-2012, the University issued 144.  

This data includes both on- and off-campus students. 

The University’s policies grant the institution the authority to take action whether 

the student conduct violation took place on or off campus.  According to MSU officials, 

these policies have been in place for some time, however, the University has not always 

taken an aggressive stance in addressing off-campus student conduct violations.  Within 

the last few years, however, there have been some administrative changes and it is a new 

era at Mountainside State University.  In addition, year-round residents of the campus-

adjacent neighborhood have also organized to put collective pressure on the University to 

take more aggressive action in relation to off-campus student conduct violations.   

In the study’s focus groups, participants were asked to rate the severity of 

neighborhood problems.  A number of the problems dealt specifically with alcohol.  

Relative to the mean ratings for other problems, however, focus group participants rated 

alcohol-related problems of lesser importance.  Problems such as fire hazards and poor 

upkeep of houses and apartments received the highest ratings.  Table 8 reports the focus 

group findings in regards to neighborhood problems.   
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The second focus group made up of all off-campus students consistently rated 

alcohol-related problems lower than did either of the other two groups.  Overall, 

participants in the three groups saw underage drinking and excessive drinking as far more  

problematic than any of the other alcohol-related problems.  It would seem that people 

individualize these problems and hold drinkers accountable for their own behavior rather 

than faulting neighborhood alcohol outlet density or targeted marketing practices used by 

those alcohol outlets.  Yet, clearly, alcohol outlets are also culpable in perpetuating 

alcohol-related problems.  For example, at a combined law enforcement meeting 

convened by the University, I heard a campus police officer describe a recent 

conversation with the manager of a bar located in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  

The bar had advertised a “Shot Board” contest to celebrate its recent change in 

management.  In the contest, participants are given a board with shot glasses on it.  They 

are instructed to drink one shot every ten minutes.  The game is designed to have 

participants consume a great deal of liquor in a relatively short period of time.  The 

campus police officer said that when the Department learned about the event, he and 

another officer went to talk with the manager to try and dissuade her from moving 

forward with these plans.  She explained that the shots would be “watered down” with 

fruit juice, so participants in the contest would not be drinking straight liquor.  The police 

officers knew they had no authority to tell her she couldn’t sponsor the event, but they 

were hoping to appeal to her better judgment about the need to protect people from 

alcohol poisoning.  Apparently the event went forward as planned.  A city official at this 

meeting explained that this particular bar has to work harder to attract student customers 

because it is not on Main Street where most of the other bars are located.  
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Students’ Relationship with Alcohol        

In interviews, students consistently gave the impression that they themselves were 

able to manage their alcohol use, although, they identified other students who were not so 

successful.  One example is a 20-year-old junior who told me an elaborate and detailed 

story about her introduction to alcohol.  While she was still in high school, she had a life-

long friend who died.  Other kids at school suggested that alcohol might help ease her 

emotional pain about losing her friend.  Her mother and stepfather allowed her to drink to 

excess under their supervision to ensure that she wouldn’t experience any harm.  She felt 

that lesson helped her to understand her limits and taught her to drink responsibly.  She, 

like other underage students, told me that one way she takes responsibility for her 

drinking is that she doesn’t go to bars; she only drinks at house parties.  As if to 

emphasize her maturity in handling alcohol, she contrasted her behavior with that of her 

freshman-year roommate whom she knew from her hometown and whose parents were 

very strict.  Because of their strictness, she said, her roommate “let loose” when she got 

to MSU, engaged in “excessive partying,” and got “kicked off campus.”   

Another student, a 19-year-old, second-semester freshman described his initiation 

to an unrecognized fraternity. 

[In] the movies . . . [fraternity pledges] have to have sex with people; we never did 

that . . . They [the fraternity brothers] never hit us at all; it was pretty much . . . 

easy. . . we worked out a lot, we had to learn the whole history and everything 

about [the fraternity] and once they felt as though we were respectable enough to 

them, then we got in.  [The initiation never involved]. . . forceful drinking; like the 

actual day I started pledging we have the last time where we party ‘cause during 

pledging . . . we don’t let our kids drink or smoke at all.  So, we had our final 

party before pledging and. . . it wasn’t forced on us to drink, we wanted to.  I did 

feel force, but . . . the things that they asked . . . weren’t bad to where I needed to 

quit. 
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Drinking was clearly embedded in his initiation to the fraternity, although, he 

seemed ambivalent about whether or not he was “forced” to drink.  Clearly there 

was peer pressure, but he minimized that fact, and instead gave the impression 

that he was in control of his drinking.    

 

Another set of roommates described how they decide what to drink at a 

house party.  One student has distinct preferences: 

If I go to a party [where there’s jungle] juice or beer, I’ll stick with juice, but if 

there is just beer, then I really don’t care that much and yeah, mixing makes you 

sick. 

 

Her roommate, however, follows a different practice: “beer before liquor.” 

The vast majority of students in the study talked with me about using 

alcohol, although, I allowed them to bring up the subject rather than introduce it 

myself.  It didn’t seem to matter whether they were of legal drinking age or not.  

Some students described details that suggested to me that their alcohol use was 

posing problems for them, although, they were clearly in the minority among 

study participants.  None of these students, however, acknowledged that alcohol 

was a problem.  All gave the impression that they could handle their drinking. 

The Party Life 

Off-campus parties at Mountainside State University are synonymous with 

drinking.  Although MSU has never been listed in any of the national rankings as the best 

party school (That “honor” seems to be reserved for larger, land grant universities.), it has 

historically been described as such.  Alumni often reminisce about the parties they 

attended while they were students.  Visitors, including prospective students and their 
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parents, often ask about this reputation.  Even a visiting official from a statewide 

mediation program that funded the series of university-community dialogues described in 

the previous chapter talked about visiting the campus when he was in college at another 

state university because MSU was known as a “party school.”  The “party school” 

reputation is one that University officials would like to shake.  One university official 

reflected: 

I don’t think students here party any differently [than they do at other universities], but I 

think there is a group of students that have taken pride in that and say that everywhere 

they go. 

  

The study revealed plenty of evidence that the party scene is alive and well in the 

neighborhood.  On any given night, but particularly on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday 

nights, there are plenty of parties available to those students who wish to imbibe.  Parties 

seems particularly plentiful at certain times of the year, for example, the week before 

classes begin, Homecoming weekend, and the weeks before the end of the semester after 

the weather has gotten warm.  I learned from students who participated in the study that 

there are different types of parties.  There are invitation-only parties where a relatively 

small group of friends gets together at someone’s house or apartment to listen to music, 

watch a movie, or play a video game.  The word, party, is often not used to describe these 

gatherings.  Rather, people just refer to these occasions as “hanging out;” however, they 

often include alcohol and may include marijuana as illustrated in Figure 24 from the 

study’s Photovoice Project.  Then, there are parties hosted by an organization or group of 

roommates, but although these parties are also by invitation-only, they tend to be larger 

affairs often occurring in a basement where the windows have been blackened, a practice 

which makes it less likely to be seen by the police or by neighbors who might notify the 
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Joint 

Marijuana, a common drug in college, is the norm and an everyday 

thing for some, whether they’re partaking or just smelling the 

smoke.  Set within an apartment, the smell can permeate throughout 

the residence and become an annoyance for those who do not 

approve of such recreational drug use.  “Weed” causes half the 

problems that alcohol does, however. 

Figure 24. Marijuana Joint 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

police.  Finally, there are open parties where just about anyone is welcome.  At the 

beginning of the school year, many of these open parties target first-year students as 

demonstrated by Figure 25.  One senior shared the following description: 

Last night I was walking back [to my apartment].  There was a whole bunch of 

freshmen still walking around campus looking for parties ‘cause we talked to 

them.  They were drunk, and you know, they wanted to talk.  “Where you guys 

going?” [we asked them].  “Oh, we’re going to find another house; there’s 

nothing going on tonight,” they said.  I’m talking like swarms of people like 30 
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maybe 50, and you just know that they’re all young and freshmen.  Cops can’t do 

anything ‘cause they’re just walking up the street normally, you know.   

  

Figure 25. Banner “Welcoming” First Year Students at Mountainside State University 

 

 

 

A number of students told me that they would rather drink at house parties than 

bars because bars can be expensive and most students I interviewed talked about how 

cash-strapped they were.  I also noted a tendency for older students who are further along 

in their college career to prefer smaller gatherings of friends to the larger house parties.  

As a sophomore student said: 

Then there’s the party house that sells parties . . . I don’t know [how] to describe 

it really, but, . . . you’ll pay $5 at the door . . . and they’ll let you in . . . ‘cause . . . 

if you’re trying to meet friends who aren’t just friends of friends, you’re trying to 

socialize is the whole thing and they keep things controlled that sort of deal, but 
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then again there is times where they have trouble . . . I’ve been there, but it’s not 

my favorite place to go. 

 

A first-year graduate student who recently graduated from MSU with his 

bachelor’s degree said: 

While I was an undergrad, a lot of like lower classmen always seem to be going 

out, but as you get further into your college career, you get busy and busier and 

you don’t go out as much. 

 

My guides to the party scene were two 19-year-old roommates who referred to 

themselves as “GDIs” (God Damn Independents) because they refuse to join a sorority.  

They have, however, attached themselves to an unrecognized fraternity, frequenting the 

fraternity’s parties and hanging out at one of the houses where the fraternity brothers live.  

They had known each other from high school, but both went their separate ways when 

they entered college.  When they both decided to transfer to MSU, they came to visit the 

campus on Cinco de Mayo, because they wanted to check out the party scene and they 

figured that would be a good day to see parties in action.  Apparently they were not 

disappointed because they subsequently enrolled at MSU.  

After this interview, I did some research to see if I could learn anything about this 

fraternity’s history.  A pamphlet produced by the University’s Office of Greek Life 

includes the organization in a list of 15 unrecognized groups.  The list is prefaced with 

the statement, “THEY ARE NOT GREEK.  They just wear Greek letters.  They will 

NOT be recognized now or any time soon.  Don’t let them tell you otherwise” [emphasis 

in the original]. Through an internet search, I discovered a YouTube video that featured 

the MSU chapter’s parties.  The video included lots of scenes with shots of keg races and 

beer pong games, outdoor shots of guys who were vomiting, and shots of guys who were 
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“wasted” and “passed out.”  The video included the fraternity’s “official” membership 

picture, which was posed in front of a beer keg.  Interestingly, the search engine also 

brought up an American Cancer Society (ACS) web page which listed the fraternity as a 

participant in the University’s annual “Relay for Life,” a fundraising effort for ACS held 

on the campus each spring.  It is an event in which the University community takes great 

pride.   

The two roommates described the party scene in vivid detail beginning with the 

drinks that are typically served:  

[There are] usually two kegs, a beer keg and a juice keg, which is juice or which 

is water like powdered Kool Aid powder, something like that and liquor.  They 

can put the juice into the keg or they will also have a plastic bin that they’ll fill 

up.  That’s when they’re feeling fancy.  The kegs are more expensive.  It’s just . . . 

a whole tank full.  But when they have the bucket, they have the more expensive 

stuff.  The better drink is cherry [or] grape or pink lemonade or sweet tea 

typically [mixed with] vodka.  It’s usually two handles of vodka and one of the 

little bottles of grain.  The fraternity that we always hang out with - they have a 

drink called Pirate’s Booty that’s like a special base.  It costs a lot of money 

because the alcohol is a little bit better.  It’s a concentrated drink instead of like 

powder and it tastes like twister, like old fruit punch.  I don’t really know what it 

is.  I know it’s rum.  It’s very secretive.  [It has] pineapple juice; I think orange 

concentrate juice.  It’s a tropical drink.  A lot of times they can’t even afford to 

get the grain alcohol so they just get a little more vodka or they’ll even just water 

it down.  Usually what they use is the cheapest vodka that they can find ‘cause 

nobody really has that much money. 

 

These sorts of parties typically assess a cover charge at the door, although, these 

two roommates don’t usually have to pay anything because they know the people who are 

hosting the party.   

Girls usually get in for free.  Boys usually pay 2 to 5 dollars [because] they want 

more girls to come in, [which means] they’ll get more boys to come in and then 

the party will get bigger ‘cause if the girls are free then a lot more will come.  

[Members of the fraternity] either don’t have to pay or they help pay for the keg.  

If you just walk in or are from another fraternity then you would and that goes the 

same if we go to a different fraternity party; boys can still go - well, it depends on 
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the fraternity.   Some of the fraternities don’t like each other, and you can’t wear 

your letters to their parties.  But generally speaking, everybody is pretty cool with 

each other and boys might have to pay a dollar or if you bring your own stuff 

[alcohol] you [don’t] have to pay. 

 

The parties they are describing above are informal parties that are often 

not pre-planned.  These spontaneous parties arise as a small group of friends are 

“hanging out” at someone’s house and decide to “get a keg;” then, they text their 

friends to invite them to come.     

There are also formal parties called “socials” that are preplanned and are 

usually limited to the members of the sponsoring organization; although, later in 

the evening, they may be opened to non-members. 

Around 9:30, 10 o’clock they open up the party and people can come and it will 

turn into an open party, but it will still generally be people that we all know.   

 

There are unwritten rules that govern open parties.  One of the roommates 

described how one learns the rules:     

Eventually [you] just kind of catch on and you don’t even realize that you’re 

starting to understand the whole of it, but it’s definitely like you need a guide and 

you need to have at least a small amount of common sense [and the] ability to 

figure everything out [yourself by watching and learning]. 

 

Apparently there are drugs (besides alcohol) available at these parties, but 

according to these roommates, drugs are not sold.  There is another set of rules 

related to drugs, which the roommates described: 

If it’s a fraternity party, no one does any sort of drugs out in the main part of the 

party, not even smoking weed.  It’s like small little side parties; nobody really 

likes to smoke weed during a party unless they’re notorious for being a stoner.  

Then, they’re going to run upstairs and smoke, but otherwise, if you smoke, you’ll 

just be quiet and introverted when that’s the exact opposite of what you want, so 

mostly people just drink.  There is a room upstairs for the weed people, like there 

will be 4 or 5 people.  It depends on if you know people.  It’s always like a VIP 

kind of deal.  You can’t have a roomful of people that smoke up.  It will usually be 
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like 3 or 4 people that will go upstairs and if you like see them walking away you 

just follow them and be like “Hey where you guys going?” and they’ll be like 

“Hey come upstairs for weed.”  If you know the people who are smoking, you just 

go up there, but unless you had your own . . .  you know, if one of your good 

friends [is there] it’s fine.  I’ve seen [joints, pipes, and bongs]. 

 

Marijuana (“weed”) is the preferred drug among students, although, as 

they pointed out, it is not a drug that one would want to use at a party since it has 

a calming effect.  Several students who participated in the study talked about 

smoking “weed,” sometimes on a daily basis.  One such student described himself 

as an “angry person” in high school because he couldn’t afford to do a lot of 

things that other kids could do.  “Weed” helps him to “chill out,” he said. 

Besides weed, there are also other drugs available as the two roommates 

describe: 

I’ve seen people do coke and I’ve seen ecstasy, but other than that nobody really 

messes with anything harder than that at a party.  Like psychedelics, nobody 

wants to do those.  I’ve heard people do that up here, but that’s not really like a 

party drug.  That’s more like if you buy it and you set out a night for you and 

maybe 2 or 3 other people, but you don’t go out and party.  I feel like that would 

just be unbelievably overwhelming.  When you’re tripping, you just sit there and 

feel weird, and random people or weird things can set you off and make you 

uncomfortable.  [You] usually don’t want that at a party.  The only [drugs] that 

I’ve seen people do at parties is coke and E [ecstasy].  Even then, people aren’t 

actively doing them at parties.  It’s not like an everyday kind of thing.  It’s more 

of a special occasion like a special treat.  I’ve never seen anybody do like heroin 

or stuff like that.  People we know generally don’t mess around with [prescription 

drugs] because [one of the MSU brothers died of an “accidental pill overdose”].  

Nobody really messes with them anymore. 

 

Rental houses that are home to groups of students are often the site for 

these large parties and landlords regularly report they experience damage in these 

properties.  As one property manager described: 

This past fall [I] had a situation where the tenants of the house that I manage got 

sideways with a bunch of football players and the football players came and 
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stormed the house one night – windows broken, doors kicked in, and took off!  I 

called the police.  Police came, everybody was gone.  Police can’t do anything 

about it.  The kids are saying – well, it was someone else that did it.  But here’s 

the owner stuck with all this damage, now, so and I’m the property manager 

saying, you know, “What do I do?”  So it’s another risk, you know.  [Security 

deposits will only cover] a portion of it, [but not the full cost].  Because the kids 

themselves have caused [the damage], with their own parties.  I mean kickin’ in 

doors is like, you know, that’s like the thing to do, you know.  I’ve had so many 

broken door frames and door knobs and holes punched in the bedroom doors you 

know.  I don’t know if they think they’re MacGyver or what. 

 

In March 2012, a frustrated property owner/manager addressed the City 

Council at the monthly work session to alert them to a situation she encountered 

in one of her properties the previous weekend.  She passionately recounted: 

Last Friday night, I had a call from a woman in the neighborhood who also owns 

rental properties.  The woman alerted me that there was a huge party in my 

property at [48 Elm Street].  I agreed to come down to the property, but I asked 

her to call the city police to meet me there.  At 12:30 a.m., I arrived at the house 

and found that there was a party in the basement.  The police told me that they 

could not enter the property without a warrant, but they said that I could enter as 

the property owner.  So, I went into the basement and found wall-to-wall students.  

They had set drinks on top of the gas furnace, which could have been dangerous if 

something had spilled and the pilot light had gone out.  I cleared them all out and 

stopped counting at 213 kids.  Kids walked out with open containers and walked 

right past the police officers yet, they didn't issue citations.  There were another 

12 students in the main part of the house.  There were "weed" and paraphernalia 

in the house, and yet the police did nothing.  The smoke detectors were removed 

as were the fire extinguishers.   

 

When I came out of the house, I discovered that the police had left.  I telephoned 

the police again and was told by the dispatcher that they had issued a noise 

citation and after seeing that students were cleared from the property, they left.   

 

I’ve had my [property management] business for nine years and I have begged the 

city police to call me when there's a problem with one of the properties I own or 

manage.  Yet, they do not.  I had to notify the police about the party. 

  

"As a landlord, you [the city] expect a lot out of us, but there's no support on the 

enforcement side.  I'm frustrated.  I'm thinking of selling my business.”   
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The Mayor (a former city police officer and landlord) responded by saying, "I've 

been managing property for 20 years."  He insisted that the property 

owner/manager is ultimately responsible for the tenants, but the property 

owner/manager continued stressing that she needs help from the city.   

 

I have to file a Freedom of Information Act request to get information on my 

properties.  I’m trying to be a responsible property owner and manager, but 

would appreciate more help from city police.  “They left me there,” she said.  I’m 

getting calls from neighbors who are “pissed.”  We have judges in this county 

who are “tenant-friendly” not “landlord-friendly.”  Why don’t the police seek 

warrants?   

