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Assessing our Effectiveness in Promoting and Measuring Healthy and Thoughtful Gender Identities 

and Gendered Behaviors 

College of Saint Benedict and Saint John’s University 

 

 

 

Overview of the Quality Initiative 
 

The College of Saint Benedict (CSB), a residential, liberal arts college for women, and Saint 

John’s University (SJU), a residential, liberal arts college for men, collaborate to provide high quality 

education to 3,800 traditional-age undergraduate students. They share one academic program and faculty, 

and students attend classes together on both campuses. At the same time, each school remains separately 

incorporated, with its own governance, president, and campus. Two separate student development and 

residential programs intentionally attend to the gender-specific developmental needs of women and men. 

The institutions’ commitments to gender development are grounded in their vision and mission 

statements. The College of Saint Benedict seeks to provide for women the best residential liberal arts 

education in the Catholic university tradition, with an unwavering focus on women’s development. 

Similarly, Saint John’s University seeks to be one of the nation's great Catholic liberal arts colleges by 

providing the best holistic learning experience for men in the country. The unique collaboration between 

CSB and SJU supports both institutional visions by providing a rich educational environment for gender 

development. 

This Quality Initiative (QI) will identify more systematically how students’ experiences at the 

College of Saint Benedict and Saint John’s University impact their gender development, testing our 

assumptions about the benefits of the programming and education we offer our students. The QI Principal 

Investigators (PIs) propose the following overarching research question: How do the institutions’ 

structures, programming, curriculum, and environments promote or inhibit healthy gender development 

for CSB and SJU students? 
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This research project involves faculty, staff, and students across multiple disciplines and 

institutional areas in designing and conducting research to address this question. The QI PIs will work 

with key people and groups to study relevant programs, assessment data, and campus issues. Each project 

is described in further detail below. The PIs will also identify gaps in current knowledge and practice and 

data that need to be gathered and analyzed to fully address our research questions. Throughout the QI, 

members of the CSB/SJU community, particularly those individuals and groups that directly address 

gender issues on our campuses, will be invited to make suggestions and respond to the project. Current 

students will be included both as focus group members and as a key constituent group. The scholarly 

literature on gender development will ground and provide context for our findings. 

 

Initiative’s Scope and Significance 
 

Relevance and Significance 

 

As a college for women (CSB) in partnership with a college for men (SJU), we have developed 

numerous programs, experiences, and requirements to challenge students to explore gender issues inside 

and outside the classroom. Our stated goal is to offer programs to meet the needs and aspirations of young 

women and men, emphasizing leadership and a personal development profile that includes intellectual, 

spiritual, emotional and physical development. Our hope is that these programs contribute to a supportive 

yet challenging environment that leads to healthy and thoughtful gender identities and gendered behaviors 

in our students. 

We already know a great deal about the experiences of men and women in college, generally, and 

about the experiences of women and men at CSB and SJU, particularly. Research shows that women and 

men are affected in differential ways by their undergraduate experience and that women and men are 

differentially engaged in their undergraduate experiences (Kinzie, Gonyea, Kuh, et al., 2007; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005; Sax, 2008). Females generally spend more time studying or engaging in active learning 

activities than males, whereas men are more likely to be engaged in student leadership positions and 

athletics. 
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At CSB and SJU, we find statistically significant differences between our women and men 

students on multiple variables. On our annual senior survey, women are more likely than men to indicate 

that they participated in a range of enriching educational experiences (including community service, 

international education programs, and gender-specific programs and activities). Men rate themselves 

more highly in academic ability, leadership ability, and intellectual and social self-confidence than do 

women. Women and men report that they spend their time differently, with men being more likely to 

socialize, and women more likely to work on or off campus. A recent published study found that 81% of 

SJU students surveyed played video games on a regular basis, and found that video game addiction has a 

significant negative relationship with expectations for college engagement and first-year college GPA 

(Schmitt & Livingston, 2015). 

Research within our campuses has also demonstrated the effectiveness of specific gendered 

interventions. For example, we know that our Mathematics, Physics, Computer Science Research 

Scholars (MapCores) program encourages CSB students to persist in these traditionally male-dominated 

fields. The program, which began in fall 2009, enrolls a cohort of women and includes scholarships, 

curricular enhancements, one-on-one advising and support activities designed to attract and graduate 

more women in specific STEM fields. To date, the program has had considerable success in increasing 

the number of CSB women graduating with majors in mathematics, physics, and computer science. We 

also know, from our annual senior survey, that students who report participating in gender-specific 

programs and activities (like men’s or women’s spirituality groups or men’s or women’s health 

activities) are more likely to say that their experiences at CSB or SJU contributed to their understanding 

of themselves as a man or a woman, and to report that their experience at CSB and SJU contributed to 

their understanding of issues related to gender.  

