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Introduction

Today, more colleges than ever are considering building 

student housing for the first time. 

Indeed, in recent years, Scion’s Advisory Services team has worked at over  
50 institutions exploring these transformative projects. Their motivation ranges 
from supporting their core academic mission to addressing the daunting financial 
realities of a highly competitive post-pandemic housing marketplace.

If undertaken for the right reasons and with the proper care, the introduction  
of student housing can secure a college’s future, prepare the way for future  
growth, and open opportunities for students. However, managing such an  
initiative can be a significant challenge. It will demand expertise the school  
has never needed before. 

Such an opportunity can not only change the role the college plays in students’ 
lives, but may also expose institutions to new risks and require investment in a 
range of new services. Today more than ever, institutions have access to innovative 
funding sources for capital projects, including public-private partnerships, state-
supported grants for affordable housing development, and (in Canada) provincial 
grant and loan programs. Many of these funding mechanisms require a careful 
balance of risk and control. Tipping too far either way can have an impact on the 
ultimate success of the project and the ability to properly meet students’ needs.

The good news is that achieving this delicate balance is possible and has been 
successfully accomplished at many institutions. While each solution looks 
different, the principles are the same. With a little knowledge (this guide) and the 
help of an experienced consultant, institutional leaders can navigate the risks and 
transform the campus with confidence.

The 
introduction 
of student 
housing 
can secure 
a college’s 
future, 
prepare the 
way for future 
growth, 
and open 
opportunities 
for students.
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Setting Strategic 
Objectives that Balance 
Risk and Reward

For some schools, campus housing may attract 
students outside their usual territory, fueling 
exciting new growth or simply allowing them to 
maintain enrollment at a steady, sustainable level. 
For others, it may mean creating a safe, full-time 
learning environment that helps local students to 
graduate more consistently. While a college can 
construct the most desirable, cutting-edge facility 
imaginable, housing space that does not help 
achieve the underlying mission is not a success.

Today’s new financing models can mitigate many  
of the risks associated with new campus housing 
(see Chapter 3), emboldening more colleges to 
invest in first-time housing projects. A growing 
portfolio of success stories offers insights into how 
institutions can use student housing to further 
their mission. We explore four potential strategic 
objectives here, which can fuel a college’s desire  
to add housing to their campus.

Key Driver 1: Improve Access and Outcomes. In 
Fall 2008, Orange Coast College announced that 
it would be the first community college in southern 
California to add campus housing. High housing 
costs and traffic challenges had limited the pool  
of students who could attend this commuter 
school. Administrators recognized that affordable 
on-campus student housing offered a solution.

CHAPTER

1

What drives 
campus 
housing 
projects?

In higher education, housing can be a powerful tool to advance an institution’s 

mission. But to a school making its first foray into residential life, it is important 

to ask crucial questions up front. What does success look like? What institutional 

strategic objective/s will this important project help to satisfy? It is only by 

answering these questions that decision-makers can identify the potential risks 

and rewards that lie before them.

While a college 
can construct 
the most 
desirable, cutting-
edge facility 
imaginable, 
housing space 
that does not 
help achieve 
the underlying 
mission is not  
a success. 

https://www.ocregister.com/2018/10/10/orange-coast-college-to-be-the-first-community-college-in-orange-county-with-on-campus-housing/
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Today, Orange Coast College is home to The Harbour, an 823-bed community that will help 
the institution better fulfill its mission to provide a two-year education to area students 
and prepare many of them to transfer into one of California’s four-year public institutions. 
Although opening during the COVID-19 pandemic and amidst a full campus closure, the 
project is pre-leased near 100% for the second consecutive year and is helping OCC serve 
a more diverse population. 

Key Driver 2: Combatting Housing Insecurity. Much of today’s student body is part of 
the cost-sensitive Generation Z. Affordable on-campus housing is an appealing option 
for budget-minded students who want to experience a traditional college environment. 
But this goes beyond a mere preference for some. Rising rent and low supply housing 
in many markets have created a population of homeless and housing-insecure students 
previously unseen. For example, in California, one study found that 19% of community 
college students had experienced homelessness within the prior year, and over 60% had 
experienced some form of housing insecurity. 