 

On that Saturday at 3:00 a.m., I was with one of my tenants who had threatened 

to commit suicide.  I also evicted tenants from one house today and I’m expecting 

another eviction next week.   

 

The Mayor insisted that the police had acted appropriately.  He said that their first 

responsibility is to clear the premises in order to protect lives and property.  He stated 

that it is standard police protocol to get people out of a dangerous situation.  They know 

full well that people are likely either to move the party elsewhere or wait until the police 

leave and then return to the same location.  He said that writing citations is of secondary 

importance.  The property owner/manager disagreed asking:  

 

Why didn’t the officers cite all of the tenants for the two unregistered kegs and the 

weed?  

 

The Mayor indicated that in order for cases like this to hold up in court, there needs to be 

more than circumstantial evidence, and if the officers were to issue blanket citations, they 

would be laughed out of court.  He told a story about a case when he was a police officer 

where this had happened and the judge sternly reprimanded the officers for bringing 

irrelevant cases to court and clogging the court's docket.  "You can't fix stupid," the 
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Mayor said.  He indicated that students will pull down fire extinguishers knowing full 

well the danger that poses.  He said that this house on [Elm] Street was a known party 

house and had been for years.  He said that when there are only three police officers as 

there were in this incident, the only thing they can do is to clear the premises.  As a way 

of clearing the air, the Mayor joked “Can you give us a key to the basement?  We're 

thinking about having a get together.”  The property owner/manager was clearly not 

amused, however. 

In September 2012, just six months after this property owner/manager addressed 

the Mayor and City Council, she and her husband took ownership of a liquor license they 

purchased from a liquor store that went out of business.  They transferred the license to a 

convenience store they own in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  University officials 

seemed blindsided by this transfer and expressed frustration that in spite of their efforts to 

prevent problems associated with high-risk drinking, this property owner/manager would 

be making alcohol readily available to both on- and off-campus students since the 

convenience store is literally on the edge of campus.   

One year-round resident who participated in one of the study’s focus 

groups told me a story about a student rental house across the street from her that 

several years ago was the site of what she described as a makeshift “strip club.”  

She made numerous calls to the City police until they finally shut the operation 

down.  Members of the City’s Planning Commission addressed these sorts of 

“party houses” in discussions about revising the city’s zoning ordinances, 

particularly the question of whether and how to use land-use policies to address 

drinking behaviors that should, in the opinion of the Chair of the Planning 



 

 

293 

 

Commission, be addressed by the City police using the legal authority of State 

and County liquor laws. 

Year-round residents often fault the people who attend house parties for 

damage more than they fault the students who host the party as one year-round 

resident remarked: 

The one thing I always theorized and I still believe is true is [that] it is rarely ever 

the kids that live in houses that do this stuff.  I think they have enough sense to 

know that they are part of the neighborhood; they shouldn't do that kind of stuff 

and they don't do that stuff.  It is the kids who come in to party with them that do 

it. 

 

Drinking and College Go Together? 

A number of students and City officials alike described partying and drinking as 

an expected part of the college experience.  The dominant perception among students in 

the study seemed to be that year-round residents or “locals” who live in the neighborhood 

have to understand that “college students will be college students” and that part of what it 

means to be a college student is to drink.  As one student noted: 

They’re [year-round residents] living in the college area.  I think they kind of need 

to expect [that there will] be loud people, drunk people. 

 

Another student described how year-round residents in Mountainside see MSU 

students:  

 

. . . like any college town, they don’t like college students ‘cause they’re loud and 

noisy and party and mess everything up and they are really trashy.  You just walk 

around and there’s beer cans everywhere.  It’s ridiculous. 
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Several students acknowledged that many MSU students are serious about their 

studies and not heavy into the party scene.  As one student said:  

For every John Belushi running around, there is someone like us [he and his 

girlfriend] taking 18 credits.   

Still, there was a widespread acceptance of the role of alcohol in college life.  As one 

student put it: 

If you walk outside on a Thursday, Friday, there are students out being loud and 

drunk and usually it is every Thursday; nothing stops it. 

 

Most year-round residents of the neighborhood tended to see academics and 

partying in dichotomous ways.  From their perspective, if students were more interested 

in academics, they would be less interested in partying and drinking.  I interviewed 

several students, however, whose social life revolves around an academic fraternity or 

honor society.  One such student, who impressed me as quite intelligent, commented 

about how drinking is embedded in social activities with others who share her major 

and/or academic interests: 

I would like [year-round residents of Mountainside] to know that it [college life] is 

a lot calmer than what is commonly perceived and even when I’m drinking, I’m 

studying. 

 

Some students pointed out that drinking is part and parcel of the first years of 

college life, but that it takes on less importance as students get closer to graduation: 

Freshman, sophomore year you had to get that partying out of your system, but 

then as you settle down and go okay, I’m about to enter the real world or I want 

to go to grad school . . . we’re definitely showing people that we’re not just all 

about partying. 
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A little later in the interview, when I asked her what she would want local residents to 

know about MSU students who live off campus, this same student said. . . 

that we’re students.  We do want to party.  Like I said before, just be flexible.  

Have some of these people been to college?  Have they?  I don’t know.  If they 

were in college, they partied, they had a good time.  Just be flexible; just don’t be 

so hard pressed to call the police about every little thing.  I mean, there are times 

when you need to call, but just be flexible. 

Other students seemed to have a defiant attitude about drinking suggesting that 

although they could understand why year-round residents of Mountainside might be 

bothered by their drunken behavior, they were going to continue it anyway.  As one 19-

year-old student stated: 

I’m so sorry you have to deal with us rowdy people, [but] we’re not going to stop.  

I’m just apologizing in advance. 

 

This same defiance is seen in Figure 26.  The photograph seems to be using drinking to 

mock the University’s celebrated achievements in community service and challenge the 

authority of faculty, particularly if the “wizard” was meant to represent a professorial 

figure as the sign suggests.      

Students’ use of alcohol is probably the most powerful factor shaping year-round 

residents’ negative perceptions of MSU students.  A 20-year resident of the campus 

adjacent neighborhood described this phenomenon: 

They [students] are a lot like everybody else.  When they are sober, they are nice 

people, and when they are drunk, they are obnoxious.  And they spend Thursday, 

Friday, and Saturday drunk!  And, that is one of the big problems we have had 

with them.  

 

Another year-round resident spoke about how partying influences her perceptions of 

students: 
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Rationally my head knows that most of the students are very nice kids.  And the 

small amount that lives in the neighborhood - even if there’s 2000 kids in our 

neighborhood they’re not all partiers.  But it’s hard not to judge them all by the 

behavior, the bad behavior, of a few. 

 
Figure 26. Drinking as an Act of Defiance 

 

University Alcohol Policies and Prevention Efforts 

Mountainside State University officials have undertaken a number of approaches 

to educate students about “high-risk drinking” (also known as “binge drinking”).  Binge 

drinking is typically defined as consuming five or more drinks in a sitting for men and 

four or more drinks in a sitting for women (Price, 2012).  The University’s efforts utilize 

a three-prong strategy that combines prevention, engagement, and deterrence initiatives, 

the cornerstone of which is an online educational program called “AlcoholEdu” required 

of all first-year students.  Several students who participated in the study criticized this 

online program.  One student commented about the length of the program saying, “After I 

took the program, I ‘needed a drink!’”  Another student completed the AlcoholEdu 



 

 

297 

 

program at the state’s land grant university before transferring to MSU.  She compared 

her experiences there to MSU, which she feels does not have as many problems with 

alcohol as the land grant university did.  She commented: 

It seemed like at the [land grant university], I saw an ambulance every weekend.  

Somebody was being hauled out of the dorm with alcohol poisoning and that was 

a ridiculous atmosphere and I feel like something like the alcohol task force might 

be useful there.  So, but, I think because [MSU’s President] got an award for it 

[the AlcoholEdu program] and has gotten a lot of recognition for it; He’s just like 

pumped a lot of energy into it and I just think it’s unnecessary at this point.  

‘Cause like I said, my experiences with alcohol, it has been just very quiet. 

 

University officials, however, feel that using AlcoholEdu is a critical component to the 

success of the institution’s alcohol education efforts.  One University official commented: 

I believe that we have evidence that AlcoholEdu seems to change students’ 

perceptions and their actual behaviors.  The numbers of students who report they 

come to [Mountainside] who are abstainers during the couple week period during 

which we survey them has increased up to 56%.  It was at about 30 . . .  

 

Other components of the University’s alcohol education and prevention efforts 

include the use of a brief screening inventory that helps to identify students who may 

need further intervention for alcohol-related problems, a student-run “Safe Ride” 

program that seeks to reduce DWI/DUI offenses among other problems, a social norming 

campaign focused on changing cultural norms about drinking, a training program for 

alcohol servers, and a police “Walk and Talk” program designed to encourage 

responsible party behavior among students.   

The University also partners with organizations in the community in its 

alcohol prevention efforts.  The University coordinates an Alcohol Task Force 

and a Community Coalition that is part of a grant-funded initiative in cooperation 
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with state and county public health departments.  Both of these entities are 

comprised of representatives from various University departments as well as 

representatives from the student body, community establishments that sell liquor, 

and University Neighbors.  In addition, the University convenes a combined law 

enforcement group that meets several times a year.  This group coordinates the 

saturation patrols mentioned earlier.  

As part of evaluating the effectiveness of the University’s alcohol 

initiatives, the institution administers the Core Survey every three years.  The 

Core Survey is administered by the Core Institute of Southern Illinois University 

(n.d.) and relies solely on self-reported data.  It is the most widely used survey to 

assess college norms related to alcohol and drug use.  The President, in his fall 

2012 convocation address, reported that the University has seen a drop in its rate 

of high-risk drinking from 57% in 2006 to 41% in 2012, which is below the 

national average of 43%. 

In spite of these comprehensive efforts, for which the University and its 

President have received national acclaim, the University’s stance on alcohol 

behavior does not consistently resonate with students and neighborhood residents.  

One student I interviewed referred to the social norming campaign as “University 

propaganda,” and vowed that he would continue to drink.  Another set of students 

who are boyfriend and girlfriend had this to say about the posters produced as part 

of the social norming campaign: 
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Putting out posters that have a girl over a toilet barfing up - that’s not going to 

affect anyone. 

 

They also questioned the validity of the findings from the Core Survey: 

I would question some of the statistics spit out by a cynical person – 78% of MSU 

students drink less than once a week or something.  I don’t know if they count 

starting on Thursday and not getting done until Sunday.  I wonder if they’ve asked 

10 students?  And that is where they’re getting their statistics from.  Seven out of 

10 of the students that we asked said that they only . . . . Are they only asking the 

President’s Leadership Circle [a select group of student leaders at the 

University]?  Who knows? 

 

Those who live in the neighborhood particularly those who are not part of 

University Neighbors are not always aware of the University’s efforts to curb alcohol-

related problems. University officials routinely attend University Neighbors’ meetings 

and share information about how the University is addressing behavioral problems, 

including those that are linked to alcohol.  In addition, a representative of University 

Neighbors serves on the University’s Alcohol Task Force as well as the Community 

Coalition.  The representative routinely shares information with the association’s 

members about these initiatives.  There are more residents of the neighborhood who are 

not active in University Neighbors than are, however.  One year-round resident who is 

not active in the association had this to say about the University: 

I personally think that the college has taken a very minimal approach and they 

don't want to do anything to upset the apple cart.  I’d like to think of the policy 

that my late brother-in-law had which was real simply said - Shoot a few and let 

‘em lay and the rest will get the message.  He didn't mean to actually shoot ‘em, 

but you know the first time they caught a kid doing something underneath the 

influence, if they expelled him from the school, I think a few of the kids might take 

notice of it.  You know, but they won't do that because you know . . . the kids are 

the cash cow.  You know, if you start actually throwing a few of them out, the 

other kids will think, we don't want to go there; it's not as much of a party school 

as it used to be; they actually expect you to study and do stuff. 
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His anger is understandable given the litany of damages that he and his wife have 

suffered over the 20 years they’ve lived in their home.  They described vivid stories to 

me about graffiti being painted on a newly built shed they had just finished painting, 

garbage being deliberately strewn all over their backyard, bricks thrown through the 

window of their jeep, guys urinating in their yard and then “mouthing off” when the 

couple reprimanded them, obscenities vocalized within ear shot of their children, a pellet 

pistol being randomly fired by a drunken student in the house next door at the same time 

that their children were playing in the yard, and furniture and children’s toys being taken 

from their front porch.  From their vantage point, there has been no change in the 

University’s stance despite the change in administrators. 

One University official I interviewed, however, feels that suspending student 

offenders isn’t the answer to the problems.  He said that due to privacy laws, the 

University cannot publicize that a student was suspended, so that fact limits the extent to 

which the suspension will be a deterrent to other students.  Moreover, suspension may 

even make the problems worse as he illustrated with the following hypothetical story: 

John Smith was suspended – right . . . what John Smith will do is go to a [court] 

hearing, get suspended, but he’ll still live in the community.  Now there is nothing 

that holds him accountable to any standards because the thing he was here for 

was his education.  It doesn’t mean we shouldn’t suspend students, but you know. 

. . The more we can kind of monitor and track them the better off they are in terms 

of keeping . . . better behavior. 

 

Nevertheless, in an e-mail sent out to the campus community, during the fall of 2011, the 

University reported suspending 13 students due to alcohol, drugs, or other conduct 

violations.  Those outside of the campus, however, are not always aware that the 

University has taken these actions.   
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Meanwhile, the couple who was quoted above decided this past summer to put 

their house up for sale.  They are making plans to leave the city altogether.  Although 

they hope to sell to a family, they do not feel hopeful that that will happen.  They fear 

that the house they so lovingly renovated will now be carved up into apartments that will 

now be trashed by future student tenants who are under the influence. 

Year-Round Residents’ Relationship with Alcohol 

None of the year-round residents I interviewed and none of the year-round 

residents who participated in the study’s focus groups spoke with me about their own 

alcohol use.  As with the students I interviewed, I did not specifically ask about alcohol, 

but rather let the participant raise the subject.  Only one landlord spoke about his own use 

of alcohol, noting that he makes it a policy never to drink with his tenants even though 

they occasionally invite him in for a beer. 

I also tried to obtain data to assess the extent of alcohol-related crimes among 

year-round residents in Mountainside and/or in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  

Municipal crime data, however, does not identify people by their status (student vs. year-

round resident).  In addition, municipal data on crimes thought to be alcohol-related are 

virtually non-existent.  County data were available, but not data specifically for the city 

of Mountainside let alone data for the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  The lack of data 

may signify that alcohol-related behaviors among year-round residents in Mountainside 

may be more hidden, which serves to further accentuate alcohol-related behaviors among 

students, both on- and off-campus, which are documented and more publicly visible. 
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Indeed, the key difference between the drinking habits of year-round residents and 

students may very well be linked to contextual factors.  Students are living independently 

apart from their parents’ norms in a neighborhood where they make up the majority of 

residents.  These factors, along with their transient status, may embolden them to engage 

in riskier and more public drinking.  The fact that the presence of older adults in the 

neighborhood doesn’t seem to serve as a restraint suggests that students don’t see these 

people as akin to their “grandmothers” as recommended by a University official.  

Moreover, students’ drinking behavior may pose an additional obstacle in the hospitality 

that year-round residents are willing to extend to them.   

Summary of Findings Related to Alcohol 

Problems associated with alcohol are complex and multidimensional, and 

there are multiple factors that contribute to or at least exacerbate them.  As a 

result, they require multiple and varied strategies to address them.   

One of the prevailing attitudes expressed by study participants from all 

constituent groups was the widespread acceptance that alcohol is simply part of 

college life.  It is a normative condition, not necessarily problematic, although, at 

some point, it can become problematic.  In this study, I was interested in 

understanding the intersection of town and gown in a campus-adjacent 

neighborhood, and in that vein, alcohol emerged as a factor that influences town-

gown relationships.  Two salient points emerged from the analysis of the study’s 

findings in this regard.  
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First, I wondered whether the community at large contributes to the 

perpetuation of alcohol-related problems in the neighborhood and if so, how.  I 

noted in public meetings that there is a certain degree of amusement about 

student’s drunken behavior.  There were jokes at City Council work sessions 

about student antics at Halloween.  There were comments made at Planning 

Commission meetings about “drunk students jumping fences by parking areas and 

making their own path apart from the sidewalk” as if this sort of behavior is 

simply expected and should be accounted for in design plans for student rental 

properties.  There were arguments about whose responsibility it is to address 

alcohol-related problems (students, the University, the City, the police, 

owners/managers of liquor outlets, landlords, party hosts, party guests, etc.), 

which only serve to enable the problems by diverting attention away from their 

solution. 

In interviews I explored how people interface with the surrounding 

community including how they utilize community services.  Students talked about 

how some of the nicest people are those who sell alcohol, because, as one student 

astutely phrased it, “they want our business.”  Establishments that serve alcohol 

are one of the few types of businesses in Mountainside that specifically cater to a 

student clientele.  For example, although seasonal businesses are rare in 

Mountainside, there are two bars that are known as “student hangouts” and these 

businesses close in the summer when most of the students go home.  Another 

illustration of this business dynamic comes from a year-round resident in the 

Photovoice project who sadly reflected about how signs in liquor stores are one of 
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the few ways the community welcomes students (see Figure 27).  This “welcome” 

takes on even greater significance given that many students do not feel genuinely 

welcomed in the community, but desire to be welcomed. 

It was clear to me that alcohol is embedded in the community’s 

experience, both past and present, and yet, the problems related to alcohol tend to 

be associated almost exclusively with the MSU student population.  Although 

there is no doubt that alcohol is part of many students’ experiences in 

Mountainside, they are clearly not the only ones imbibing.  It was curious to me 

that during the time in which University officials were convening a series of 

university-community dialogues designed to bring town and gown together, an 

event was held that seemed to accomplish just that – the Shamrock Shuffle.  The 

event was held on Saturday at the beginning of the University’s Spring Break, so 

clearly it was not originally planned with students in mind.  Apparently, however, 

there were some students who stayed in town since the front page of the 

newspaper the following day featured a picture of a group of MSU students who 

had attended the event.  The headline of the article read “[Mountainside] Police 

Busy During, After Shamrock Shuffle.”  The article reported that a combined 

police force including city police, campus police, the county’s sheriff office, and 

the state police responded to 92 calls in a 24-hour period ranging from an assault, 

a controlled dangerous substance complaint, and 11 underage drinking violations 

to three public urination complaints, one noise complaint, one indecent exposure 

complaint, and two criminal disorderly conduct complaints.  Yet, in spite of this 

surge in police activity, the City’s Chief of Police said, “It was great to see  
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Figure 27. "Welcoming" Students to Mountainside 

 

 

 

[Mountainside] come alive again.  Most of the local people and [M]SU students 

seemed to be having a great time and acted very responsibly.  It seemed to be a 

 

We complain about the 

loud college parties, the 

damage to our 

neighborhoods from 

drinking, the violence it 

has brought to our streets.  