We also know there are issues we must address. One published study found that non- 

heterosexual students on our campuses experienced microaggressions in a variety of forms, each 

reflecting different negative value judgments about non-heterosexual activity or individuals (Platt & 

Lenzen, 2013). In the last five years, 38% of graduating seniors at CSB and 61% of graduating seniors at 
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SJU indicated that they never participated in such gender-specific programs and activities, clearly showing 

room for improvement. 

While we know a great deal about how CSB and SJU students’ experiences differ, and while we 

make claims about how the gender foci of the institutions impact women’s and men’s experiences here, 

we know relatively little about whether or how specific college interventions have contributed to our 

students’ development of healthy and thoughtful gender identities. We do not know whether our co- 

educational classrooms provide an explicit opportunity for both women and men to be academically 

engaged, or whether our limited number of single-sex classrooms produce different or better outcomes for 

students. We do not know how the texts produced by CSB/SJU reinforce or question gender stereotypes. 

We do not know how our institutions’ stated values associated with gender compare to actual observed 

behaviors among students on our campuses. We do not know why our young men engage in study abroad 

experiences at a higher rate than the national average. We do not know how Title IX and sexual 

misconduct issues on campus reflect a gendered campus environment. And, we are just beginning to 

consider how we will admit and support transgender students within our dichotomous campus 

environments. 

This QI represents our next step in addressing these questions, in testing the claims we make 

about the gender development we provide our students, and in discovering how better to serve them. The 

QI is particularly relevant at this time because the “Holistic and Transformational Development of 

Women and Men” is one of four themes of our new Strategic Directions 2020, which will guide our 

work for the next five years. This project will institutionalize an on-going practice of coordinating and 

sponsoring gender-related research, supported at the highest levels of the institutions, used to inform 

policy and practice at the schools, and shared publicly to inform best practices at other institutions. 

 

Intended Impact 

 

Our ultimate goal is to help shape the national conversation on gender development in higher 

education, becoming leaders in this area. However, this quality initiative is not simply about our triumphs; 
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an equally important goal of our project is to identify deficiencies in our current practices so that we can 

make changes to promote healthy and thoughtful gender identities and gendered behaviors, informing 

clear policy recommendations for consideration by the CSB and SJU Cabinets. 

Each of the participants in this project will share the results of their QI gender research both 

internally and externally. Specific prospective outlets for the research results are identified below. 

 

Initiative’s Purpose 
 

Purposes and Goals 

 

Our ultimate goal is for all college students to have healthy and thoughtful gender identities. This 

QI aims to build crucial links between those on campus who do research on gender development, and to 

build a culture of sharing gender research across and beyond campus to improve students’ experiences in 

college. This project will lay the groundwork for a substantial change in the way we assess gender 

development, and we recognize that this change will take sustained effort, time, and resources. 

For this QI, we will implement seven projects led by faculty and staff from various parts of the 

institutions and involving multiple students as participants and researchers. Proposals were solicited from 

all community members and projects were selected by the QI PIs, with priority on projects that fill gaps 

in what we currently know about gender development at CSB/SJU. 

 

Evaluation of Progress and Accomplishments 

 

It is the responsibility and authority of the PIs constantly to monitor and support progress on each 

of the individual projects, both toward the timeline established by HLC and toward the larger goals of the 

project. Our intent is to use the insights from this project to make policy and programming 

recommendations, as well as to plan and implement additional ongoing studies addressing areas that we 

have determined are in further need of study. The PIs will deliver a final project that not only fulfills the 

requirements of the Quality Initiative, but also recommends an ongoing process of determining needs in 

programming or assessment, conducting the relevant research or programming or policy change, and 



Page | 6  

reviewing or assessing the effectiveness of the change toward achieving our gender development goals. 

 

Commitment to and Capacity for Accomplishing the Initiative 
 

Internal and External Support 

 

First, the CSB and SJU Presidents and their cabinets endorsed the project and agreed to address 

gender development in our Quality Initiative. Details of the project were shared with the Board of 

Trustees, Joint Faculty Senate, and Student Senates as the proposal developed. Further, individual faculty 

and staff have committed to participating by proposing projects to support the initiative, and they have 

planned to involve students as participants and researchers. 