Community colleges and others have a sense of responsibility in providing opportunities for 
students to improve their lives. Becoming a small part of the solution for today’s housing 
crisis is one way they can accomplish this mission-critical goal.

Key Driver 3: Reverse declining enrollment.  
San Juan College in Farmington, New Mexico,  
was shrinking. The college knew it had to widen  
its reach just to maintain current enrollment  
levels. To combat declining enrollment, it 
committed to develop enough housing to 
accommodate 380 students. By offering campus 
housing, the college can now appeal to students 
from virtually anywhere.

According to the National Student Clearinghouse 
Research Center, 2019 marked the eighth 
consecutive year of declining aggregate college 
enrollment in the United States. The COVID-19 
pandemic accelerated this trend. As a result, we 
expect more schools to do what it takes to reach  
a broader student base.

Key Driver 4: Boost retention rates. Retaining 
students is an important indicator of institutional 
health and mission attainment. Campus housing 
provides a support system that can boost both 
retention and graduation rates. Research by 
Academica Group, in conjunction with five 
Canadian universities, indicates that students who 
live on campus are approximately 50% less likely 
to drop out compared to those who live off campus. 
Research also indicates that campus residents 
have a 79.3% overall graduation rate,  
compared to a 72.6% graduation rate for those who live off campus.

Rising rent 
and low supply 
housing in 
many markets 
have created 
a population 
of homeless 
and housing-
insecure students 
previously 
unseen.

CHAPTER

1
California to Fund 
Affordable Student 
Housing
In September 2021, California 

legislation SB 169 paved the 

way for the delivery of $500 

million in grants in support of 

developing affordable, low-cost 

student housing for students 

enrolled in the state’s public 

postsecondary institutions. The 

grants support planning as well 

as the construction, or acquisition 

and renovation, of commercial 

properties to house students. 

The Higher Education Capacity 

Expansion Grant Program 

emphasizes that grants for 

capacity expansion projects  

are meant to support an increase 

in California resident enrollment.

https://www.daily-times.com/story/news/education/2018/08/21/san-juan-college-finalizing-partnership-build-student-housing-balfour-beatty/1044644002/
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2019/05/30/college-enrollment-declines-continue
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2019/05/30/college-enrollment-declines-continue
https://forum.academica.ca/forum/good-news-for-the-champions-of-on-campus-housing
https://forum.academica.ca/forum/good-news-for-the-champions-of-on-campus-housing
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CHAPTER

1
Key Driver 5: Create a safe environment for learning. Many students live in environments 
that are either unsafe or not conducive to intensive study. On-campus housing can provide 
a sanctuary for these students, a safe place where they can live, study and collaborate 
with others.

Campus housing can also be a second chance. 
At Santa Rosa Junior College, campus housing 
now under construction will replace local housing 
options devastated by wildfires in 2017. More than 
200 students and employees lost their homes in 
those fires, as a piece of the already tight local 
housing market disappeared overnight. In the 
immediate aftermath, nearly 125 students quit 
school. Three hundred more lowered their class 
load. Campus housing became a necessity for the 
college’s continued survival—and will give many 
students renewed hope.

 
Before diving into the financing for a new housing 
project, schools embarking on a housing journey 
need to do the due diligence, articulate their 
strategic objectives, and set programmatic goals. 
Leaders must be able to articulate how the new 
project will enhance the ability to deliver on the 
core mission and establish measures that can 
quantify its success.

The next step is to conduct a formal market demand assessment. This study will lay the 
foundation upon which many of the most important programmatic and financial decisions 
will be made.

Quantify your 
objectives

Campus housing 
provides a 
support system 
that can boost 
both retention 
and graduation 
rates.

https://www.sonomacountygazette.com/sonoma-county-news/santa-rosa-junior-college-will-remain-closed-through-october-17/
https://www.pressdemocrat.com/article/news/santa-rosa-junior-college-hopes-to-boost-enrollment-after-drop-in-wake-of-w/
https://www.pressdemocrat.com/article/news/santa-rosa-junior-college-hopes-to-boost-enrollment-after-drop-in-wake-of-w/
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Measuring the Feasibility 
of New Campus Housing

A comprehensive market demand analysis should include both quantitative and qualitative 
research. A combination of site evaluations, student surveys, stakeholder meetings and 
focus groups can provide the broad perspective an institution needs to create a clear 
action plan. 