Yet, as I look at this sign, 

I realize money talks 

louder.  I feel sad that this 

is one of the few places 

we truly welcome 

students. 
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great turnout for the event.”  One University official told me that there were 

relatively few students cited by the police during and after the event, but it did 

make me wonder if alcohol is viewed by some as a way of bridging the town-

gown divide.  Suggestive of that fact is that in March of 2013, the Shamrock 

Shuffle was held on a weekend when students were in town.  The University’s 

Community Coalition worked to make it a safer event by making funding 

available for a trolley that made regular stops between the participating 

establishments, by asking the owners of these establishments to serve food along 

with alcohol, and by hanging posters on low-risk drinking strategies at each of 

these establishments.   

The second salient point about alcohol that emerged from the study was 

regarding students’ attitudes about drinking.  It is significant that the majority of 

students in the study spoke with me about drinking and partying and none 

indicated they had any problems associated with alcohol.  Students spoke of 

drinking as a right and one they hold onto fiercely.  Without it, many feel their 

college experience would be compromised.  In addition, many students reacted to 

what they perceived as paternalism on the part of University officials and 

landlords.  Students told stories about moving out from under the watchful eye of 

Resident Assistants in campus residence halls.  They commented about the e-

mails they receive from University officials trying to dissuade them from high-

risk drinking.  They commented about landlords who perform what they perceive 

as “excessive inspections” simply as a way to be “in their business.”  All of these 

stories seemed to have a central message and that was “We’re going to drink.  It’s 
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our choice; stay out of it.”  In communicating this message, students seem to be 

asserting their will and some are challenging adult authority. 

Relationship of the Study’s Findings to Prior Research on Alcohol  

Mountainside is not unique from other college towns in that alcohol is indeed part 

of its culture.  Similarly, Mountainside State University is not unique from other 

universities in that alcohol is clearly part of the college experience regardless of students’ 

own personal choices and behavior related to alcohol.  Alcohol and alcohol-related 

problems are an aspect of college town life for both students and year-round residents, 

and although Gumprecht (2008) acknowledges that fact, he did not include them as 

characteristics that distinguish these communities.     

LaDousa’s (2011) study of house signs on student rental properties in Oxford, 

Ohio also documents the role that alcohol plays in the college experience and in the 

culture of college towns with house names such as “Bed, Booze, and Beyond,” “Looks 

Te-quil-ya,” and “Alcoholics Unanimous.”  Although Mountainside does not share the 

house sign tradition, it is not unlike Oxford, Ohio in that alcohol is clearly a cultural 

element in the town.  

The problems that year-round residents of Mountainside, MSU students, City and 

University officials, and landlords face related to alcohol are also not unique.  These 

problems have been documented in studies by Wechsler et al. (2002), Weitzman et al. 

(2003), Kuo et al. (2003), Weitzman et al. (2003), and Yu (2001).   
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Mountainside State University has taken a leadership role in preventing and 

addressing alcohol-related problems.  In that sense, it is trying to be a good neighbor.   

Moreover, its prevention efforts contain many of the elements, although not all, that have 

been supported by research conducted by the National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and 

Alcoholism (2002), Gebhardt, Kaphingst, and DeJong (2000), Bishop, Downs, and 

Cohen’s (2008), and Saltz, Welker, Paschall, Feeney, and Fabiano (2009).   

Discussion and Conclusion 

The University, more than any other entity, is responsible for bringing key 

stakeholders together to coordinate efforts to stem the problems associated with alcohol.  

In spite of these efforts, there still seems to be a disconnection between the University’s 

efforts in this regard and the perceptions and experiences of off-campus students and 

year-round residents who share the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  The neighborhood is 

where many of the alcohol-related problems take place, or at least originate.  Students 

who live on campus can be scrutinized more closely.  This oversight, however, is one of 

the prime reasons why students move off campus.  They are looking for the freedom to 

do as they please without fear that their activities will result in a report to University 

officials.  Even though the University’s policies extend to off-campus students as well, 

there is a widespread perception among students that living off campus enables them to 

“fly under the radar screen.”  It will take consistent efforts on the University’s part to get 

the message out that students will be held accountable for their off-campus behavior, and 

these efforts must be coordinated with City government officials including, but not 

limited to the City police and the Rental Housing/Code Enforcement Officer in addition 
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to District Court judges who have the reputation of waiving or reducing fines in favor of 

community service for alcohol-related offenses.   

Both the University and the City have utilized University Neighbors as a vehicle 

for communicating with year-round residents.  The study revealed that those persons who 

have not been active in the association have very little awareness of what the University 

and the City are doing to address neighborhood problems, many of them linked to 

alcohol.  The association, however, is struggling to recruit and sustain membership.  It is 

questionable how long the association can continue to be the sole means of 

communication with residents of the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  It may be time for 

the University and the City to seek other ways to reach out to neighborhood residents, 

particularly about problems, including but not limited to those that are alcohol related.   

Alcohol is not only part of the culture of college life; it is part of the culture of the 

city of Mountainside.  If the citizens of Mountainside and University officials want to 

encourage students to use alcohol responsibly, they must model that behavior.  

Suspending open-container laws for citywide events and supporting alcohol as a “revenue 

generator” for the City are decisions that may communicate mixed messages.  Similarly, 

selling alcohol accoutrements at the University bookstore may also communicate mixed 

messages.  A number of students who participated in the study reacted negatively to 

alcohol messages they perceived to be disingenuous and/or inconsistent including those 

put forward by the University.  Such mixed messages may only serve to further these 

perceptions. 
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Chapter Eight: Studentification 

The phrase, “student rental,” strikes fear in the heart of year-round residents in 

Mountainside.  Some residents hear these fears as the expression of NIMBYism (Not in 

My Backyard) in a college town.  They argue that year-round residents benefit from the 

presence of a university in their midst, yet they aren’t willing to share in the challenges 

associated with the university.  Other residents argue that there are good reasons to be 

concerned about “student rentals” including diminishing property assessments, the 

presence of transient residents who generally don’t take care of their rental properties, 

and behavior problems associated with a young, college student population.  Who would 

want to invite these sorts of problems into their neighborhood, they ask. 

Regardless of the perceived legitimacy of these fears, they are real nonetheless.  

At the September 2012 City Council meeting, residents of a housing development 

recently annexed into the city spoke about concerns related to the second phase of this 

development, which calls for a series of town homes.  After “pussyfooting” around the 

issue, one woman finally voiced the central concern of the group, which was that these 

town homes would be rented to college students.  She spoke about a house at the entrance 

to the development that was a “student rental” that had presented problems to the 

development’s homeowners.  It was clear they didn’t want these problems to spread in 

their neighborhood.   
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In spite of the fact that faculty and staff of the university make their living by 

working with students, they too express this same concern.  One University administrator 

unapologetically stated that . . .  

I would like to believe that the whole Victoria Lane complex and where I live up 

in Crestview. . . will be protected from student rentals because I know that it 

would probably drive the value of our properties way down and you know our 

neighborhood is somewhat of a laughing stock to the city.  They call it mortgage 

hill and they know that we are the highest taxed properties in the city of 

[Mountainside].  What has happened, though, is that this university 

neighborhood, for lack of a better term, has become a ghetto. 

 

 Several years ago, another faculty member addressed the City Council in 

reference to a rezoning decision surrounding an apartment building in his neighborhood.  

In his testimony, he voiced fears that rezoning this apartment building to allow for higher 

density would set a precedent leading to the development of additional “student rentals” 

in his neighborhood.   

When year-round residents of the campus-adjacent neighborhood hear these sorts 

of concerns, many react with anger.  One woman told me that she hears such comments 

as self protectionism with very little sympathy for people like her who live in a 

neighborhood dominated by “student rentals.”  “It’s okay if we’re [year-round residents 

of the neighborhood] surrounded by ‘student rentals,’ but they don’t want them in their 

neighborhood,” she stated.     

Students who live in the campus-adjacent neighborhood are also aware of how 

different their neighborhood looks and feels compared to other neighborhoods in the 

City.  One group of roommates who participated in one of the study’s focus groups 
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commented that they felt like intruders when they walked around town and explored 

other neighborhoods that are more family-oriented.  The student focus group participants 

expressed a longing to live in a place where people cared for their properties and they 

described the ideal campus-adjacent neighborhood in a Normal Rockwell sort of fashion 

with freshly painted houses, grassy lawns, and people who know and socialize with their 

neighbors.  This image is far from their perception of their own neighborhood where they 

indicated that poor upkeep of houses and apartments ranks as one of the most important 

neighborhood problems.      

City officials are careful not to distinguish between types of rentals or types of 

tenants.  As the former chair of the City’s Planning Commission stated in an interview for 

a local newspaper article, “a tenant is a tenant is a tenant.”  This stance is in deference to 

the Fair Housing Act, which prohibits housing discrimination on the basis of social 

status.  Yet, in practice, City officials allow owners of rental properties in the campus-

adjacent neighborhood to hang permanent signs on the outside of their properties that 

advertise them as “Student Rentals,” which one city official explained is an owners’ 

prerogative as to how to advertise his/her rental properties.   

The private rental market allows for a differential pricing structure for rental 

properties in the campus-adjacent neighborhood that assumes a student tenant whose life 

revolves around the academic calendar.  In the campus-adjacent neighborhood, owners of 

rental properties typically require a lump sum for each half of the academic year with 

additional fees charged for summer occupancy.  Although they will rent to non-students, 

this very structure communicates a preference for student tenants.  Although all the 
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landlords I interviewed were willing to work with their student tenants to negotiate 

alternative payment plans, all of them expressed a desire to obtain rents up front at the 

beginning of the academic year.  Such an approach helps landlords avoid problems later, 

such as what happens when a student who signed a year lease decides not to return or is 

academically dismissed by the University at the close of the fall semester. 

Another aspect of the pricing structure for “student rentals” that distinguishes 

them is that landlords rent on the basis of “bedrooms” rather than whole units.  Thus, in 

most cases, each tenant is required to sign the lease and is responsible for paying rent.  

Students in the study indicated that rents run from $1,500 to $3,500 per tenant per 

semester, which typically includes water, trash pickup, and sewerage (electricity, gas, and 

cable are extra).  Clauses in the lease, however, hold the group of tenants accountable for 

the entire sum so that if a roommate absconds without paying, the other tenants would be 

responsible for paying the lost rent rather than the landlord having to pursue the errant 

tenant.   

Under the City’s rental housing ordinance, the Rental Housing Inspector approves 

a rental property for a specified number of occupants.  During the study year, there were 

two cases of “student rental” properties brought before the City’s Planning Commission 

involving a discrepancy between the owner’s understanding of the number of approved 

occupants and the City’s records.  In both cases, the discrepancy resulted from realtors 

who had led owners to believe that the property was approved for a higher number of 

occupants than was actually the case.  The discrepancy was identified by the City’s 

Rental Housing Inspector during a routine inspection.  One City official who participated 
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in the study linked these sorts of discrepancies to realtors who “oversell” rental properties 

by promising prospective buyers a greater return on their investment than the property 

can actually deliver.   

In combination, the above practices clearly distinguish between “student rentals” 

and “family rentals.”  Although some landlords manage both types of rental properties, 

the landlords I interviewed specialize in “student rentals” and most of their properties are 

concentrated in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  Although city officials are careful to 

consistently apply the Rental Housing Code to all rental properties, in practice, students, 

landlords, and year-round residents do not see all rental properties in the same light.   

Concentrating Students in the Campus-Adjacent Neighborhood 

The City’s zoning ordinances provide for a high-density area adjacent to the MSU 

campus.  There are currently only two other high-density residential zones in the city.  

One surrounds a large rental housing complex owned by the City’s current Mayor that is 

home to mostly college students, and the other surrounds a long-term care facility that 

has an independent living apartment complex, an assisted living facility, and a long-term 

care and rehabilitation center.  The other residential zones in the city limit the number of 

non-related occupants that can live in a household.  In addition, they also impose limits 

on the development of multi-family dwellings.  These zoning ordinances combined with 

students’ preferences to live close to campus create a neighborhood where there is a 

concentration of “student rentals,” resulting in a process of ghettoization not unlike the 

concentration of people of a similar social class, race, or ethnicity in the same area.  

Together they result in a convergence of both de facto and de jure segregation. The 
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online Social Science Dictionary defines “ghetto” as “a section of a city occupied 

predominantly by members of a single racial or ethnic group usually because of social or 

economic pressure.”  Although participants in the study’s focus groups, both year-round 

residents and students alike, reacted negatively to the term, “student ghetto,” primarily 

because of its racist connotations, Gumprecht (2006) adopts that word when referring to 

areas such as the campus-adjacent neighborhood in Mountainside where there is a 

concentration of rental properties (often poorly maintained) that are marketed to students.  

Smith (2005) also describes a process of ghettoization that can lead to a studentified 

neighborhood.  Some students in Mountainside use the term ghetto, not to refer to the 

neighborhood as a place, but rather to refer to behavior that violates community norms 

and that is often evident in the neighborhood.  Thus, acting “ghetto” can refer to a range 

of behaviors from being “drunk and stupid” to “being a stoner” (smoking marijuana on a 

daily basis) to “being lazy” to “acting irresponsibly” by not taking care of one’s 

apartment/house or one’s personal appearance.  Curiously, students use another term, 

“the projects,” often associated with stereotypic “urban ghettos,” when referring to a 

recently built apartment complex that is home to a large number of students.  When I 

asked about the origins of this label, students told me that it refers to the complex’s quick 

and shoddy construction, including thin walls where you can hear your neighbors next 

door, which they liken to living in a public housing complex.  In the fall of 2012, a minor 

kitchen fire in this development temporarily displaced 18 students, four of whom had to 

be housed in University residence halls. 
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A City official participated in the study recounted that under a former City 

administration, the campus-adjacent neighborhood was “red lined.”  The Mayor at the 

time literally took a red pen and on a map, marked off the neighborhood as the section of 

the city where “student rentals” would be concentrated, and the zoning ordinances 

reflected this philosophy.  Apparently at one point, the City’s Planning Commission even 

debated the question of whether or not to increase the housing density in the 

neighborhood to accommodate the University’s planned growth.  In a 1989 article in a 

local newspaper, the then Chair of the Planning Commission, now a professor emeritus 

from MSU, expressed concerns for the elderly residents in the area who wouldn’t be able 

to move.  “Even with the increased value of the houses for their rental potential, many 

residents couldn’t afford to buy a new home in a different area,” the article noted.  In the 

same article, one of the City’s Commissioners stated, “It’s a double edged sword.  You 

have the positive with the increased growth and employment.  But you’ve also got the 

downside in seeing people who’ve lived there all their lives moving out as the community 

goes rental.”  In the end, the members of the Planning Commission elected not to 

increase the residential density in the neighborhood, opting instead to try and “stabilize 

the neighborhood,” however, no specific stabilization plans were detailed in the article. 

The Consequences of Studentification 

The decision to concentrate students in the campus-adjacent neighborhood was 

made to contain “student rentals” and the problems associated with them such as 

excessive noise, trash, and vandalism.  The unintended consequence of that decision, 

however, is an intensification of the very problems the City sought to contain.  For 



 

 

317 

 

example, City police state that the bulk of their calls on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday 

nights are in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  One University official described this 

intensification as it relates to deteriorating housing conditions: 

It seems to me that there are some property owners who perhaps when they were 

here were Greek, who perhaps when they were here were involved in a certain 

group that may not be Greek who bought the property at that time, whose parents 

bought the property for them at the time whatever the case, now they continue to 

own it years later and to rent it out to their own group and those groups, I think in 

some instances, have not taken good care of the properties.  So, yes I do think that 

some of this is endemic to the university neighborhood and as the university 

neighborhood has become more contained I think it only has gotten worse. 

 

Another year-round resident talked about the intensification of party behavior: 

 

You’re going to have more parties when there is nobody to call in and say hey, it 

is 2 o’clock in the morning and I can’t hear myself think and my windows are 

rattling.  The students won’t call.  They might be bothered by it.  I think the more 

people that would be living on the street, the less the parties are going to get out 

of hand. 

 

Another consequence of studentification is something called “the groundhog 

effect” (National HMO Lobby, 2008).  The “groundhog effect” prevents ongoing 

dialogue between year-round residents and students who share campus-adjacent 

neighborhoods, thus thwarting efforts to build neighborhood cohesion.  The National 

HMO Lobby describes the “groundhog effect” as follows: 

As temporary residents, students are unaware of the past of an area, and have no 

knowledge that it was ever otherwise.  Similarly, as temporary residents without a 

future in the area, many students are unable to engage in long-term strategies.  

Relations between residents and students therefore remain in an eternal present, 
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and have to be renewed every year, with each new cohort of students [emphasis in 

the original]. (p. 9) 

A City official articulated this phenomenon in Mountainside:  

About every 2 to 2½ years, that one [area of] town completely turns over and 

changes and there’s a whole new group of those young people here.  I’m still 

there.  Even if I was connected to a group of young people on the street, three 

years from now at most they’re gone.  Because of that I’m not sure that you ever 

get this integration.   I don’t see how that’s possible.  The populations not only 

are different, the population of that one community is constantly changing and 

about every three years is completely changed.          

The Influence of the Rental Housing Sector 

In an economically depressed region such as Appalachia where people must 

scramble to make a living, there is a reluctance to adopt any policies that might interfere 

in the creation of jobs or the expansion of business.  As one City official commented, 

“this area’s always been depressed, so we’re no worse now in the current economy than 

we’ve ever been.”  Rental housing in Mountainside is clearly big business.  Its economic 

impact goes beyond just the rents that a landlord collects from his/her tenants.  One can 

trace the dollars attached to the rental housing sector beginning with the listing of a 

property with a local real estate agency.  As with any real estate transaction, the seller and 

the realtor benefit from the sale of a property as do lending institutions and attorneys that 

are involved with the financing and closing of the sale.  City and county governments 

also stand to benefit from taxes paid by the owner and from fees for the deed transfer.  

Home maintenance companies including lumber yards, hardware stores, carpet and 

linoleum stores, lawn maintenance companies, and others benefit as well from the 

renovation and upkeep of the property.  I interviewed several landlords who make their 
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primary living from owning and managing rental properties.  One landlord left a job with 

the City to go into the “student rental” business.  Another landlord was laid off from his 

day job and used his “student rental” income to tie him and his family over until he could 

arrange other employment.  Still another landlord owns a large rental management 

company that oversees 87 rental properties housing over 200 tenants, mostly college                                                                                           

students. 