Second, the project represents collaboration among faculty, staff, and students. The institutions 

have demonstrated broad commitment to the project through the assignment of qualified PIs and the 

allocation of financial resources to support the work of the initiative. Faculty and staff completing 

research projects as a part of the initiative will receive $1500 stipends. 

Third, one of the themes of Strategic Directions 2020, our current strategic plan, is to focus on the 

holistic development of men and women. This project clearly aligns with that priority and is highlighted 

within that strategic plan.  

 

Groups and Individuals Involved in Implementation 
 

This initiative is being led by co-PIs Kathryn Enke and Shane Miller. Dr. Enke is Chief of Staff 

in the President’s Office at the College of Saint Benedict. Her research focuses on the ways that 

identities mediate experiences in higher education. Dr. Miller is the Director of Gender Studies at the CSB 

and SJU and on the Board of Directors for the American Men’s Studies Association. His research focuses 

on representations of masculinity and non-normative displays of gender. 

The project is designed to capitalize on the expertise of our community members as we design, 

collect, and analyze data for this project. The following projects have been selected to be part of this QI. 
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  Rhetorical Criticism of the Function of Gender in Texts Published by CSB and SJU 

Aric Putnam, Associate Professor of Communication 

 
For this project, six to eight student volunteers from Communication 201: Rhetoric, Culture and 

Critique in spring semester 2015 and 2016 will conduct guided independent research projects. They will 

engage in rhetorical criticism of texts that are produced by CSB and SJU in order to determine the 

strategies that underlie the institutions’ self-presentation in published texts. For example, a student may 

analyze the sports-related webpages that articulate a gendered identity for Bennie and Johnnie athletes; 

another may analyze recruitment materials for how they depict a gendered prospective student. 

Student projects will be fully researched term papers 10-12 pages in length. The results will be 

shared at a themed Celebrating Scholarship and Creativity Day event. At the conclusion of the project, 

Putnam will write a summary and analysis of the essays and their insights, relating student work directly 

to goals of the Quality Initiative. These student projects will be submitted for consideration at the Saint 

Thomas Undergraduate Communication Research Conference April 2016.   

 

Video Game Addiction and College Performance among Males 

Michael Livingston, Professor of Psychology, and 

 

Zach Schmitt, Database Systems Analyst, Registrar’s Office 
 

Approximately 8-9% of Americans between the age of 8 and 18 are addicted to video games. 

This addiction is highly gendered: many more males than females play video games and many more 

males than females are addicted to these games. This proposal describes an ongoing research project that 

is now in its second year. The researchers have gathered data on two SJU cohorts, the new entering 

classes of fall 2013 and fall 2014. The researchers are now tracking each cohort through four years of 

college, examining GPA at the end of each year, retention rates, drug and alcohol violations, and 

measures of student engagement. 

This project examines how video game playing and video game addiction impact the college 

success and engagement of male students, taking advantage of the all-male living environments at SJU 
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and the four-year residential nature of the school. The data collected on video gaming and college 

success will be used to inform the development of treatment protocols for video game addiction among 

males and females. In addition, the results of this study will be submitted as a research article to the 

journal Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, in the summer of 2017. 

 

A Descriptive Exploratory Study of the Relationships between Stated Values Associated with 

Gender and Actual Observed Behaviors that are Influential in the Social Construction of Gender 

among College students on the CSB and SJU Campuses 

Karyl Daughters, Associate Professor of Communication 

 

This project is designed to look at the relationships between stated values associated with gender 

(e.g., gender identity, sex-role expectations) and actual observed behaviors that are influential in the 

social construction of gender among college students on the CSB and SJU campuses. This idea was born 

out of the researcher’s experience teaching Communication 351: Gender and Communication. In that 

course students think critically about gender as a social construction and consider the role that each 

individual plays through their daily interactions in shaping values associated with gender and identity. At 

the same time, students in class report instances of interpersonal behavior on college campuses that 

undermine the reported beliefs in equality and acceptance. The purpose of the proposed project is to 

measure the extent to which these contradictions exist on the CSB and SJU campuses and to reveal 

mechanisms that are contributing to these dynamics. 

The project will be completed as part of the fall 2015 Gender and Communication course. 