A comprehensive exercise will address four basic questions:

1. How many beds can the program support?

To understand how many beds an institution will need, a study needs a good grasp 
of institutional demographics (today and in the coming years), local housing supply, 
and students’ current living situations. A comprehensive study must include an online 
survey to collect this data, but also much more. This data, coupled with potential site 
evaluations, will empower institutional decision-making regarding housing and how it may 
support students and the institution’s mission.

The study will also consider the housing options used by today’s students. Given an on-
campus option, are they likely to continue to use off-campus housing? Are they living 
with family, contributing to family housing costs? With another student in a one-bedroom 
apartment? In their car (a sad and all-too-common experience today)? What does this 
experience look like for this student renter?

2. What are residents’ preferences?

Focus groups and student surveys can help an institution decide whether to build 
residence halls or apartment-style communities. These analyses can also identify what  
new amenities might differentiate the school and attract the type of students the school 
needs to thrive.

CHAPTER

2

Developing 
the picture 
around 
projected 
demand 

After articulating the strategic and programmatic objectives of a new student 

housing project, the next fundamental question any higher education institution 

must address before embarking on a campus housing project is one of demand. 

New housing may support an institution’s mission, but a data-based market 

demand analysis (or feasibility study) will determine if current and future levels 

of demand will attract residents and cover the project’s costs. Without this 

assessment, an institution could emerge financially exposed. 
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During this analysis, it’s important to take 
a long view that accounts for changing 
generational preferences. The population of 
working Millennials around whom much of 
today’s housing stock was designed may have 
vastly different expectations than the current 
Generation Z or the pending Generation  
Alpha students who will live in the residence 
halls of the future. It is critical to build  
some flexibility and plan for future 
demographic shifts.

3. What rates will be sustainable?

Key to the financial viability of a project, 
a study will also determine what students 
are paying for their housing today. To get 
an accurate picture, this calculation should 
factor in students’ distance from campus 
and their transportation costs. The cost of 
on-campus housing should also factor in the 
quality of the facilities, the convenience of 
being on-site, and the intangible benefits of 
being part of the academic community.

4. How are similar institutions handling 
housing demand? 

By examining how peer institutions and other 
schools are meeting student housing needs, 
an institution can establish a competitive 
advantage over peers. This analysis should 
consider a range of questions: 

• What percentage of local or competitive/
peer schools offer housing? 

• How does this compare to the national 
average?

• What are the occupancy rates for those peer institutions? 

• What options and amenities do they offer those students?

 
College administrators have not pursued on-campus housing in the past for a variety  
of reasons, from its steep, up-front capital requirements to the risk of non-performance.

But the implications run deeper than pure financial exposure. To a large extent, a campus 
is being transformed from a workplace to a home. Institutions with housing are responsible 
for delivering comprehensive student services such as dining services, 24/7 security, 
counseling services and student life programming. When students live on campus,  
a school takes on a quasi-parental role that includes discipline, a new set of 
responsibilities around basic needs, and a range of new rules and safety procedures.

New housing 
may support 
an institution’s 
mission, but 
a data-based 
market demand 
analysis (or 
feasibility study) 
will determine if 
current and future 
levels of demand 
will attract 
residents and 
cover the project’s 
costs.

Assessing 
Institutional 
Readiness

CHAPTER

2
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CHAPTER

2
Moreover, the site selected for housing may require capital improvements beyond the 
residence hall. New sidewalks, exterior lighting, landscaping and other utilities and 
amenities may also be necessary to provide residents with an appealing and  
safe environment.

These risks and costs are not insignificant, and an effective study will highlight needs that 
go beyond just housing. Fortunately, a variety of funding models—including partnerships, 
grants, and referendums—may reduce the financial burden (see Chapter 3). Of course, 
these tools are not free. Often, they require commitment from the institution in return. 
Nevertheless, they can provide an acceptable and affordable path forward when there are 
few other options.