Not only is the rental housing sector an integral part of the local economy, but 

also it has become an integral part of city politics.  The City’s current mayor is a landlord 

as was the former mayor.  The current Commissioner of Finance is the co-owner of a 

local real estate brokerage and the wife of the current Commissioner of Public Works is a 

realtor.  The only other sector that has been equally well represented on City Council in 

recent years is the University with two former mayors and a former Commissioner of 

Finance having been current or retired University faculty members. 

During the study year, the influence of the rental housing sector was clear in a 

number of decisions made by City Council.  For example, the Commissioner of Finance 

raised questions about some provisions of the City’s process for registering rental 

properties.  Specifically, he wanted to relax the training requirements for landlords and 

rental agents and to restrict the role of the rental agent. The City’s rental housing 

ordinance was subsequently amended in accordance with the Commissioner’s wishes.  

One University official who participated in the study worries that such practices promote 

the perception at least that these officials are less likely to support city policies that will 

challenge the authority or compromise the interests of landlords and property managers.  
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A city official countered the veracity of this perception, however, noting that the “current 

mayor is one of the largest landlords in town, yet we [City officials] are tougher and 

stricter and more involved in the regulation, permitting, inspections, and enforcement in 

the history of this city.”   

The influence of the rental housing sector is also felt in other circles in 

Mountainside.  A staff member at city hall owns rental properties as do faculty and staff 

at the University.  One university official labeled such practices “conflicts of interest,” 

which can pose ethical dilemmas related to dual relationships.  Year-round residents of 

the neighborhood also own rental properties and others serve as local agents for out-of-

town owners.  At least some of these year-round residents have reasoned that if their 

neighborhood is going to be dominated by “student rentals,” then their only hope for 

influencing the neighborhood in a positive way is to own or manage rental property so 

they can control the quality of their neighbors.      

The Process of Studentification 

Figure 28 depicts the ratio of owner-occupied to renter-occupied housing units in 

the City, with the campus-adjacent neighborhood outlined in red.  The map clearly 

depicts the concentration of rental properties in the campus-adjacent neighborhood and 

illustrates the reasons why year-round residents increasingly feel like a minority in the 

neighborhood where they have lived for many years.  The neighborhood has experienced 

the process of studentification (Smith, 2005).  According to a guide published by 

Universities UK (2006), studentification has four dimensions as follows: 
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1. Social – the replacement and/or displacement of established residents 

with a transient, generally young and single, social grouping 

2. Cultural – the growth of concentrations of young people with shared 

cultures and lifestyles, and consumption practices, which in turn results 

in the increase of certain types of rental and service intrastructure 

3. Physical – the downgrading or upgrading of the physical environment, 

depending on the local context 

4. Economic – the inflation of property prices and a change in the balance 

of the housing stock resulting in neighbourhoods becoming dominated by 

private rented accommodations and houses in multiple occupation, and 

decreasing levels of owner-occupation. (p. 12) 

Studentification threatens the sustainability of a community because there is a 

constant turnover in residents as well as properties.  In some studentified neighborhoods, 

the viability of institutions such as schools and public libraries is threatened because of 

the exodus of year-round resident families who would normally support such institutions.  

In a small town like Mountainside, these threats are generally not felt because these 

institutions are not attached to a single neighborhood, but rather draw from a larger 

catchment area.  One Mountainside institution that is threatened, however, is University 

Neighbors whose base of support has been among year-round residents.  As these 

residents are fewer and fewer in number, the future of the association becomes bleaker 

and bleaker.   
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Figure 28. Map of Mountainside Illustrating the Phenomenon of Studentification 

  



 

 

323 

 

Universities UK (2006) describes studentification as a unidirectional process that 

moves from a neighborhood dominated by owner-occupied homes to one dominated by 

houses in multiple occupation.  Reversing the process takes concerted effort on the part  

of city governments through comprehensive planning, deliberated zoning changes, and 

reinvestment initiatives such as mortgage support programs.              

Although there are other examples of residential neighborhoods with a high 

percentage of rental housing, the unique characteristic of a campus-adjacent 

neighborhood is the transience of its residents (Smith, 2005).  College students see the 

neighborhood as a temporary way station at best.  Most are not intending to lay down 

roots in this place, bond with its residents, or work to improve neighborhood conditions.  

Year-round residents also are often reluctant to develop relationships with their student 

neighbors because they know that these students are not likely to stay more than a few 

years at the most.   

The Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMO) movement in the United Kingdom 

has been advocating for the establishment of a threshold that would protect residential 

neighborhoods from the threat of studentification (National HMO Lobby, 2008).  The 

standard they have suggested is 10% of households and 20% of the population in a 

neighborhood.  Smith (2008) reports that one Scottish community uses a block-by-block 

standard that no more than 5% of properties should be made up of HMOs.  In Belfast, 

Northern Ireland, the City Council bans HMOs above 30% per street in 21 HMO Policy 

Areas.  Smith, however, advises against a universal standard given the geographic 
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uniqueness of each college town as well as the unique make up of each university’s 

student population.  

The cross-sectional nature of the study prevented me from observing the process 

of studentification, which occurs over time.  The best understanding I could obtain was 

from reading past newspaper articles and asking long-time residents to describe the 

changes in the neighborhood.  The process of studentification in the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood in Mountainside has been unfolding over a long period of time.  A July 26, 

1989 article in a local newspaper reported on the changes in the neighborhood.  The 

article quoted a year-round resident who was in the process of selling her home and 

moving to the nearby countryside.  “‘We didn’t want to leave,’ she said.  ‘But we were 

afraid to sit here too long and then not be able to move out at all.’”   

One year-round resident of the neighborhood articulated the process of 

studentification as she has experienced it: 

It was 1983 that we moved in.  I’m not really sure when it started to change.  I 

guess in the 90s maybe.  Families started moving out you know.  Somebody got a 

new job or somebody died or whatever and as those houses were sold they were 

bought by landlords and turned into student housing. . . . My block used to be 

almost all families [and now it] is three families and the rest students.  That’s a 

huge change, I think for the worse. It wasn’t bad when it was kind of balanced an 

even number of fulltime residents and students.  It was okay, a little bit of a lively 

atmosphere.  Course then I was a lot younger, too (chuckles) so that might have 

something to do with it. 

 

Another year-round resident summarized her feelings about living in a studentified 

neighborhood as follows: 
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This area has almost been given to the university for student rental.  I often think 

that I’m a thorn in somebody’s side because I live here.  I’m sure other people 

feel that way too. 

 

Reversing Studentification 

Some communities in the United Kingdom have been experimenting with 

“purpose-built student housing” that is located in an area separate from the studentified 

neighborhood (Smith, 2008).  These housing developments are typically large-scale and 

high-density and are often built on brownfield sites.  Such developments amount to gated 

communities that Smith argues lead to even greater segregation of students and further 

separation from year-round residents.   

Mountainside has some limited experience with this phenomenon.  The apartment 

complex known to students as “the projects” was built in an open field at the edge of 

town.  It is set off from other properties and because the tenants are exclusively students, 

there is virtually no opportunity for interaction with other year-round resident neighbors.   

The other trend in Mountainside is the University’s move to develop new 

residence halls.  In 2003, through a public-private partnership, the University developed 

an apartment-style complex located on the southern edge of campus.  Currently, 

University officials are lobbying for capital funding to construct a 425-bed residence hall 

that would be built in an area where there are now private rental properties marketed to 

students.  The university is currently negotiating with the owners of these properties. 

Both of the above strategies, however, seek to concentrate students in a defined 

area either on or off campus, a fact that may not facilitate town-gown relations at the 
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neighborhood level.  One University official who participated in the study and who lives 

outside of Mountainside, however, said he would be in favor of decentralizing off-

campus student housing rather than concentrating it in the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood.  He explained his reasons in terms of. . .  

Exposure.  We have neighborhoods [where year-round residents] have never 

talked to a student. There’d be barriers to it - lousy public transportation and 

even lousy weather, so it can make it difficult for people to want to move 

somewhere else, but  you know the neighbor you know is usually far less of a devil 

than the one you imagine. 

 

Some City and University officials predict that if the makeup of the neighborhood 

changed, conditions would go from bad to worse.  As one City official said: 

That [moving students out of the neighborhood] could have a negative impact on 

those marginal properties, older properties in the neighborhood.  Some of those 

will get converted to families; Unfortunately, they’re going to get converted to 

Section 8 rentals.  I’d rather have students.  Students go home.  We have Section 8 

rentals in the neighborhood now.  The problems of noise, drug and alcohol abuse, 

dogs, trash in the yard, again, I know I’m generalizing, but it looks like a student 

rental only it doesn’t go away in June, July, and August. It gets worse ‘cause now 

they’re all outside.  Nobody works and there’s a lot of yelling.  There’s a lot of 

late night trips in and out with people that don’t live there, which is the drug 

activity. 

 

This same sentiment was expressed by a University official who said: 

 

I think even if we got rid of the students we wouldn’t have a better neighborhood, 

because what I think would happen is it would become a low-income 

neighborhood and then you’re gonna deal with the increase in drugs and violent 

behavior and so forth that you see in a low-income neighborhood, because of the 

condition of the properties and it’s not the market that a family that will move in 

here is looking for, you know.  All the houses all around campus are very close to 

one another; there is not much land there, you know. 

 

A few years ago, the City designated an Arts and Entertainment (A&E) District 

that runs through the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  The purpose of an A&E District is 

to develop arts-related businesses (e.g., studios and galleries) by offering them tax 
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incentives.  There have been no new arts-related businesses developed in the district, 

however, beyond two initiatives sponsored by the University, a Creative Writing Center 

and a Center for the Traditional Arts, both located on Main Street, not in the campus-

adjacent neighborhood.   

The City’s recently revised comprehensive plan targets a portion of the campus-

adjacent neighborhood for mixed use development.  The City’s Planning Commission is 

currently revising its zoning ordinances in accordance with the new comprehensive plan.  

Once again, if such development is promoted, the neighborhood could benefit, although, 

some residents (both students and year-round residents) could be displaced, at least 

temporarily, and some owners of rental properties may lose their rental investments.  The 

City’s Planning Commission has discussed the types of businesses that it would like to 

promote including those that rely on pedestrian traffic and those that would appeal to a 

student market.  University officials together with members of University Neighbors 

want to discourage businesses that serve alcohol in order to further the goal of reducing 

high-risk drinking within the neighborhood. 

Together, the A&E and mixed-use development initiatives are likely to bring 

about change in the character of the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  The next few years 

represent a critical juncture for the future of the neighborhood.  It remains to be seen 

whether such initiatives will bring about positive changes in the neighborhood or whether 

they will pose additional challenges.   
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Discussion and Conclusions 

The City’s decision to concentrate “student rentals” in the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood was made in an attempt to contain the problems associated with college 

student housing.  The result, however, has been a process of ghettoization that some feel 

has led to a worsening of problems and a general decline of the neighborhood.  The 

studentification of the campus-adjacent neighborhood threatens its future by diminishing 

the cohesion among residents and by transforming the area from a residential 

neighborhood in the truest sense to a rental market whose value is measured in 

commodified ways, meaning that the neighborhood’s sole worth is the rental investment 

that it affords.  The campus-adjacent neighborhood is the geographic heart of the City 

and if the neighborhood’s vitality isn’t preserved, it is likely to have a negative impact on 

both the City and the University.  Clearly the neighborhood has many challenges 

including small lot sizes, narrow streets with limited on-street parking, and older housing 

stock.  In spite of these challenges, however, there are also assets that could be developed 

in the future.  The City’s newly revised comprehensive plan and the A&E district present 

opportunities for developing the neighborhood’s assets, but they will remain ideas on 

paper unless they are actively promoted given the regional economic challenges. 

The neighborhood’s constituent groups must be active participants in shaping the 

implementation of these plans to ensure they are consistent with their vision for their 

neighborhood.  What is clear is that maintaining the status quo will only lead to a further 

deterioration of the neighborhood’s conditions and the quality of life of its residents and 

property owners.  
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Perhaps one of the greatest initiatives that City officials could pursue, however, is 

to reduce the City’s economic reliance on the University by diversifying its economy.  As 

it now stands, many year-round residents in Mountainside tolerate students because they 

know they must.  They are critically aware that the City needs the University in order to 

survive.  Moreover, many students are also aware of this fact and some interpret this 

reality as a license to do as they please.  If the City were not so financially dependent on 

the University, some of these tensions may be alleviated. 

                 

         

  



 

 

330 

 

Chapter Nine: Discussion and Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to describe the culture of a neighborhood adjacent 

to a public university campus in order to better understand the intergroup relations among 

residents who call this neighborhood “home.”  The working assumption guiding the study 

was that intergroup relationships among neighbors are situated in a larger social, 

historical, and cultural context.  This study has explored many features of the campus-

adjacent neighborhood in Mountainside and generated a breadth of insights.  This final 

chapter examines the study’s cumulative findings, makes some theoretical linkages, 

explores social justice questions highlighted by the study, and outlines the study’s 

implications for policy, practice, and research.  Finally, the chapter also includes a 

critique of the study’s strengths and weaknesses using a framework proposed by Tracy 

(2010) and outlines recommendations for both City and University officials.  

A Delicate Balance 

As part of my analysis of the study’s findings, I utilized the principles of social 

systems theory to examine the interdependent relationships among the neighborhood’s 

constituent groups that are held together in a homeostatic balance.
11

  This balance can be 

offset by change in any one of these groups.  What follows is a chain reaction that does 

not usually follow a linear path.  The examples that follow are informed by insights 

gleaned from the study and could be tested in future research.  Although there are many 

                                                      

11
 This discussion utilizes one of Becker’s (1998) “tricks of the trade,” which he describes as tools for 

thinking about one’s data.  One of his “tricks” is an exercise called “Society as a Machine.”  The idea here 

is to think about how social structures contribute to the perpetuation of an undesired condition.   
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examples of this interdependence, only a few of the most prominent ones will be 

highlighted here.   

Virtually every student who participated in the study talked about how “cash 

strapped” they are.  In today’s age of increasing college costs and growing student debt, 

students, especially those who attend a public institution like Mountainside State 

University, are looking for ways to economize.  Because they don’t feel able to exercise 

control over tuition costs, they look instead to control their basic living expenses and they 

perceive that one way to do that is to move off campus as noted in Chapter Four.  As 

more students elect to live off campus, the studentification of the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood accelerates (see Chapter Eight), since they usually want to live close to 

campus in order to walk rather than drive to classes and activities, another way to save 

money.  The further concentration of students in the campus-adjacent neighborhood 

attracts more liquor outlets, which contributes to an increase in problem behaviors 

associated with alcohol as described in Chapter Seven.  Off-campus living isn’t always as 

economical as they had hoped (see Chapter Four), which sometimes leads students to 

search for ever more affordable housing albeit of questionable quality.  Their transience 

helps them to rationalize this decision (i.e., “I’ll only be living here for one year.”) and in 

turn leads to greater instability in the neighborhood.  As tuition costs rise and the demand 

for inexpensive housing increases, the net result is a depressed rental market.  To stay 

competitive, landlords must keep their rents affordable.  If they reap less money in rents, 

however, they have fewer resources to reinvest in their rental properties, which can lead 

to a general decline in housing conditions (see Chapter Four).  This decline can lead to 
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blight and code enforcement problems, which in turn adds to the burdens of the City’s 

one Rental Housing Inspector/Code Enforcement Officer.   Poor housing conditions may 

provide fewer incentives for student tenants to maintain their rental properties, which 

may lead to an increase in property damage.  This decline in quality can then depress the 

value of owner-occupied homes, which serves as a disincentive for owners to improve 

their properties due to their fear that they won’t be able to recoup that investment if and 

when the property is sold.  Moreover, older or disabled residents of the neighborhood live 

on fixed incomes and they may not be able to afford to maintain their homes, especially 

since older properties often demand more money to maintain.   

Another example of the delicate balance among neighborhood constituent groups 

is in the area of police enforcement.  Year-round residents are often the neighborhood 

watchdogs.  They are home during the day when students may be in class and they are 

there to watch over the neighborhood during the winter and summer breaks when rental 

properties are vacant.  Some year-round residents, however, especially older women who 

live alone, are reluctant to call the police because of their fear of retribution (see Chapter 

Six).  If year-round residents stop calling the police, however, there will be no record of 

the offending activity.  Because the University relies on police reports to take action 

regarding off-campus student conduct violations (see Chapter Seven), their efforts will be 

hampered as a result.  If the University takes no action, this may signal to students that 

their behavior is not problematic, which may result in a continuance of that behavior.  As 

a result, this behavior may in turn lead to additional property damage and/or present 

problems to year-round residents and other students, some who will conclude that the 
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University isn’t doing anything to address these problems.  As a result, some of these 

residents will be prompted to move out of the neighborhood, a fact that increases the 

process of studentification (see Chapter Eight). 

A final example centers on opportunities for rental investment.  According to the 

City’s Rental Housing Inspector/Code Enforcement Officer, the City’s rental housing 

registration and inspection fees are low compared to other college towns (see Chapter 

Four).  This fact combined with the affordable housing market makes the community 

attractive for investors to purchase rental properties, including out-of-town investors.  

Both University and City officials report that it is more difficult to work with out-of-town 

owners in resolving problems that occur in their properties, which can contribute to the 

escalation of these problems (see Chapter Eight).  The net result is more demands on 

local police and on the City’s Rental Housing Inspector/Code Enforcement Officer as 

well as on University officials.  In addition, an escalation of problematic behavior in turn 

causes problems for both year-round residents and other students in the neighborhood. 

The above examples illustrate how the homeostasis of the neighborhood is 

maintained through the interactions among its primary constituent groups.  Change in one 

(even change for the better) results in changes in the others and the homeostasis is offset, 

if only for a temporary period of time.  To avoid this imbalance, the constituent groups 

are held in a dynamic tension and thus, they tend to behave in predictable and patterned 

ways, which can serve to perpetuate problems and work against their resolution.  

Understanding this fact can help stakeholders in intentionally working against the 

tendency for social systems to maintain the status quo. 
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Theoretical Linkages 

There are three theoretical linkages highlighted by the study’s findings as follows: 

(1) theories related to self and collective efficacy, (2) theories related to intergroup 

relations, and (3) theories related to ghettoization.  Each of these linkages will be 

explored in depth. 

Self and collective efficacy.  In their research on public disorder in urban 

communities, Kelling and Wilson (1982) developed a theory popularly known as 

“Broken Windows” that formed the basis of the community policing movement in the 

U.S.  Essentially the theory posits that community members’ perceptions of disorder 

influence their feelings of safety.  If they perceive there to be a high degree of social 

disorder in the community (e.g., deteriorating or abandoned buildings, loitering, public 

consumption of alcohol, etc.), then they feel less safe, which in turn causes them to 

withdraw from the community by spending more time indoors.  When this occurs, there 

are fewer “community watchdogs,” which in turn leads to higher crime rates.  Thus, 

deteriorating physical and social conditions of a neighborhood and the lack of challenges 

to anti-social behavior signal to offenders that crime can continue unchecked. 