 
Students in that course will be full collaborators in refining methodology, collecting data, and conducting 

preliminary analysis and discussion of results. The design of the study will encompass how gender is 

negotiated in a variety of dyadic (e.g., same-sex, cross-sex) and relational (e.g., friendship, romantic) 

contexts. This study will provide a description of which explicitly stated values related to gender are 

present or absent in observed day-to-day experiences. As such, it will allow the schools to have a better 

idea of how our students experience gendered beliefs about equality and acceptance. The results of this 
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study will become a paper submitted to the Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity Caucus for the Central 

States Communication Association 2017 conference. 

 

Is Learning Enhanced in Sex-Segregated FYS Classes? 
 

A Comparative Analysis between Regular FYS and Sex-Segregated FYS Sections 

 

Patricia Bolanos-Fabres, Associate Professor of Hispanic Studies, and 

Sucharita Sinha Mukherjee, Associate Professor of Economics 

First Year Seminar (FYS) classes are an important path through which first-year students at CSB 

and SJU begin their curriculum. These courses often form the basis of their major choices and have the 

potential to influence their learning outcomes in the future. This project entails a comparative analysis 

between learning outcomes in sex-segregated and co-educational FYS sections. The study hopes to 

examine the differential learning by CSB and SJU students in single-sex FYS sections vis-à-vis regular 

FYS sections and thereby explore the rationale for offering more sex-segregated FYS sections. Assessment 

data provided by the Common Curriculum Office, surveys administered to first year students in sex-

segregated FYS sections during 2014-2015 and focus group interviews comprised of seniors/juniors who 

were part of sex-segregated FYS sections will be used to empirically analyze the question. 

This analysis will contribute to the body of knowledge on gender-dedicated educational 

objectives and will provide for the first time information on the usefulness and value of sex-segregated 

FYS sections. The results of this project will be submitted to the Gender and Education conference hosted 

by the Gender and Education Association in the Spring of 2017. 

 

Reasons for Men’s Choices to Participate or Not Participate in Study Abroad Experiences 

 

Shane Miller, Associate Professor of Communication and Director of Gender Studies 

 

Nationwide, male students participate in study abroad at much lower rates than their female peers, 

consistently making up 35% of the student population studying abroad. Yet at SJU, male students have a 

participation rate averaging about 40% of the total outgoing population. This project will provide a data 
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set that helps to expand the information available about why fewer men choose to study abroad, and 

perhaps more importantly, why our men study abroad at a higher rate. 

The study will use semi-structured focus groups to have men reflect on the reasoning behind their 

decisions to enroll or not enroll in study abroad options. Groups will be composed of currently enrolled 

males students, divided among those who have chosen to participate in, or not participate in international 

education experiences. The purpose of this study will be twofold: first, to better understand the factors 

that are preventing our men from taking advantage of study abroad programs at the same rate as women, 

and second, to determine the factors that contribute to our men enrolling in study abroad at higher rates 

than the national average. Once such factors have been identified, the results of the study will be used to 

develop interventions aimed at our own men, as well as intervention strategies that may be helpful to 

other institutions. The results of this project will be submitted for consideration to the Spring 2017 WISE 

Conference on Intercultural Learning hosted by Duke University. 

 

Transgender Policy and Practice Development for the College of Saint Benedict and Saint John’s 

University 

Mary Geller, CSB VP of Student Development, and 

Doug Mullin, SJU VP of Student Development 

Transgender people within higher education continue to be an invisible, often forgotten 

community. Only about 10% of colleges and universities have trans-inclusive nondiscrimination 

statements. Research suggests that trans people face higher rates of harassment when compared to 

cisgender, lesbian, gay, and bisexual people and are three times more likely to fear for their physical safety 

on campus. In the last decade, however, a number of campuses have become leaders in creating trans- 

friendly policies, programs, and practices. 

CSB and SJU do not have a policy and have not been intentional with institutional practices that 

welcome and serve transgender and gender non-conforming students. The goal of this work is to create 

transgender policy and practice via a collective process thus preparing the institutions to educate and serve 
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transgender and gender non-conforming students in ways consistent with the Catholic and Benedictine 

character of CSB and SJU, and the single-sex mission of each institution. The committee will consist of a 

core group of individuals representing a cross section of the institutions. 