 
Once a plan is in place that includes projected costs and income, a higher education 
institution can move to the next step and begin exploring its funding options. While there 
is a wide range of funding models available today, they all include risk at varying levels 
which may or may not be tolerable. A trusted advisor will help the institution identify and 
then weigh the pros and cons of each against its short- and long-term goals, as well as its 
overall mission.

Ensuring 
financial 
feasibility
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Developing a Housing 
Model that Works

First, an institution may be able to budget, borrow or otherwise internally generate cash 
through giving initiatives to self-fund their housing projects. 

Second, some institutions may be able to fund their capital project through state-
appropriated funds or a public referendum, with dollars earmarked for specific projects. 
While this is an unusual way to fund student housing, it is possible. In these cases, 
institutions need to be careful they don’t accidentally appropriate funds set aside for  
other projects.  

Third, an increasingly popular way colleges fund 
housing—especially for first-time projects—is 
through a Public Private Partnership (P3). The 
proliferation of P3s initially grew among higher-
education institutions because they make major 
construction projects possible without having 
to raise the capital to build them or have them 
completely “on balance sheet,” leaving other 
capital sources available for academic and other 
non-revenue-generating capital projects. This 
approach, however, can be complex and typically 
demands some level of commitment from the 
institution. While this option is not appropriate for 
every institution, it frequently offers a practical, 
affordable way to achieve goals.

 
The level of institutional risk with a P3 delivery, 
as well as the potential ownership structures, 
varies considerably. A developer-owned project 
may provide a resource for the institution to house 
its students in but will grant little control over the 
day-to-day operations of the project. In addition, if 
the institution master-leases the project from the 
developer, that commitment will translate into an 

CHAPTER

3

P3: What’s  
at risk?

After defining success metrics and determining whether there is sufficient 

demand to support new campus housing, it’s time to evaluate the delivery 

mechanisms to bring a first-time housing project to fruition.

An increasingly 
popular way 
colleges fund 
housing—
especially for first-
time projects—
is through a 
Public Private 
Partnership (P3).
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accounting impact over the life of the lease. An institution-owned project will grant  
it 100% control, but typically, also 100% of the risk and the balance sheet impact.  
A carefully negotiated P3 will balance the institution’s risk and control, while keeping  
the bulk of the capital liability off the institution’s balance sheet. 

Any delivery mechanism will carry some amount of risk. For instance, an institution may 
have to pledge to cover certain up-front or operational costs for a period of time if net 
revenue is insufficient to cover them. Whatever the financial arrangement, however, there 
is one thing all parties must agree upon: creating an environment and experience that 
appeals to the students who will live there. Otherwise, the facility is unlikely to attract  
and retain the students required to make it a financial success.

Finally, an institution must understand what 
it is conceding through a P3. For example, if 
the deal stipulates that the institution will not 
own the building outright, leadership must 
work with the developer and owner to spell 
out how operations, maintenance, student life 
and other issues are delivered and paid for. 
Clarity over these core services and who is 
responsible for them is critical to ensuring  
a seamless resident experience. 

Institutions should never give up control 
over functions necessary to fulfill their 
institutional mission. Fulfilling this principle 
may mean maintaining control over residential 
life program design, campus construction 
standards or academic schedules, and 
operational goals. At the end of the day, the 
project will be associated with the college’s 
brand and reputation. If a school fails to meet 
student expectations in these areas, its goodwill 
and future enrollment could be at risk.

 
Institutions new to campus housing can benefit from an expert’s knowledge as they 
plan, build, manage and market the project. While working with a developer or third-
party operator may require giving up some level of control, it can also bring a college the 
experience and insight it needs to meet the demands of student housing. Institutions are 
also encouraged to hire an independent consultant who will contribute a broad range of 
experiences, an unbiased expert perspective, and a singular focus on advocating for the 
institution’s goals at every step of the process.

A future Scion Executive Guide will explore in detail the process and considerations for 
entering into a Public Private Partnership based on our team’s experience in the current 
financing environment.