The theory of “broken windows” was subsequently challenged by Sampson and 

Raudenbush (1999) who questioned its causal chain.  Their research found only a 

spurious relationship between perceived disorder and crime rates.  Instead, they 

suggested that the most influential variable in predicting crime rates was the level of 

collective efficacy, which they defined as “cohesion among residents combined with 

shared expectations for the social control of public space” (p. 603). 
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The theorist credited with developing the construct of efficacy is psychologist, 

Albert Bandura.  Bandura (1977) hypothesized that “expectations of personal efficacy 

determine whether coping behavior will be initiated, how much effort will be expended, 

and how long it will be sustained in the face of obstacles and aversive experiences” (p. 

191).  Bandura (1995) argues that it is the perception of one’s ability to control one’s 

environment that is more important than the objective measures of control.  Self-efficacy 

encompasses all levels of application from the personal to the collective.  It is developed 

through four main sources: one’s own mastery experiences, vicarious experiences 

through role models, social persuasion of others, and one’s physiological and emotional 

state.  Applications of collective efficacy are influenced by people’s perceptions of their 

ability to get things done by working together.  Included in collective efficacy are the 

processes of “. . . forg[ing] divergent self-interests into a shared agenda, enlist[ing] 

supporters and resources for collective action, devis[ing] effective strategies and 

execut[ing] them successfully, and withstand[ing] forcible opposition and discouraging 

setbacks” (p. 33).   

A construct related to efficacy is human agency.  Campbell (2009) explores a 

variety of definitions of human agency, which in its simplest form is “the capacity for 

willed (voluntary) action” (p. 408).  Campbell distinguishes between two types of 

agency, which he calls type 1 and type 2.  Type 1 refers to the power of agency, meaning 

“. . . an actor’s ability to initiate and maintain a program of action” (p. 407).  Type 2, on 

the other hand, refers to “. . . an actor’s ability to act independently of the constraining 

power of social structure” (p. 407).  Campbell argues that the two types are not 

necessarily related, since it is entirely possible for an individual to have the power of 
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agency (type 1) while lacking agentic power (type 2) and vice versa.  Campbell’s 

distinction between these two types supports Bandura’s (2001) rejection of the duality of 

personal agency versus social structure that is common in discussions about human 

agency. 

Finally, a pair of constructs that bridges Bandura’s (1995) work on efficacy and 

Campbell’s (2009) work on human agency was articulated by Joe Soss, a political 

scientist.  Soss (1999) differentiates between “internal and external efficacy” in relation 

to political activity.  Internal efficacy is “the perception of one’s own ability to 

understand and participate in political life” while external efficacy refers to “beliefs about 

governmental responsiveness” to political activity (p. 369).     

The findings from this study suggest that the social structure of the campus-

adjacent neighborhood in Mountainside sorely limits the degree of collective efficacy 

(and thus, agentic power) exercised by year-round residents and off-campus students 

alike.  The transience of the neighborhood, the lack of intra and intergroup cohesion 

among residents, the de facto and de jure segregation patterns, and the increasing 

studentification of the neighborhood all work against the residents’ collective efficacy.  

These facts, however, don’t prevent residents from exercising human agency.  As a 

matter of fact, the study’s findings suggest that students’ alcohol-related behavior may be 

an expression of just that, students’ human agency.  One of the reasons they drink is 

because they can.  Drinking becomes a way of asserting their power, albeit in ways that 

deviate from the community’s norms.  This conclusion is supported by data cited in 

Chapter Seven that suggests that drinking is an act of defiance for some MSU students.  
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As it now stands, many students don’t feel welcome in the community.  Many 

have not been engaged in the community in substantive ways.  This fact may give them 

tacit permission to continue engaging in deviant behavior.  It may encourage them to 

assert their human agency in anti-social ways.  The campus-adjacent neighborhood’s lack 

of collective efficacy furthers these processes. 

Students who participated in the study had very little awareness of City 

ordinances regarding rental housing and processes related to code enforcement.  Most 

were unaware of their rights and responsibilities as tenants.  Some are living in conditions 

that pose health and safety risks, and some are living in conditions that fail to justify the 

amount of rent they are paying.  Yet, they lacked a larger consciousness about these 

matters and they have made no attempts to organize any student protest to challenge these 

institutional structures.  These facts suggest that students’ collective efficacy is limited, 

not only because they lack internal efficacy, but also because they question the 

responsiveness of University and City government officials to address their concerns, a 

function of external efficacy.  Their doubts in this regard may be reinforced by the 

economic and political power held by landlords and property managers, many of whom 

are also affiliated with the University or with City government.   

Similarly, year-round residents of the neighborhood experience diminished 

internal efficacy.  Many feel squeezed between two large institutional structures, the City 

and the University.  Many feel powerless in the face of the rental housing sector that 

exercises increasing control over their neighborhood.  They complain about their student 

neighbors, perhaps because doing so is one of the few ways they can assert their human 
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agency.  Complaining, however, doesn’t lead to structural change, and may very well 

reflect their lack of external efficacy.      

During the study year, I wondered what would happen if neighborhood residents 

were able to channel their collective energies in more effective ways.  How would the 

conditions of the neighborhood change if at all?  What effect would an increased level of 

collective efficacy have on neighborhood relations?  What would happen, for example, if 

residents of the campus-adjacent neighborhood had a dedicated seat or seats on the City 

Council, on the Planning Commission, and on the Board of Zoning Appeals? 

The City uses a commissioner form of municipal government.  Commissioners 

are elected for a two-year term to oversee a particular area of city government, public 

works; public safety; finance; or water, parks, and recreation.  Thus, seats on the City 

Council are not designated by neighborhood or district within the City.  In the 23 years 

that I’ve lived in Mountainside, there has never been a Commissioner who lived in the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood.   

Similarly, there is no dedicated seat on City Council for a student representative.  

A few years ago, a student who was active in the Student Government Association at 

MSU floated a proposal to create such a seat, however, it was not supported.  The City 

holds its municipal election in June when most of the students are not in town.  Although 

students are free to register to vote in the City, they would have to request an absentee 

ballot to participate in the City’s election, which may deter students from participating in 

municipal affairs.  A City official whom I interviewed for the study said he didn’t feel it 

was necessary to have a dedicated seat on the Council for a student since they are free to 
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run for office, however, no student has been elected in my 23 years of living in 

Mountainside even though some have run.  If the Mayor and Commissioners don’t wish 

to change the City’s charter to dedicate a seat for a student representative, then perhaps 

there could be a student advisory board or a non-voting student seat.  These avenues 

would at least give students a voice in decisions that affect them. 

There is only one resident of the campus-adjacent neighborhood who serves on 

the City’s Planning Commission, and he is a faculty member at MSU and a former 

landlord.  There are no neighborhood residents who serve on the Board of Zoning 

Appeals.  Yet, during the study year, most of the business that came before these two 

bodies involved properties in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  The membership of 

these bodies is made up of citizens who volunteer to serve and in theory, any citizen can 

volunteer.  To my knowledge, no resident of the campus-adjacent neighborhood, other 

than the one man who serves on the Planning Commission, has volunteered to serve.  A 

dedicated seat on these bodies, however, may prompt City officials to identify a resident 

of the campus-adjacent neighborhood to serve on these commissions. 

Mountainside, like many U.S. communities in this day and age, suffers from 

political disengagement on the part of citizens (Putnam, 2000).  During the study year, 

there was only sporadic attendance at City meetings.  More often than not at City Council 

work sessions, it was me and a local business person in attendance.  The City Council 

meetings tended to capture the most citizen participation, however, most of those 

attending were there for special commendations, and once these were awarded (usually at 

the beginning of the meeting), most of these people left the meeting before the 

substantive business took place.  Not only is there minimal citizen participation in public 
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meetings, voter turnout is also minimal.  The local newspaper reported that only 94 of 

3,569 of the City’s registered voters voted in the last election.  The Mayor and all four of 

the City’s current Commissioners ran unopposed and all were re-elected.   

The wholesale disengagement of citizens will likely make it difficult to increase 

the level of collective efficacy in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  Citizen 

disengagement is further complicated by the aging of the population of year-round 

residents in the neighborhood.  Still, there are some younger year-round residents of the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood who have the potential to serve in these positions were 

they to be created, but for whatever reason, they are not coming forward to volunteer on 

their own.  A more deliberate attempt on the part of City officials to encourage year-

round residents to serve on these commissioners may yield more than simply publishing 

an open call in the local newspaper. 

As for the engagement of off-campus students, University officials who 

participated in the study reported challenges in communicating with off-campus students 

and engaging them in campus-based organizations.  They tend to rely on mass e-mails to 

students as well as postings on social media sites such as Facebook to publicize campus 

events, but off-campus students seem to be relatively uninvolved in campus 

organizations.  Student participants in the study who were involved in student 

organizations tended to be involved in Greek organizations, both recognized and 

unrecognized, which have a much stronger presence in the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood than do other student organizations.   

Even though off-campus students live in the campus-adjacent neighborhood, 

many are not really connected to the community either in nominal or substantive ways.  
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For example, in interviews, I explored students’ use of community services and 

discovered that short of grocery and discount stores and local restaurants and bars, they 

do not avail themselves of the community’s services.  University Neighbors has had great 

difficulty getting students involved in the association despite numerous and varied 

attempts.  In a year’s time, the only students who attended public meetings were a group 

of young people (whom I assume were MSU students) who attended a City Council work 

session (I think for a class assignment), and the students who work with the campus 

television station and who film the City Council meetings.  Although, students are clearly 

concerned about how they are being perceived by year-round residents in Mountainside 

as a result of the recent acts of violence, it is not known whether off-campus students 

have the motivation to be more engaged in civic affairs, enough to take a more active role 

on City Council or City commissions.  Perhaps, though, if City officials reached out to 

the students and intentionally invited them to serve in these roles, they may be successful 

in channeling students’ exercise of human agency in more pro-social ways.   

Another way the City could redirect students’ human agency and build their 

collective efficacy is by embracing initiatives that capture their “creative capital” 

(Florida, 2004).  Florida asserts that the presence of a university is a key factor in 

building “creative capital,” which he feels is more important than “social capital” in 

building a city’s economic base; although, he notes that the mere presence of a university 

isn’t sufficient to build creative capital.  The community must be able to harness the 

talent and innovations that the university produces and work to build the sorts of lifestyle 

amenities that are sought out by the “creative class,” that new generation that desires a 

different kind of workplace experience than their predecessors.  The University and the 
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City, perhaps through its Main Street Program or through the County’s Chamber of 

Commerce, could partner in more intentional ways to develop entrepreneurial initiatives 

for upper-level students who, upon graduation, may then open small businesses in the 

City or surrounding region.  Non-profit organizations could engage students as members 

of Advisory Boards or Boards of Directors.  Local businesses could be encouraged to 

establish paid internships for MSU students that would serve as employee training 

programs for beginning professionals. 

In conclusion, both off-campus students and year-round residents of the 

neighborhood are asserting their human agency, however, they lack agentic power as 

defined by Campbell (2009).  The future of the neighborhood, however, depends on the 

ability to maximize their collective efficacy.  Although it won’t be easy, it behooves the 

City and the University to ensure that residents are able to be part of the solution to the 

problems of the campus-adjacent neighborhood.     

Intergroup relations.  Another linkage that helps to make sense of the study’s 

findings is in relation to theories on intergroup relations.  Most of the research on 

intergroup relations comes from the field of social psychology beginning with the work 

of Allport (1954) who postulated that intergroup contact leads to positive relations, but 

only in conditions where there is intimacy, equal status, common goals, and institutional 

support.  Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) work on intergroup relations takes into consideration 

both social structure and socially shared systems of beliefs by distinguishing between 

behavior rooted in interpersonal dynamics versus behavior rooted in intergroup 

dynamics.  Interpersonal dynamics occur between individuals (e.g., a relationship 
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between husband and wife) and are determined by individual characteristics that operate 

apart from the individuals’ group affiliations.  In contrast, intergroup dynamics are 

determined by people’s membership in various social groups or categories (e.g., 

negotiations between labor and management).  In intergroup relations, people are acting 

not as individuals, but rather as representatives of a social group.  Although, their group 

affiliation may be minimal and anonymous, it is nevertheless still influential.  Tajfel and 

Turner look at interpersonal and intergroup behavior on a continuum.  To that continuum, 

they add another, the poles of which they label “social mobility” and “social change.”  

Social mobility refers to people’s perception that they can change their membership in 

social groupings, and social change refers to people’s perception that their membership is 

fixed and virtually impossible to change.  In cultures where there is a widespread 

consensus that group membership is fixed, there tends to be a high degree of intergroup 

conflict.  In other words, the more people tend towards the extremes of intergroup 

dynamics and social change, the more they will treat members of an out-group as 

representatives of a unified social category and the more in-group bias they will hold. 

The tendency to evaluate one’s in-group more favorably than an out-group 

depends on the ability to differentiate these groups from each other.  Based on their 

cumulative research, Tajfel and Turner (1979) identify three variables that influence 

intergroup differentiation.  First, individuals must have internalized their in-group 

identity as part of their self-concept.  Second, the social situation must allow for 

intergroup comparisons on the basis of salient characteristics.  Third, the out-group must 

be perceived as a relevant comparison group on the basis of factors such as proximity or 
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similarity.  In order to ensure that one’s in-group compares more favorably, group 

members may change the circumstances of the comparative situation by comparing the 

in-group to the out-group on a new dimension, changing the values assigned to the 

attribute that is being compared so that a negative characteristic is now perceived to be 

positive, or changing the comparison to another out-group of lower perceived status.  

Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) research also examined power relationships between 

groups that are established by the social structure.  They conclude that “. . .  when the 

dominant group or sections of it perceive their superiority as legitimate they will 

probably react in an intensely discriminatory fashion to any attempt by the subordinate 

group to change the intergroup situation” (pp. 45-46).  This risk is especially great in 

situations where there are scarce resources.  Although there is nothing inherently 

conflictual about intergroup relations, situations of scarcity can lead to hostility directed 

towards an out-group.  Another situation that can provoke hostility is when “. . . a group’s 

action for positive distinctiveness is frustrated, impeded, or in any way actively prevented 

by an out-group” (p. 46). 

There are multiple intergroup dynamics in the campus-adjacent neighborhood in 

Mountainside.  Although the composition of the neighborhood lends itself to a dualistic 

framework of town and gown (year-round residents and off-campus students), intergroup 

relations in the neighborhood are multi-layered and more complex than this dualistic 

framework would suggest.  This study provides some clues about group comparisons and 

intergroup conflicts resulting from the competition for scarce resources, specifically 

control of the neighborhood.  The studentification of the neighborhood means that 
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students and year-round residents do not have equal status, an essential condition for 

positive intergroup relations according to Allport (1954).  Moreover, the fact that no 

actions have been taken to curtail the process of studentification suggests limited 

institutional support to build positive intergroup relations in the neighborhood.   

The bifurcated age make-up of the neighborhood sets up an intergenerational 

dynamic that Chasteen (2005) says operates differently from other types of intergroup 

relations given that age groups involve temporary, not permanent membership.  Because 

intergenerational groups do not involve fixed membership, they would fall closer to the 

social mobility pole on Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) continuum.  Moreover, the study’s 

findings raise questions about the degree of intragroup solidarity among year-round 

residents and among off-campus college students.  Together, these facts seem to suggest 

that even though the dominant interactional pattern in the neighborhood falls along 

generational lines, it is not generational groupings that explain the existing intergroup 

conflict.   

In addition to the neighborhood’s bifurcated age composition, it also has a 

bifurcated racial composition with an overwhelming white year-round resident 

population and an off-campus student population that is increasingly made up of people 

of color.  Unlike age, race is generally perceived to be a fixed group characteristic, thus 

falling closer to the social change pole on Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) continuum.  In 

addition, race is a much more visible characteristic than others that might differentiate 

off-campus students from year-round residents such as student status, social class, 

political views, sexual orientation, or religious affiliation.  For this reason, race is a much 
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more salient characteristic in the differentiation of year-round residents and off-campus 

college students.  Moreover, the nature of race relations in the City and the surrounding 

region, both past and present, helps to explain why race may be the characteristic that 

explains the intergroup conflict in the neighborhood.      

The longevity of year-round residents tends to increase their feelings of 

ownership of the neighborhood, which in turn adds to their feeling of in-group  

superiority.  The studentification of the neighborhood, however, threatens the social 

position of year-round residents, which in turn frustrates their ability to perceive their in-

group in a more favorable light compared to off-campus students.  On the other hand, 

students’ dominance of the neighborhood gives them a feeling of in-group superiority in 

comparison to year-round residents, and their perception that they are being seen in 

negative ways as a result of the recent incidents of violence frustrates their ability to 

perceive their in-group in a more favorable light compared to year-round residents.  The 

convergence of these factors fuels intergroup tensions not only between town and gown, 

but also within town and gown.  Thus, year-round residents whose behavior doesn’t 

honor the reputation of Mountainside residents may be perceived by other year-round 

residents as being disloyal to their in-group.  Similarly, off-campus students whose 

behavior doesn’t honor the reputation of MSU students may be perceived by other MSU 

students as being disloyal to their in-group.  These dynamics may help to explain the 

intragroup tensions on both sides of the town and gown equation.     

Ghettoization. One of the aspects of Appalachian culture that has relevance in 

understanding town-gown dynamics in the campus-adjacent neighborhood in 
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Mountainside is what Jones (1991) calls, “love of place.”  There is enormous community 

pride among year-round residents of Mountainside that includes both the City and the 

University.  This community pride is rooted in the history of the “best dressed miners” 

and their work to establish the original Normal School.  Yet, the community has changed 

as has the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  More students are coming to MSU from 

outside the local region and they are more racially and ethnically diverse than ever 

before.  More students are moving off-campus after their first year of college and as the 

market demands have increased, so has the supply of off-campus student housing.  

Although the use of alcohol among off-campus students is not a new phenomenon as the 

history of Mountainside and MSU suggests, there are new risks associated with its use, 

most notably an increase in violent and destructive behavior.   

Smith (2005) sees the studentification of campus-adjacent neighborhoods as a 

special form of gentrification.  Like other forms of gentrification, studentification attracts 

property owners whose interest in the neighborhood is the investment opportunities it 

affords.  The effect of studentification, like other forms of gentrification, can result in the 

displacement of long-term residents, but unlike other forms, studentification attracts a 

new population of residents who are largely transient and have low levels of 

neighborhood attachment.    Cortes’ (2004) research suggests that proximity to a 

university campus has a differential effect on the housing market depending on whether 

the university is under public or private auspices, although, these findings have not been 

tested in subsequent research.  Proximity to a public institution, Cortes asserts, tends to 

depress market rents, but inflate housing values.  Just the opposite pattern seems to have 
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unfolded in Moutainside where proximity to the MSU campus has inflated rents, but 

depressed property assessments.  This pattern seems more indicative of the pattern of 

ghettoization where private landlords engage in exploitive practices and overall property 

values decline (Hilfiker, 2002).  Another similarity between ghettoization and the 

studentification in Mountainside has been City Officials’ decision to concentrate “student 

rentals” in the campus-adjacent neighborhood through a process of “red lining.” 