The facilitators will conduct research and education for the core committee to inform the scope of 

the policy. The facilitators will also inventory existing policies at other institutions with a special focus on 

single sex institutions. The core committee will draft a policy and present it, in a quiet phase, to the 

student senates, People Representing the Sexual Minority (PRiSM), the college presidents and other key 

campus and monastic leaders. Then, in a public phase, the policy will be shared with the CSB and SJU 

community where it will be thoroughly vetted. The facilitators will then edit and strengthen the policy 

based on this feedback. The goal of this project is to produce a viable policy to be voted on by both 

Boards of Trustees and to outline practices throughout the institution that better meet the needs of 

transgender students. 

 

How do Title IX and sexual misconduct issues on campus reflect a gendered campus environment? 
 

Kathryn Enke, CSB Chief of Staff and Lead Title IX Coordinator 

 

This research project will consider the discourse around Title IX and sexual misconduct on 

campus and how that discourse reflects a gendered campus environment. The researcher will review 

institutional policies and language shared widely on campus (such as the Sexual Misconduct Policy and 

Procedure, the Title IX website, and health promotions materials), observe institutional training and 

events designed to raise campus awareness of these issues, and conduct interviews with CSB and SJU 

students about their perceptions about Title IX and sexual misconduct issues on campus. Drawing on 

national literature about sexual assault and using a feminist research lens, the researcher will then 

analyze the ways that campus discourse around Title IX and sexual misconduct reflects a gendered 

campus environment. 

The goal of the research is consistent with the goals of the QIP: to shape the national 

conversation on gender development in higher education (of which sexual misconduct is an important and 



Page | 12  

timely component), to identify deficiencies in our current practices to promote healthy identities and 

behaviors, and to inform clear policy recommendations. Results of this project will be submitted for 

presentation at the Association for the Study of Higher Education conference in November 2016, 

and submitted for publication in the Journal of Higher Education after receiving feedback at the 

conference. 

 

Committed Resources 
 

The Office of Academic Affairs and the Offices of the Presidents have been setting the stage for 

this initiative in the past year. The presidents endorsed the project and appointed the PIs to lead this work. 

The Office of Academic Review and Curricular Advancement, which regularly supports the improvement 

of teaching and learning at CSB and SJU through assessment, is playing a key financial role, supporting the 

project with funding dedicated toward research stipends and expenses for participating faculty and staff. 

 

 

Timeline for the Initiative 

 

Our goal to assess our effectiveness in promoting and measuring healthy and thoughtful gender 

identities and gendered behaviors among our students and to provide national leadership in this area is an 

ongoing effort, of which this QIP is a concerted first step. The insights from this project will be used to 

make policy and programming recommendations, as well as to plan and implement additional ongoing 

research addressing areas that we have determined are in further need of study. Because the project has 

been integrated into Strategic Directions 2020 and links directly to our missions and visions for CSB and 

SJU, we are committed to continuing this work beyond the timeline of the QI. In particular, the QI results 

will be presented as a part of the school’s recurring Thursday Forum – a multi-disciplinary venue for 

sharing developing research. In addition, the schools have committed to hosting a conference on the theme 

of Gender and the College Student in 2017. Finally, the results of the research projects will be shared with 

specific offices on campus who have the potential to make policy changes and improvements based on the 

research findings during the 2017-18 academic year. 
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Primary Activities and Implementation Timeline 

 

Each project will complete the following primary activities: 
 

 Begin work on the Quality Initiative projects fall 2015. 

 

 Complete data collection by May 2016. 
 

 Provide project updates to the PIs at mid-semester fall 2015, end-of-semester fall 2015, and mid-

semester spring 2016. 

 Submit final reports to the QI PIs no later than December 15, 2016. 

 Submit proposals and abstracts to above-listed conferences and journals, 2016-2017. 

 

The Quality Initiative Project: 

 The PIs will write a draft of the final report on the QI in fall 2016, and share it with campus 

 constituents (faculty governance, Thursday Forum, chairs and program directors, student 

 development staff). 

 Submitted to CSB and SJU Presidents by March 1, 2017, for their review. 

 Submitted to the HLC by May 30, 2017.  

 Direct the design of the inaugural triennial conference on Gender and the College Student, to be 

held at CSB and SJU in 2017. 

 Present research findings to policy-makers at the institutions throughout 2017, to include the 

Presidents’ Cabinets and Joint Boards, Strategic Directions Council, Center for Global 

Education, Joint Faculty Senate and relevant curricular committees, and the Offices of 

Communication and Marketing. 
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