Institutions 
should never 
give up control 
over functions 
necessary to fulfill 
their institutional 
mission.

The benefits 
of expert 
partnerships

CHAPTER

3
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Building Awareness and 
Engagement Around 
Housing Projects

Often the institution can attract students from a wider area, including students who 
previously were not able to find affordable housing close to campus. Applications from 
non-traditional and out-of-area students could rise. Each of these changes will affect how 
constituents within the college and local community view and interact with the institution. 
The planned development and changes to campus operations must be addressed 
proactively so that those groups continue to support the institution and its mission. 

Administrators would be well advised to engage students, faculty, and the community 
throughout the exploration process. By keeping key stakeholders informed, leaders can 
uncover and address objections early on, manage expectations, and create a seamless 
transition to a new kind of campus. 

 
Adding on-campus housing can have  
a significant, sometimes dramatic, impact  
on an institution. Because these changes may 
affect student life offerings and programming, 
they can influence the way students perceive 
the proposed housing project. 

Ultimately, the quality of an institution’s 
communications to internal and external 
audiences can affect the ultimate success  
of the project. Information about leadership’s 
vision for the campus can be shared through 
newsletters, social media, and campus 
signage. However, communication is most 
powerful when it is part of an ongoing  
dialogue. This level of communication  
begins with the initial student survey and  
continues throughout the process so that 
everyone feels they’ve had a chance to 
participate and be heard.

CHAPTER

4
Adding housing transforms an institution from a commuter destination to an 

around-the-clock campus. It may even alter the makeup and demographics of the 

student body.

Communicate 
the campus 
vision

Adding on-
campus housing 
can have a 
significant—
sometimes 
dramatic— 
impact on  
an institution.

https://www.chronicle.com/article/achieving-a-culture-of-communication-on-campus/
https://www.chronicle.com/article/achieving-a-culture-of-communication-on-campus/
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Build 
excitement 
among 
potential 
residents

 
Inviting students and other campus stakeholders into housing decisions can generate 
goodwill, bring new ideas to the table, and build excitement around the project. This input 
can be gathered through student surveys, stakeholder meetings, or focus groups. 

Informal intercept interviews can also be valuable. Interacting with students spontaneously 
in the library or dining hall can produce the diverse and honest insights needed to 
understand what students really think and want out of the project.

 
If students or faculty don’t seem to share leadership’s vision of the project, don’t despair. 
It may simply indicate that leadership hasn’t sufficiently communicated the benefits 
of new housing. They may need to look for more visible forums in which to make their 
case. An internal promotion campaign could also generate awareness and excitement 
on campus. Listening is important, too. When students and faculty believe leadership is 
taking their concerns seriously and working to address at least some of them, they are far 
more likely to lend their support and enthusiasm to the project.

Solicit 
feedback to 
drive success
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Conclusion

More campuses than ever are exploring first-time housing 

projects, but they can’t solve every school’s enrollment 

challenges.

Nor are today’s expanded funding options going to provide a satisfactory 
solution in every case. But for those colleges where building first-time student 
housing makes sense, there is an exceptional range of options that they can 
tap to achieve their goals.

To make well-informed decisions, a school must strive to understand how—
and whether—new student housing will improve its long-term prospects and 
help the institution deliver on its mission. To gauge viability, schools will need 
to undertake a rigorous market demand assessment and initiate a discovery 
process to answer critical questions along their journey. Navigating these 
decisions can be tricky. An experienced partner can help identify a financial 
model that reduces risk while maximizing the institution’s control over its 
investment—and prepare the institution for the challenges and exciting 
possibilities of a future that features student housing.



Independent analysis.  
Industry-leading expertise. 

Since 1999, Scion Advisory Services has been the student housing 
sector’s most trusted adviser, collaborating with clients on over 
300 campus markets and counting. Our team combines decades 
of experience in all aspects of campus housing: residential life 
administration, real estate finance, program and asset management, 
plus practical knowledge from the ownership and management of 
thousands of student beds. Scion’s Advisory Services team empowers 
our clients to enhance the residential experience of every student.

advisory@thesciongroup.com 
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