Unlike other ghettos, a studentified neighborhood does not uniformly trap all 

residents, largely due to its transient nature.  Students are attracted to the neighborhood as 

part of their ascent to adult independence, and their path to pursue a college degree is an 

upwardly mobile one.  Those who can become trapped in a studentified neighborhood are 

older homeowners who cannot financially afford to leave and/or who cannot physically 

leave. 

It is curious that both a City official and a University official who participated in 

the study expressed the opinion that if students weren’t interested in the neighborhood, 

the only people who would be interested would be people who are poor.  Those 

comments suggest that the process of ghettoization may have come to fruition.  Such 

perceptions affirm that the campus-adjacent neighborhood is truly seen by some as a 

ghetto, not wholly unlike the iconic ghettos in more urban communities described by 

Anderson (2012). 

Marcuse (2012) describes three processes that are changing the face of the iconic 

ghetto in the U.S.  These processes are (1) de-spatialization of the ghetto, that is, the use 
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of alternative mechanisms of oppression and social control other than the use of physical 

space within a community; (2) dilution of the ghetto, that is, the replacement of 

traditional uses of the space with other uses through urban renewal and gentrification; 

and (3) marketization, that is, the application of economic pressures that take advantage 

of the supply of cheap labor that a ghetto community provides.  As a result of these 

processes, the “hard ghetto,” “[one] in which the spatial confinement is legally 

established, implemented by force of law, and used as a primary tool of social control” 

(pp. 39-40) is being replaced by the “weak ghetto,” “[one] in which a group defined by an 

ascribed identity is oppressed and finds itself spatially clustered, although, not legally 

thus confined, as a result of inequalities of power and subject to social controls not 

exercised primarily by its spatial concentration” (p. 40). 

These processes also apply to the student ghetto in Mountainside.  City officials 

are quick to point out that students may live anywhere in the city where there are rental 

properties.  Although in theory, there is nothing forcing students to live in the campus-

adjacent neighborhood, most students in the study expressed an interest in living close to 

campus, suggesting the existence of a “weak ghetto” per Marcuse’s (2012) definition; 

although, zoning ordinances do play a part in the ghettoization of the neighborhood.   

As the City moves forward in implementing its revised comprehensive plan that 

calls for a mixed-use zone in part of the campus-adjacent neighborhood and its newly 

designated A&E District, which also encompasses part of the neighborhood, it will likely 

move towards the process of marketization as described by Marcuse (2012).  College 

students are part of the low-wage workforce, and as college costs increase, they are likely 
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to be attracted to the job opportunities these new initiatives may provide.  What effect 

these initiatives will have on the neighborhood and its residents will depend in large part 

on how these plans are developed. 

Legal and Ethical Issues:  Discerning Questions of Social Justice 

This study has raised many questions some legal and some related to ethical 

matters of social justice.  It is these questions that I would like to now address. 

Many social justice scholars including Rawls (1999), Sen (2009), and Nussbaum 

(2004) have reflected on the role of institutions in the promotion of social justice.  This 

literature raises a number of questions when applied to university-community relations.  

Among them are (1) What are the university and community’s mutual responsibilities to 

the other?  (2) Should educational institutions be held to the same standards as other 

social institutions with regards to their relationship with the community at large or should 

they be held to different standards? and finally, (3) How can the relationship between 

university and community be structured in such a way as to promote social justice?   

Rawls (1999) uses the term, institutions, to refer to “a public system of rules 

which defines offices and positions with their rights and duties, powers and immunities, 

and the like” (p. 47).  These rules define behavioral norms and sanctions, which are 

arrived at through a process of open, public discourse intended to benefit all.  The latter 

notion invokes the idea of a “social contract” in the tradition of Locke, Rousseau, and 

Kant, and implicit in this notion is the concept of social justice.  The mere fact that 

people agree to a social contract, however, does not make the contract fair.  Contracts 

carry moral weight, only when they realize two ideas – autonomy and reciprocity.  Sandel 
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(2009) argues that “consent is not a necessary condition of moral obligation.  If the 

mutual benefit is clear enough, the moral claims of reciprocity may hold even without an 

act of consent” (p. 146).  Furthermore, he adds, it is wrong to assume “that wherever 

there is an obligation, there must have been an agreement – some act of consent . . . for 

obligation can arise without consent” (pp. 148-149). 

Sandel (2009) describes Rawls’ theory of justice as revolving around two 

principles, the first of which provides for equal basic liberties for all citizens, such as 

freedom of speech and religion.  The second principle, known as the “difference 

principle,” permits the unequal distribution of social and economic goods and 

opportunities only when they advantage the least well off members of a society.   

When parties in an agreement negotiate from unequal positions there is always the 

potential for abuses of power.  This notion, in turn, raises the question do universities and 

their surrounding communities negotiate from positions of equal power?  In the campus-

adjacent neighborhood in Mountainside where this study was situated, the answer is a 

resounding no.   

Because of job loss in Mountainside’s regional economy, as noted earlier, there is 

increasing reliance on the University as an economic engine.  Whereas, for most of its 

early history, the University was more dependent on the community for its very 

existence, one could say that now the community is more economically dependent on the 

university.  The transformation of this relationship has had an impact on the day-to-day 
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relationships between town and gown.  There is no longer (if there ever was) a social 

contract that was mutually consented to by both the university and the community.   

Although Sen (2009) has great admiration for Rawls’ theory of distributive 

justice, he also critiques his notions of justice as fairness.  Sen argues that Rawls’ first 

principle of justice is a transcendent one that cannot be achieved in actuality because it 

must be negotiated apriori, without regard to existing social inequalities.  Sen 

acknowledges that Rawls softened his original principle in his later writings, but despite 

that fact, Sen is dissatisfied.  Sen writes, “If institutions have to be set up on the basis of a 

unique set of principles of justice emanating from the exercise of fairness through the 

original position, then the absence of such a unique emergence cannot but hit at the very 

root of the theory” (p. 58).  Sen also notes that Rawls assumes that “once a social contract 

has been arrived at, people would abandon any narrow pursuit of self-interest and follow 

instead the rules of behaviour that would be needed to make the social contract work” (p. 

79), a condition that seems unlikely to occur.  

In contrast, Sen (2009) advises citizens to “seek institutions that promote justice, 

rather than treating the institutions as themselves manifestations of justice” (p. 82).  To 

achieve this objective, Sen argues for the creation of a system of checks of balances to 

hold institutions accountable to the people.  As in other parts of his theory, he emphasizes 

that justice must be pursued not only in terms of the outcomes achieved, but also in terms 

of the processes that are followed.  A vital part of such processes, Sen argues, is the 

opportunity for public reasoning, for without it, a true democracy cannot emerge. 
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Therein lies the potential for problems regarding the role that HEIs play in their 

surrounding communities.  For decades, the quintessential university remained closed to 

public scrutiny and public reasoning through open dialogue.  Thus, the concept of the 

“ivory tower” was borne.  In this model, the university itself often provided for only 

nominal involvement on the part of community members who were often the elite of the 

community.  Historically, there were very few mechanisms for average citizens to be 

involved in shaping decisions that would likely have a dramatic impact on their day-to-

day lives. 

Over time, alternative institutional arrangements have developed within higher 

education circles to challenge this model of institutional elitism.  One was laid out by 

Nichols (1990) who outlines five components of effective town-gown relations:  a 

commitment to cooperation, leadership, and communication; an economic partnership; 

sharing resources effectively; being good neighbors, and enhancing the quality of life.  

Building such relationships in a manner that is consistent with Sen’s (2009) theory 

requires mutuality and reciprocity between the university and the surrounding 

community, and yet, these characteristics presume a balance of power between the two 

entities that may not always exist. 

Seymour (1989) describes the above dilemma in terms of boundary management.  

He acknowledges that unlike other entities, HEIs have a unique structure that makes 

boundary management all the more challenging.  Among the characteristics that he cites 

are the fact that HEIs are made up of discipline-driven, semiautonomous structures that 

work against the organization functioning as a whole unit and slow the process of 
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institutional responsiveness to changes in its environment.  Secondly, HEIs often have 

vague and diffuse goals that make it difficult to clearly define the organization.  Third, 

the culture and history of HEIs can result in adherence to maintaining the status quo.  

Seymour’s boundary framework raises important social justice questions when applied to 

town-gown relations in residential campus-adjacent neighborhoods.  For example, if 

Mountainside State University, not unlike other universities, relies on the surrounding 

community to house its students, then where do the University’s boundaries begin and 

end?  What is the University’s responsibility to its off-campus students?  This question 

raises the age old debate about in loco parentis, which becomes even more complex 

when applied to majority-age, off-campus students who have one foot in the University 

and one foot in the community.  If, when students move off-campus, they are exposed to 

exploitive practices on the part of the private housing sector or the liquor industry that 

jeopardize their health and safety and compromise their capabilities, then how does a 

university, particularly a public one that is ultimately accountable to the state’s citizens, 

respond in a way that promotes social justice?  If, as is the case of Mountainside, a 

culture clash results from the intersection of a diverse student body with a predominantly 

white, Appalachian community, then how do the University and the City respond in a 

way that promotes social justice?  If, as in the case of Mountainside State University, the 

institution displaces residents as a result of University expansion and takes properties out 

of the city’s tax base, then what response would promote social justice for those residents 

and property owners and for the City as a whole?  If, as in the case of Mountainside, the 

City’s policies and practices potentially segregate students (i.e., through zoning 

ordinances that concentrate student rental housing in the campus-adjacent neighborhood) 



 

 

355 

 

or prohibit students from participating as full-fledged citizens (i.e., by holding the city’s 

election in June when the students are usually not in town), then what response would 

promote social justice for students and year-round residents alike?   

Such boundary questions are made even more complex when one examines the 

intersection of justice and law.  For example, the interpretation of key higher education 

policies frequently precludes the sharing of information that would be helpful to citizens.  

University officials have often interpreted the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act 

(FERPA) as prohibiting the release of information that would assist residents of 

surrounding neighborhoods in resolving problems.  As a result, residents were (and to 

some extent still are) unaware of whether or not the University had taken judicial action 

to address the drunken and disorderly behavior of students who live off campus.  

Consequently, the perception among local residents was (and to some extent still is) that 

the University turns a blind eye to such behavior, which is not necessarily the case.  One 

member of University Neighbors who was interviewed for the study indicated that one of 

the most valuable aspects of the association was the opportunity to dialogue with 

University and City officials.  She receives information about University and City 

initiatives and is able to share her concerns about neighborhood conditions and ideas for 

improvement.     

Another example is in regards to the interpretation of the Jeanne Clery Disclosure 

of Campus Security Policy and Campus Crime Statistics Act (also known as the Clery 

Act).  The U.S. Department of Education (2011) distributes an elaborate handbook 

designed to help university officials decide what crimes need to be reported under the 
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Clery Act.  HEIs are required to report crimes that occur “on campus, on public property 

within or immediately adjacent to the campus, and in or on noncampus buildings or 

property that your institution owns or controls” (p. 11).  The violent incidents that have 

taken place in Mountainside over the last two years took place in private off-campus 

properties, and thus, were not reportable under the Clery Act requirements.  This fact 

furthers the perception held by some year-round residents who are critical of the response 

on the part of University officials who, residents felt, distanced themselves from taking 

responsibility for the problems that led up to the violence.  The question of whose 

responsibility is whose continues to be debated in Mountainside.  In response to the acts 

of violence that have occurred over the last two years in the community, the University 

and the City negotiated a public safety agreement through which the University will pay 

$200,000 a year to the city for the purposes of strengthening public safety resources.  In 

exchange, the City will give the University a reduction in water fees.  The agreement also 

grants jurisdictional authority to campus police officers who will routinely patrol 

designated streets in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  This sharing of resources 

suggests a reciprocal process that is more in keeping with Sen’s (2009) framework of 

social justice.        

Finally, the shooting incident at Virginia Tech that occurred in 2007 and the legal 

precedent that was set by the subsequent lawsuit brought by the parents of two students 

who were killed in the tragedy raises additional questions about boundaries and processes 

that promote social justice.  The court’s verdict found university officials negligent for 

not issuing timelier warnings of an imminent threat to life and safety.  As one 
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Mountainside State University official who was interviewed for the study noted this 

decision places additional legal pressures on HEIs without defining what constitutes an 

“imminent threat” and what constitutes a “timely warning.”  In addition, the case raises 

questions about boundaries between universities and communities.  What if the threat 

arises off campus and threatens the well-being of University students as might have been 

the case in a recent armed robbery of a convenience store in Mountainside that is 

frequented by many University students who live both on and off campus?  What if the 

threat originates on campus, but may impact the well-being of community residents; what 

is the University’s responsibility to warn those residents?            

The debate about the ideal relationship between universities and communities is 

one that speaks to core questions about the role that educational institutions play in 

promoting social justice.  Nussbaum (2004), in promoting a capabilities approach to 

social justice, notes that “education is a key to all the human capabilities” (p. 24), and 

although she is specifically referring to primary and secondary education, one could 

argue that in western economies it is increasingly important to pursue higher education in 

order to fully realize one’s individual capabilities.  Sen (2009) takes issue with 

Nussbaum’s insistence in developing a list of core cross-national capabilities, a task 

which he feels is contrary to the principles of social choice and public reasoning, which 

must be exercised by citizens themselves.  The study has revealed a widespread 

perception that the University is an asset to the city and to the region.  Many participants 

in the study take great pride that they or their family members are alumni of the 

University, and many spoke about the positive developments the University has spawned 
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in the community including the annual Appalachian festival and the city’s commitment to 

the revitalization of the Main Street business district.  Nevertheless, the study has also 

revealed the fact that many local residents see the University as a mystery.  They do not 

know how it is structured nor do they understand how decisions are made within the 

institution.  An example of the latter dynamic is in regards to a “tip line” that the 

University’s police force implemented a few years ago.  A University official told me 

that the tip line is open to both campus and community members and yet, many people I 

interviewed knew nothing about it.  In fact, the University has only recently begun to 

publicize it on campus and in the community at large.  The number is published in the 

student newspaper in the weekly crime report, but otherwise, there has been relatively 

little targeted publicity to educate people about its existence, its purpose, and its function.  

Then, there are the questions of the City’s responsibilities to its citizens when it 

comes to the University’s impact on the community, specifically on the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood that bears the brunt of these negative impacts.  For fiscal as well as 

political reasons, the City has taken a reactive approach to addressing these negative 

impacts.  The City’s economic reliance on the University combined with its lack of 

regulatory infrastructure (i.e., only one combined Rental Housing/Code Enforcement 

Officer), has enabled many problems in the campus-adjacent neighborhood to continue.  

The area’s conservative political beliefs have resulted in limited government regulation 

of the private housing sector and a stagnant tax base.  That reality combined with the fact 

that many City and University officials rely on the private housing market for all or 

portion of their income lends power to this sector, which exercises increasing control 
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over the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  These conditions detract from the City’s ability 

to promote social justice on behalf of the residents, both students and year-round 

residents.             

Summary of Findings 

This year-long ethnographic study has yielded a wealth of findings that further the 

understanding of intergroup relations in campus-adjacent neighborhoods in college 

towns.  Although this study is rooted in time and place and its findings must be 

interpreted accordingly, there are some generic insights that could inform future research 

on other campus-adjacent neighborhoods in other college towns.  Among these findings 

are the following: 

1. Intergroup relations in campus-adjacent neighborhoods are both positively and 

negatively influenced by the policies of both the City and the University. 

2. The presence of a higher education institution in a community has both 

opportunities and costs associated with it. 

3. Campus-adjacent neighborhoods have multiple stakeholders whose 

relationships maintain a homeostatic balance that can perpetuate 

neighborhood problems and work against creative solutions. 

4. Neighborhood relations in campus-adjacent neighborhoods are multi-layered 

and multi-dimensional.  Describing these relationships as town vs. gown is far 

too simplistic.   
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5.  In order to understand current town-gown relationships at either the 

neighborhood or institutional level, one must understand the historic 

relationship between the city and the university. 

6. Universities that diversify the populations of their surrounding communities 

must expect tensions ranging from misunderstanding to hostility and 

consequently must work to facilitate positive intergroup relations at both 

neighborhood and institutional levels. 

7. Given that alcohol is a cultural element in college student life, both the host 

city and the university must be careful not to communicate mixed messages 

regarding alcohol use and must work together to adopt policies that prevent 

and address problems associated with alcohol use and abuse. 

8. The decision to concentrate students in a defined area leads to a process of 

ghettoization known specifically as studentification.  Studentification can 

threaten the sustainability of campus-adjacent neighborhoods and their 

institutions, depress the level of neighborhood cohesion, and result in 

diminished collective efficacy among neighborhood residents (both student 

and year-round). 

9. The city’s economic dependence on the university can increase the level of 

town-gown tension. 

10. In order to foster institutional arrangements between the city and the 

university that promote social justice, the boundaries between the two must be 

permeable as to allow for the reciprocal sharing of information and resources. 
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Implications for Policy, Research, and Practice 

Social work has a long history in community research and practice beginning with 

the work of the settlement houses during the Progressive Era (Weil, 2013).  Although 

Fisher (1994) points out that neighborhood organizing has featured prominently in this 

history, Johnson (2004) concludes that although social workers may be “stand[ing] on the 

legacy of Jane Addams,” they may be “sitting on the sidelines” of today’s cutting-edge 

neighborhood initiatives, and cites multiple examples to illustrate her point including 

those sponsored by HUD’s Office of University Partnerships.  This same sentiment was 

echoed in a recent survey of members of the Association for Community Organization 

and Social Administration (ACOSA), which documented concerns about the profession’s 

retreat from community practice, social justice, and research on macro issues (Rothman, 

2011).  The contributions of this study may help in some small way to reaffirm social 

work’s commitment to neighborhood organizing, community development, and planning.     

Berger and Neuhaus (2000) identify the neighborhood as a mediating institution 

that bridges life’s public and private domains.  Strong neighborhoods, they argue, “. . . 

can be a potent instrument in achieving greater justice for all Americans” (p. 149).  Yet, 

Putnam (2000) has observed that neighborhoods are experiencing a decline in social 

capital as networks have become less place-dependent.  The threat that this decline poses 

has prompted the Obama administration to embrace place-based planning efforts that 

have subsequently been endorsed by the American Planning Association and other 

organizations.  There are currently a number of initiatives in this regard that are focused 

on strengthening residential neighborhoods and many of these have promise in campus-



 

 

362 

 

adjacent neighborhoods like Mountainside’s.  Urban homesteading and first-time 

homebuyer programs can help to change the composition of studentified neighborhoods, 

encourage homeownership, and facilitate greater degrees of neighborhood cohesion.  The 

participatory budgeting movement also holds promise for campus-adjacent 

neighborhoods by building citizen control over a portion of public resources allocated to 

the neighborhood. Finally, there are initiatives that have been implemented in many 

college towns that have promise in Mountainside, including intergenerational housing 

options as a way of bringing young and old together for mutual benefit and land trusts 

that develop new green spaces or preserve existing ones in an effort to create shared 

public spaces in campus-adjacent neighborhoods where town and gown can meet. 

There is very little consistent research on campus-adjacent neighborhoods in 

college towns in spite of the increased interest in both higher education and municipal 

government circles on town-gown relations and civically-engaged campuses.  This study 

has revealed a variety of areas for further research.  First, there is a need to understand 

how neighborhood residents establish a “tipping point” regarding the degree of tolerance 

for anti-social behavior.  Second, campus-adjacent neighborhoods present a laboratory of 

sorts to better understand the processes of prejudice and discrimination related to 

intersectional identities.  Third, campus-adjacent neighborhood provide an opportunity to 

better understand the phenomenon of “aging in place” as it relates to the process of 

studentification.  Fourth, there is a need to better understand the effects of HEIs on 

property values, market rents, housing conditions, and local political processes in host 

communities of all sizes.  Finally, there is much interventional research to be done to 
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evaluate programs that seek to build cross-cultural understanding among residents of 

campus-adjacent neighborhoods and programs that seek to prevent or alleviate 

neighborhood problems.  Although it is generally assumed that HEIs have a positive 

impact on their surrounding communities, this study demonstrates that these positive 

impacts are not without their costs.  More research is needed to understand the costs and 

ways to minimize them.                    

Study Strengths and Limitations 

As in any research, this study has both strengths and limitations.  Table 15 

summarizes the study’s strengths and limitations in light of the “big tent” criteria outlined 

by Tracy (2010).  All in all, the study fares well in relation to these criteria, despite the 

fact that I would make some changes in its design were I to repeat the study.  For 

example, I would rethink the use and structure of focus groups.  Although focus groups 

were useful for the purposes of triangulating the data, they did not yield the same depth 

of understanding as formal interviews did.  I am not sure if that fact was a function of the 

focus groups themselves or the way that I chose to structure them.   

It bears repeating that this study’s findings are rooted in time, place, and space 

and must be interpreted accordingly.  The dynamics of town-gown relations in 

Mountainside may or may not compare to the dynamics present in other college towns, 

which may vary depending on the size of the college/university vis a vis the size of the 

community; the particulars of the geographic layout of the university and its host 

community; and the mission, history, and auspice of the college/university within the 

context of the community.  Moreover, the researcher’s standpoint affects the design of 
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Table 15. Study's Strengths and Limitations Using Tracy's (2010) Eight "Big Tent" Criteria  

 

 

any study, the analysis of the data, the reporting of findings, and the conclusions that are 

formulated.  Thus, even if another researcher undertook a similar study in Mountainside, 

the results may or may not mirror those of this study.  During the course of this study, I 

was aware of how evocative I found the stories of year-round and student residents of the 

neighborhood to be.  Additionally, during the course of the study year, I often felt like a 

political minority in Mountainside given the conservative views that predominate here.  

Clearly these influences impacted on the conclusions that I have drawn from this study in 
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ways that I am only partially conscious.  As with any research endeavor, I have tried to 

include multiple perspectives, to stay open to alternative explanations other than those to 

which I was naturally drawn, and to be transparent in describing the impact of my own 

positioning in the study.  The readers of this ethnography must draw their own 

conclusions, which may be different from my own.       

Regardless of these limitations, having now undertaken an ethnography, I am 

convinced that it is a valuable method to understand intergroup relations in communities.  

So much of people’s experience in communities rests on perceptions filtered through 

their own understandings and experiences.  This sense-making process requires a flexible 

method that builds trust between researcher and participants.  The depth of understanding 

achieved from an ethnographic study supplements the insights that can be achieved 

through quantitative survey methods and secondary data analyses, which are commonly 

used in community research.  The lack of consistent, methodologically sound research on 

university-community relations, particularly at the neighborhood level lends further 

support for the decision to conduct an ethnographic study.  I believe that the study 

achieved its stated purpose and that the findings provide a base for future research.   

Recommendations and Final Thoughts 

In closing, I would like to offer some recommendations that I hope will be useful 

to both the City of Mountainside and Mountainside State University.  These 

recommendations were formed with the history and the culture of the community and the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood in mind.  Although they suggest a more consensus 

orientation as opposed to a conflict orientation, they are consistent with the approach 
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taken by the neighborhood association in the campus-adjacent neighborhood and are 

therefore more likely to be implemented in partnership with the University and City 

government.   

1. City officials have discussed the need to make rental housing inspection data 

more available to the public by posting this information to the City’s website.  

I wholeheartedly support this plan as it may help students make more 

informed choices about off-campus housing, it may help prospective buyers of 

rental properties to make more informed decisions, and it may help year-round 

residents to work with various parties in resolving problems related to the 

condition of neighborhood properties, a concern that is shared by both 

students and year-round residents alike. 

2. University officials have talked about prompting student organizations to 

develop an off-campus housing rating system that could be posted to the 

internet.  Again, I support this idea as it may help students to become more 

informed consumers.  It may also exert market pressure on the rental housing 

sector to address problems of sub-standard and over-priced housing. 

3. Many HEIs have a designated liaison(s) for neighborhood affairs.  Given the 

problems that have occurred in the campus-adjacent neighborhood over time, 

it may be time for the University to hire such a person who could work to 

develop initiatives that would facilitate positive neighborhood relations and 

improve the well-being of off-campus students.  The neighborhood liaison 
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could also work with student interns or student groups to build students’ 

efficacy in resolving neighborhood problems. 

4. Several years ago, the City and the University developed a “Town and Gown 

Committee” that has since disbanded.  I urge the City to revitalize this 

committee by including it as a mandated City commission to be staffed by the 

City Administrator.  The membership of the Committee should include not 

only City and University officials, but also students and year-round residents 

who live in the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  Following the State’s Open 

Meeting Law, meetings of the Town-Gown Committee would be open to the 

public.  For the sake of transparency and public accountability, it would 

behoove the City and the University to make as many decisions as possible in 

the context of this committee. 

5. I recommend that a team of City and University officials along with students 

and year-round residents who live in the campus-adjacent neighborhood enroll 

in the town-gown certificate program sponsored by the International Town 

and Gown Association.  Additionally, I recommend that a team regularly 

attend the Association’s annual conference.  These activities will enable local 

constituents to glean ideas from other college towns. 

6. To enhance the level of neighborhood efficacy among students and year-round 

residents alike, City officials could designate a seat on the City’s Planning 

Commission and Board of Zoning Appeals for an off-campus student and a 

year-round resident of the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  This effort can 

take place in the short run while City officials explore the feasibility of 



 

 

368 

 

changing the City’s charter to enable a more representative City Council with 

seats designated by geographic districts within the city.  Such an approach 

makes sense at this point in the City’s development given recent growth 

achieved through annexation and the divergent needs of neighborhoods within 

the city.   

7. The City and the University could partner with the City’s Main Street 

Program, the County Arts Council, the County Chamber of Commerce, and 

the Small Business Development Center to develop and execute a plan for 

promoting the City’s A&E District and the new mixed-use zoning district to 

help revitalize the campus-adjacent neighborhood.  These efforts may help the 

City to further develop the “creative capital” that is generated by the presence 

of a university in its midst and reduce the City’s economic reliance on the 

University.  

8. As part of a plan to reverse the studentification of the campus-adjacent 

neighborhood, the City and the University could develop and execute a plan to 

attract more families to the neighborhood, which constitutes the City’s core.  

Such a plan could include an urban homesteading initiative (using state and 

federal monies as well as University funds targeted to new faculty and staff 

who buy a home in the neighborhood), a first-time homebuyer initiative, and 

an urban land trust initiative, among others.  A plan for guiding this effort 

could be developed by the revitalized Town-Gown Committee in consultation 

with City and University officials.  
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My life in a college town will likely continue as I pursue my interests in research 

and academia.  As a result of this study, I have come to see the university where I teach 

in a more enlightened way.  This study has enabled me to view the institution through the 

eyes of multiple stakeholders and these insights will inform my future efforts in teaching, 

research, and service.  Campus-adjacent neighborhoods are unique in their composition 

and functioning and it continues to puzzle me why so few academics have conducted 

research set in these neighborhoods.  Perhaps we take the familiar for granted in favor of 

research on the exotic and rare.  Perhaps we have been blinded by our institutional 

allegiances, which prevent us from exploring how those institutions impact their host 

communities for better and for worse.  Whatever may be the case, it is my sincere hope 

that others will find this study useful in better understanding town-gown relations at both 

the institutional and neighborhood levels.  Moreover, I hope that this study will inspire 

others to examine the dynamics that I have only been able to describe. 
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Appendix A. Campus Newspaper Press Release 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE Contact:  Kathleen H. Powell 

   [Telephone Number] 

  khpowell@ssw.umaryland.edu 

 Students who live in the neighborhood adjacent to the Mountainside State University campus 

are invited to participate in a research study that is exploring the dynamics of intergroup relations 

within the culture of campus-adjacent neighborhoods.  Kathleen H. Powell, a Mountainside resident 

and a doctoral candidate at the School of Social Work at the University of Maryland in Baltimore, is 

conducting the study. 

 There is relatively little research on campus-adjacent neighborhoods despite the fact that 

these neighborhoods are unique in their residential make up.  Campus-adjacent neighborhoods are 

typically characterized by transience and a high concentration of rental properties.  Residents of 

campus-adjacent neighborhoods must negotiate neighborhood norms in spite of the fact that they 

share neither a common attachment to place nor a common sense of community.  For these reasons, 

campus-adjacent neighborhoods are often the scene of lifestyle and culture clashes that can present 

challenges for the peaceful coexistence of diverse populations. 

 As the number of college students living off-campus in nearby neighborhoods increases, the 

need to understand the experiences of these students grows.  Much of the research on campus-

adjacent neighborhoods has relied on surveys and the analysis of secondary data, but these 

methodologies may not have adequately captured the lived experiences of off-campus students.  For 

these reasons, Powell’s study uses an ethnographic approach.     

-Cont’d- 
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The research study involves making observations in the neighborhood; interviewing neighborhood 

residents (those who live in the neighborhood year round as well as students who live off campus), 

property owners, and property managers; and attending public meetings.  Powell will be spending a 

significant amount of time in the neighborhood, taking pictures and talking with residents 

Interviews will last approximately 1-2 hours to be scheduled at the participant’s convenience.  

The location can be negotiated.  Information shared in the course of the study will be confidential and 

participants in the study will remain anonymous.   

 The study will span an entire year beginning in the Fall of 2011 and ending in the Fall of 

2012.  The study’s findings will be shared in Powell’s doctoral dissertation as well as in professional 

publications and presentations.  The study is funded by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development. 

 Persons wishing to participate in the study or those who have questions should contact Powell 

at [Telephone Number], by e-mail at khpowell@ssw.umaryland.edu, or by mail at [Mailing Address] 

-30- 
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Appendix B. Local Newspaper Press Release 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE Contact:  Kathleen H. Powell 

   [Telephone Number] 

      

  khpowell@ssw.umaryland.edu 

 Residents and property owners and managers in the neighborhood adjacent to the 

Mountainside State University campus are invited to participate in a research study that is exploring 

the dynamics of intergroup relations in campus-adjacent neighborhoods.  Kathleen H. Powell, a 

doctoral candidate at the School of Social Work at the University of Maryland in Baltimore is 

conducting the study. 

 There is relatively little research on campus-adjacent neighborhoods despite the fact that 

these neighborhoods are unique in their residential make up.  Campus-adjacent neighborhoods are 

typically characterized by transience and a high concentration of rental properties.  Residents of 

campus-adjacent neighborhoods must negotiate neighborhood norms in spite of the fact that they 

share neither a common attachment to place nor a common sense of community.  For these reasons, 

campus-adjacent neighborhoods are often the scene of lifestyle and culture clashes that can present 

challenges for the peaceful coexistence of diverse populations. 

 An increasing number of college students live off-campus in nearby neighborhoods.  The 

availability of rental properties in campus-adjacent neighborhoods has invited property investors and 

management companies, some that own and/or manage property in multiple college towns.  Some 

college towns have targeted these neighborhoods for mixed residential-commercial development or 

high-end retirement communities. 

-Cont’d.- 
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The research study involves making observations in the neighborhood; interviewing 

neighborhood residents (those who live in the neighborhood year round as well as students who live 

off-campus), property owners, and property managers; and attending public meetings.  Powell will be 

spending a significant amount of time in the neighborhood, taking pictures and talking with residents. 

off-campus), property owners, and property managers; and attending public meetings.  Powell will be 

Those who agree to be formally interviewed for the study will receive a coupon from a local business 

as a thank you gift.  Interviews will be scheduled at the participant’s convenience and the location can 

be negotiated.  Information shared in the course of the study will be confidential and participants in 

the study will remain anonymous.   

 The study will span an entire year beginning in the Fall of 2011 and ending in the Fall of 

2012.  The study’s findings will be shared in Powell’s doctoral dissertation as well as in professional 

publications and presentations. 

 Persons wishing to participate in the study or those who have questions should contact Powell 

at [Telephone Number], by e-mail at khpowell@ssw.umaryland.edu, or by mail at [Mailing Address]. 

-30- 
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Appendix C. Recruitment Flyer 

 

 

Announcing a 

Research Study in the 

Neighborhood next to 

the Mountainside 

State University 

Campus 

 

 

 
 

 Are you a year-round resident of the 
neighborhood next to the MSU 
campus?  

 
 Are you a college student who lives off 

campus in the neighborhood next to the 
MSU campus?  

 
 Do you own or manage rental property 

in the neighborhood next to the MSU 
campus?  

 
 Are you a pastor of a church located in 

the neighborhood next to the MSU 
campus? 

 
 Are you a realtor who lists properties in 

the neighborhood next to the MSU 
campus?  
 

 Are you a city or university official? 
 

(A map of the study area is on the back.) 

 

You could help advance  
knowledge about campus-
adjacent neighborhoods! 

 Would you be willing to participate in a 

1-2 hour interview scheduled at your 

convenience? 

 Would you be willing to share insights 

about your neighborhood experiences? 

This study has been approved by the 

Institutional Review Boards of UMB & MSU & 

meets standards for the protection of research 

participants. The study is funded by the U.S. 

Dept. of Housing & Urban Development 

 
Contact Kathleen Powell  
         Address 
Phone:  Telephone Number 
E-Mail:  khpowell@ssw.umaryland.edu 
 
 

 

Kathleen Powell, a Mountainside resident and social work 

doctoral student at the University of Maryland in Baltimore, 

is coordinating a study of intergroup relations and the 

culture of campus-adjacent neighborhoods.   

 

Why Should You Participate? 

 Research on campus-adjacent neighborhoods is 

lacking in spite of the unique characteristics of these 

neighborhoods. 

 An increasing number of college students are living 

off-campus in nearby neighborhoods. 

 Campus-adjacent neighborhoods are being targeted 

for development by private investors, city 

governments, and universities. 

 Residents and property owners in campus-adjacent 

neighborhoods must negotiate norms in spite of the 

fact that they share neither a common attachment to 

place nor the same sense of community. 

 Residents of campus-adjacent neighborhoods come 

from diverse backgrounds and can offer insights about 

ways to build alliances across these differences. 

 

 

mailto:khpowell@ssw.umaryland.edu
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Appendix D. Interview Guide - Neighborhood Residents and Property Owners/Managers 

 

1. I’m interested in learning about people’s experiences in the neighborhood adjacent to 

campus.  How would you describe this neighborhood and what it’s like to live/own property 

here? 

 

Probes:   How long have you lived/owned/managed property here? 

  Has the neighborhood changed over time?  If so, how? 

  How do you define the boundaries of the neighborhood? 

 

2. On this map, can you draw the boundaries of the area that you consider to be your 

neighborhood?    

   

3. What were the circumstances that led you to live, own, or manage property here in this 

neighborhood? 

 

4. How does this neighborhood compare to other neighborhoods in the city? 

 

Probes: When you think of the area adjacent to the campus, what comes to mind? 

What values do you attach to this area in comparison to other neighborhoods in 

the city? 

5. How much of your day-to-day life revolves around this neighborhood? 

Probes: Do you have friends who live in the area adjacent to campus?  If so, where do 

they live? 

How much of your time each day (week) is spent in the neighborhood? 

 Would you say that you identify more with this neighborhood, with the city as a 

whole, with the university, or with another community where you’ve lived?  

Why? 

6. Do you have a relationship with any of your immediate neighbors here?  

 

Probes: If you do, what is the nature of that relationship? 

  If you don’t, then why do you think that is?   

 

7. If you were talking with your immediate neighbors about this neighborhood, what would you 

want to tell them? 

 

Probes: If you have different types of neighbors, would you say different things to 

different people?  If so, what would you say to whom? 
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8. If you were talking with city officials about this neighborhood, what would you want to tell 

them? 

 

9. If you were talking with university officials about this neighborhood, what would you want to 

tell them? 

 

10. If you were talking with other (students, year-round residents, landlords, parents of college 

students – people with the same group identity) about this neighborhood, what would you 

want to tell them? 

 

11. Could you give me a tour of the area that you consider to be your neighborhood? 

 

Probes: While on the tour, I would want the person to point out neighborhood landmarks 

and tell stories that they associate with these landmarks. 

If the person can’t give me an actual tour, then I would want them to either look 

at a map and describe their neighborhood surroundings and tell stories or I would 

bring up a street view in Google Maps and ask them to show me their 

neighborhood that way. 
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Appendix E. Interview Guide Other Key Informants 

 

1. I’m interested in learning about people’s experiences in the neighborhood adjacent to 

campus.  What is the nature of your relationship with this neighborhood?  

 

Probes:   How long have you dealt with this neighborhood? 

   

2. How would you describe this neighborhood?  

 

Probes:  Has the neighborhood changed over time?  If so, how? 

  What is the future of the neighborhood? 

   

3. How does this neighborhood compare to other neighborhoods in the city? 

 

Probes: When you think of the area adjacent to the campus, what comes to mind? 

What values do you attach to this area in comparison to other neighborhoods in 

the city? 

 

4. How much of your work revolves around this neighborhood? 

Probes: How much of your time each day (week) is spent dealing with situations in the 

neighborhood? 

5. What do you consider to be the neighborhood’s greatest challenges? 

 

6. What do you consider to be the neighborhood’s greatest assets? 

 

7. If you were talking with students who live off campus in the neighborhood, what would you 

want to tell them? 

 

8. If you were talking with year-round residents who live in the neighborhood, what would you 

want to tell them? 

 

9. If you were talking with landlords who own property in the neighborhood, what would you 

want to tell them? 

 

10. If you were talking with parents who have brought property in the neighborhood, what would 

you want to tell them? 

 

11. If you were talking with city officials about the neighborhood, what would you want to tell 

them? 
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12. If you were talking with university officials about the neighborhood, what would you want to 

tell them? 

 

 

13. If you were talking with other (realtors, pastors, business persons, university officials, city 

officials – people with the same identity) about this neighborhood, what would you want to 

tell them? 

 

14. Could you give me a tour of the area? 

 

Probes: While on the tour, I would want the person to point out neighborhood landmarks 

and tell stories that they associate with these landmarks. 

If the person can’t give me an actual tour, then I would want them to either look 

at a map and describe the neighborhood surroundings and tell stories or I would 

bring up a street view in Google Maps and ask them to show me the 

neighborhood that way. 
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Appendix F. Focus Group Guide 

Introduction:  

The purpose of this focus group is to learn more about people’s experiences in the neighborhood 

next to campus.  First, I’d like us to set some ground rules that we think are necessary in our 

discussion.  Here are some rules that I thought of (review a list of guidelines including but not 

limited to allowing one person to speak at a time, keeping what’s said in the discussion in the 

room, and allowing others to share their ideas.).  Now, are there other rules that you think should 

be added?  If so, what are they? 

 

1. The thing that all of you have in common is that you live in the neighborhood next to 

campus.  So, for starters, briefly tell us a little bit about yourself as it relates to the 

neighborhood.  For example, how long have you lived in the neighborhood altogether, 

how many locations within the neighborhood have you lived, and how did you come to 

live in the neighborhood? 

 

2. What is the nature of the interaction between you and your neighbors?  Probes:  Do you 

know your neighbors?  Do you interact with them and if so, how? 

 

3. The neighborhood next to campus does not have a name; however, it has been referred to 

in a variety of ways.  On the newsprint, I have written some of the names that have been 

used to describe the neighborhood.  Included here are the following:   “a rental 

district/market,” “a student rental district,” “the university neighborhood,” or as “a 

student ghetto.”  How do you react to each of these terms? 

 

4. I’m going to read off a list of groups of people who have an interest in the neighborhood 

next to campus.  In your hands you have three index cards – one that has a plus sign on it, 

one that has a minus sign on it, and one that has a question mark on it.  I will read off the 

groups and I want you to hold up the card that best describes how positively or negatively 

you think this group is generally seen by you and the people whom you know.  If you 

think the group is generally seen in a positive way, then hold up the card with the plus 

sign.  If you feel the group is generally seen as negative, then hold up the minus sign.  If 

you don’t know or you feel the group is seen as either positive or negative, then hold up 

the card with the question mark.                                                                                            

 

Groups:                                                                                                                

 MSU Students In General 

 MSU Students Who Live On Campus 

 MSU Students Who Live Off Campus in the Nearby Neighborhood 

 MSU Students Who Commute to Campus 

 Male MSU Students Who Live Off Campus in the Nearby Neighborhood   

 Female MSU Students Who Live Off Campus in the Nearby Neighborhood 

 White MSU Students Who Live Off Campus in the Nearby Neighborhood 

 Black MSU Students Who Live Off Campus in the Nearby Neighborhood 
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 MSU Students who are From The Local Area 

 MSU Students Who Are From Out of the Area      

 Year-Round Residents (Locals) 

 Year-Round Residents Who Live in the Neighborhood Next to Campus  

 Older Year-Round Residents (Locals) 

 Younger Year-Round Residents (Locals)  

 White Year-Round Residents (Locals) 

 Black Year-Round Residents (Locals)   

 Landlords/Property Managers In General 

 Individual Landlords/Property Managers 

 Rental Management Companies 

 Parents Who Buy Rental Properties for their Children   

 Landlords Who Live in the Local Area  

 Out-of-Town (Absentee) Landlords  

 City Police 

 MSU Campus Police 

 MSU Administrators 

 City Government Officials 

 Local Business People 

 Local People Who Work in Liquor Outlets (Bars/Liquor Stores) 

 Local Realtors Who Handle Neighborhood Properties 

 

Probe:  Looking at this list (on newsprint), what factors influenced your rating?  I asked 

you to think about the general perception of these groups based on you and the people 

whom you know, so how did you define your reference group?   

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

5. A lot of people talk about “town-gown tensions,” “university-community tensions,” or 

“the town-gown divide.”  Do these terms have any meaning to you, and if so, what do 

they mean to you?  Do they relate to the neighborhood next to the MSU campus, and if 

so, how?  

 

6. I’m now going to give you a stack of index cards.  Each card lists a characteristic of 

campus-adjacent, residential neighborhoods that make them unique from other types of 

neighborhoods.  Many would see these characteristics as assets or strengths that can and 

should be celebrated or further developed in some way.  I want you to sort these cards 

into three piles as follows (categories will be listed on newsprint):  The first pile is the 

discard pile. In this pile, place any characteristic that you feel is either not true of the 

campus-adjacent neighborhood here in Mountainside or you feel it has too many 

problems right now for it to be considered an asset.  In the second pile place any 

characteristic that you think is already being used as an asset in Mountainside.  Finally, in 

the third pile place any characteristic that you think has potential to be developed as an 
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asset.  You may go and stand at the tables around the back of the room if you need some 

space with which to work.  

Characteristics: 

 Nearness to Green and Open Space (i.e., The Campus) 

 Access to Cultural Activities Sponsored by the University (e.g., plays, concerts, 

art exhibits, dance performances, etc.) For Persons Not Currently Enrolled As 

Students Or Not Employed by the University 

 Access to Recreational Activities Available at the University (e.g., fitness room, 

pool, basketball and tennis courts, a track, etc.) For Persons Not Currently 

Enrolled As Students Or Not Employed by the University 

 Access to Library and Research Facilities For Persons Not Currently Enrolled as 

Students Or Not Employed by the University 

 Access to Educational Opportunities (e.g., classes, lectures) For Persons Not 

Currently Enrolled As Students 

 The Presence of Historic Homes 

 The Energy and Creativity of a Younger Generation in the Neighborhood 

 The Presence of An Intergenerational Neighborhood (Old and Young Living 

Together) 

 A Ready Supply of Volunteers And Consultants  

 A Walkable Neighborhood Close to Shopping and Other Services Provided by 

Both the City and the University and One That is “Friendly” to People Who 

Don’t Drive (e.g., where sidewalks are in good condition and kept free of 

obstructions like shrubbery or bushes, where there are crosswalks, where traffic 

yields to pedestrians) 

 A Neighborhood That is “Bike Friendly” (i.e., where there are bike lanes, where 

traffic yields to bicycles, where there are bike racks)   

 The Presence of a Traditional Residential Neighborhood Where Neighbors Can 

Get to Know One Another 

 A Built In Market For Businesses That Appeal to College Students 

 The Economic Benefits Afforded by the University (e.g., employment 

opportunities, money invested in the local economy)  

Probes:  Let’s reflect on your sorting.  Were there any characteristics that were missing 

from the list?  Were there any characteristics that were on the list that you think should 

not have been there and if so, why?  Which characteristics were easy to categorize and 

what made them easy?  Which characteristics were difficult to categorize and what made 

them difficult?  Of the characteristics that you thought had potential to be developed as 

assets, what would it take to develop them?  Which of those do you feel would be good 

ones to start with here in Mountainside?   

7. I’m going to read off a list of problems that have been identified through interviews that 

I’ve conducted with people who live, own property, and/or work in the neighborhood.  In 
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your hands, you have a pack of index cards that are numbered 1-5.  As I read each of the 

problems, I want you to hold up the number that corresponds with your rating of how 

serious you feel this problem is for yourself or others you know who live in the 

neighborhood.  Keep your numbers up, so that your responses can be recorded.  Here is 

the rating scale (on newsprint):  1- Not a Problem At All; 2 – A Relatively Minor 

Problem; 3 – Don’t Know; 4 – A Serious Problem, But Not A Crisis; and 5 – A Critical 

Problem That Needs to Be Addressed ASAP.  

 

If time is running short, then as an alternative, I would ask people to look at this list (on 

newsprint), add those that they feel should be included on the list, and identify the 

problems that they think are most critical in the neighborhood.  Note:  I didn’t have to 

use this alternative for any of the focus groups.  

 

Problems: 

 Poor Upkeep of Houses and Apartments 

 Abandoned Properties 

 Old and Out-Dated Housing 

 High Density of People in the Neighborhood 

 Fire Hazards (Including non-existent or disabled smoke detectors, use of space 

heaters, backyard bonfires, fireworks, junk piled in people’s homes or in yards, etc.)  

 Snow Removal Problems (clearing sidewalks, off-street parking areas, on-street 

parking, streets and alleys) 

 Trash Storage and Collection 

 Litter 

 Graffiti, Vandalism, and Other Property Damage 

 Breaking and Entering Crimes 

 Excessive Drinking 

 Underage Drinking 

 Illegal Sale of Alcohol (sales without a license/permit, sale to underage minors, etc.) 

 Too Many Alcohol Outlets (bars and liquor stores) 

 Alcohol Outlets that Use Marketing Practices That Target College Students (drink 

specials, happy hours, displays and advertising that appeal to college students, etc.) 

 Use and Distribution of Drugs 

 Public Urination 

 Open Container Violations 

 Dog Poop 

 Pets That Are Neglected, Abused, or Abandoned 

 Rodents and Wild Animals That Are Attracted By Garbage  

 Assaults (physical and/or sexual) 

 Too Many Rental Properties and Too Few Owner-Occupied Properties 

 Lack of Parking 
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 Obscene Language and/or Behavior 

 Noise 

 Understaffed City Police Force 

 Lack of Coordination Between City and Campus Police 

 Profiling by Police (student profiling and/or racial profiling) 

 Lax Sanctions Imposed by District Court Judges 

 Inconsistent or Inadequate Code Enforcement 

 Growing Number of Out-of-Town (Absentee) Landlords 

 Price Gouging in Rental Market (where prices for student rentals exceed other rents 

or where prices for all rentals exceed the quality of the property and the landlord’s 

services) 

 Housing Discrimination 

 Lack of Relationship Among Neighbors 

 Over Reliance on Police Solutions to Neighborhood Problems 

 Depressed Property Values 

Probes:  Are there other problems that people would like to add to the list to poll the 

group members?                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

8. Now, I want you to think about the characteristics that would make for an ideal campus-

adjacent neighborhood from your viewpoint.  Use this paper to jot down some of your 

ideas.  Now, I’m going to wave a magic wand and we will see all of the neighborhood’s 

problems magically disappear.  What would the neighborhood now look, sound, and 

smell like?  What would it be like to live there?  How would you interact with others in 

the neighborhood?     

 

9. Are there any other insights that you think are important in understanding your 

neighborhood experiences and ideas you have for strengthening the neighborhood and 

relationships among people who live here? 
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Appendix G. Photovoice Brochure 
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Appendix H. Photovoice Initial Workshop Agenda 

 

INITIAL PHOTOVOICE WORKSHOP 

AGENDA 

 

I. Introductions & Ice Breaker (15 min.) 

 

II. Overview of Workshop Plan & Setting Ground Rules (20 min.) 

 

III. Purpose of Study & Project Description (20 min.) 

 

IV. Photovoice Ethics (15 min.) 

 

V. Obtaining Informed Consent (15 min.) 

 

VI. Break (15 min.) 

 

VII. Brainstorming Ideas for Pictures (20 min.) 

 

VIII. Photographic Techniques (20 min.) 

 

IX. Review of Project Schedule (15 min.) 
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Appendix I. Photovoice Ethics Handout 

Photovoice Ethics 

Autonomy (See Consent Table) 
 DO NOT take pictures of people without their knowledge. 

 DO get permission from people before taking their picture and DO respect people’s right 

to say NO. 

 DO NOT take pictures of people under the age of 18. 

 DO NOT take pictures of people who are not able to understand what you are asking.  

For example, DO NOT take pictures of people who are under the influence of alcohol or 

drugs or who have an intellectual impairment. 

Do No Harm 
 DO ask yourself whether you would want your picture taken in the way that you are 

taking a picture of others. 

 DO NOT take pictures of people engaged in illegal activity.  For example, DO NOT take 

pictures of underage drinking, drug distribution, or the commission of a crime such as 

breaking and entering. 

 DO NOT jeopardize your own safety.  No photo is worth your personal danger. 

 DO NOT take pictures of people in private spaces without their knowledge.  For 

example, DO NOT shoot pictures through the windows of people’s houses or vehicles 

and DO NOT trespass on private property to take a picture.  

Do Good 
 DO be clear about your intention or purpose for taking the picture. 

 DO take pictures that will be most likely to bring about positive change in the 

community. 

Fidelity 
 DO take pictures that will honestly and fairly represent the situation, the person, or the 

location featured in the picture. 

 DO remember that the goal is to tell a story about your neighborhood experiences 

through pictures. – both the good and the bad.  Ask yourself whether this picture will help 

someone who doesn’t know the neighborhood to understand what it’s like to live there. 

 DO use creativity in taking pictures.  Remember that there are many ways to tell a story 

through pictures.  Pictures can be symbolic as well as literal.   

Justice 

 DO take pictures with the same respect that you would want others to show you, your 

community, and your friends and family. 
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Photovoice Consent Table 
 

Consent  

NOT NEEDED 

Obtain  

WRITTEN 

CONSENT 

Obtain  

VERBAL 

CONSENT 

People cannot be 

recognized (faces and 

other identifying features 

are not seen) 

People can be recognized 

whether the picture is in a 

public or a private setting 

All people in all settings 

when possible 

Pictures taken of public 

places or objects without 

people in them 

  

Public figures who are in 

public places – For 

example, a police officer 

who is walking on a public 

sidewalk 

People in any setting 

(public or private) where 

personal or private 

information is shown in the 

picture – For example, 

numbers on houses, names 

on a mailbox, license plate 

numbers, personal 

photographs on a living 

room wall, etc. 

 

 

Note:  Pictures that do not follow these guidelines will not be included in the 

Photovoice project.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted from the Youth Photovoice Project sponsored by the Washtenaw County (Michigan) Public 

Health Department.  Available at www.ewashtenaw.org/government/.../ 

public.../toolkit_samples.doc and Collective Leadership Works from The Innovation Center. Available 

at http://www.theinnovationcenter.org/files/doc/D5/ CLW%20pp%20164%20Photovoices.pdf  

http://www.ewashtenaw.org/government/.../%20public.../toolkit_samples.doc
http://www.ewashtenaw.org/government/.../%20public.../toolkit_samples.doc
http://www.theinnovationcenter.org/files/doc/D5/%20CLW%20pp%20164%20Photovoices.pdf
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Appendix J. Photovoice Release Form 

Photovoice  

Release Form 

Introduction 

The Mountainside Photovoice project is part of a study entitled “In the Shadow of the Ivory 

Tower:  Neighborhood Relations in a College Town.”  The purpose of this study is to describe 

life in a neighborhood next to a college campus in order to better understand the relationships 

among people who live or work in the neighborhood.  The Photovoice project will help to raise 

awareness about the experiences of the people who live in the neighborhood through photographs 

and narratives.   

What is involved? 

Your participation will take no more than 10-15 minutes.  During this time, the photographer may 

take pictures that contain images of you.  Your name or any other identifying information will not 

be known or listed with the photographs.  If there is a chance that you could be identified in the 

picture, then the image will be blurred using computer technology.  You should know, however, 

that there may still be a chance that someone may recognize you in the photographs. 

What happens to the photographs? 

Photographs become the property of the researcher and will be used as data in the research study.  

In addition, photographs may be used in public exhibits, presentations, and publications. 

By signing this consent form, I agree to voluntarily have my photograph taken.  I also understand 

and agree to allow my photograph to be used for public exhibits, presentations, and publications.  

I waive my right to inspect or approve the finished product or products that may result from this 

project.  

Thanks for your time and help! 

Print Your Name:  _________________________  Date:  

________________________ 

Your Signature:  ____________________________________________________ 

Signature of the Photographer:  _________________________________________ 

If you have any questions or concerns, please contact: 

Kathleen H. Powell at 301-707-9900 or by e-mail at khpowell@ssw.umaryland.edu 

 

Adapted from Eastern Michigan University Student Photovoice Toolkit.  Available at www.emich.edu/ 

wellnesscenter/PVToolkit.pdf.   

mailto:khpowell@ssw.umaryland.edu
http://www.emich.edu/%20wellnesscenter/PVToolkit.pdf
http://www.emich.edu/%20wellnesscenter/PVToolkit.pdf
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Appendix K. Photovoice Photograph Log 

Photograph Log 

Photographer’s Name:       

Date of Photograph Brief Description Consent Form (Yes/No/NA) 
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Appendix L. Photovoice Wrap-Up Session Agenda 

 

Wrap-Up Session 

AGENDA 

 

I. Welcome 

 

II. Lunch, Review of Ground Rules, & Project Debriefing 

III. Sharing Photos  

IV. Identification of Major Themes 

 

V. Break 

 

VI. Selecting Photos 

 

VII. Writing Captions 

 

VIII. Developing an a Plan for Sharing Photos with Others 

 

IX. Evaluation 
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Appendix M. Photovoice Caption Guidelines 

Photovoice 

Writing Photo Captions 

Name:     Brief Description of Photograph:      

1. What is this a photograph of? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Who does this condition affect? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What is the specific challenge, problem, or strength depicted in this photograph? 
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4. How does this photograph make you feel? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. What can the community do about the challenge or problem or how can the 

community build on these strengths? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Any additional comments? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Suggested Caption (with or without Title) 
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Appendix N. Photovoice Evaluation 

Photovoice Project 

Participant Evaluation 

Please answer the following questions to help us reflect on your experience as a Photovoice 

participant. 

1. How would you rate your overall Photovoice experience? 

 

□ Excellent 

□ Very Good 

□ Good 

□ OK 

□ Poor 

 

2. Circle the number that corresponds with your rating of each of the following parts of the 

project. 

 

Poor  Fair  Good  Excellent 

Learning about Photovoice  1  2  3  4 

 

Learning how to use the camera  1  2  3  4 

 

Learning how to take a good picture 1  2  3  4 

 

Taking pictures in the community 1  2  3  4 

 

Using the camera   1  2  3  4 

 

Discussing pictures with 

the group of participants   1  2  3  4 

 

-Cont’d. on Back - 
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Identifying themes in the  

pictures    1  2  3  4 

 

Writing captions for each 

picture    1  2  3  4 

 

Planning the final product 1  2  3  4 

 

 

3. How could we change Photovoice to make it better? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. What do you hope happens as a result of sharing the photographs and captions with 

others? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Would you recommend Photovoice to others? 

 

□ Yes 

□ No 

□ Maybe _________________________________________________________ 

  (Please explain) 

 

 

 

Adapted from Photovoice Hamilton, Ontario (Canada).  Available from http://photovoice.ca/manual.pdf 
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