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Abstract:

In recent years, several initiatives have at-
tempted to integrate character education in
universities. However, it is difficult at the univer-
sity level to find initiatives aimed at generating
communities in which their climate or culture
contribute to character development, a relatively
common approach at the school level in the char-
acter education movement. University residen-
tial centers may be an ideal setting for generat-
ing such communities. However, studies, guides,
or programs along these lines are scarce or non-

existent. A case worthy of study is that of Colegi-
os Mayores, university residential communities
in Spain with a centuries-old tradition that aim
to contribute to the integral development of stu-
dents. However, the literature on the educational
dimension of this institution is also scarce and
outdated. Contributing to outline its educational
dimension, this study reports the results of a sur-
vey of directors of Colegios Mayores. The aims of
this study are to: 1) explore whether the commu-
nity of Colegios Mayores agrees in considering
six practices as characteristic of this institution;
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2) explore the level of implementation of each
one of them; and 3) explore if the way in which
the community members are involved in these
practices responds to the social learning model
of Communities of Practice proposed by Etienne
Wenger. The questionnaire was answered by 19
directors, representing 15.2% of the population
(N=125). Based on the results, it is reasonable to
affirm that most directors of Colegios Mayores:
1) consider that the six practices proposed are
characteristic of this institution; 2) already im-
plement these practices in their centers; and 3)
consider that the Communities of Practice model
reflects the way in which the collegial communi-
ty engages in these practices.

Keywords: Character development, Colegios Ma-
yores, Communities of Practice, character educa-
tion, residence halls, higher education, university.

Resumen:

En los tltimos anos, diversas iniciativas estan
intentando integrar la educacion del caracter en
el Ambito universitario. Sin embargo, es dificil en-
contrar a nivel universitario iniciativas dirigidas a
generar comunidades en las que el clima o la cul-
tura contribuyan al desarrollo del caracter, un en-
foque relativamente frecuente a nivel escolar en el
movimiento de educacién del caracter. Los centros
residenciales universitarios pueden ser un ambito
idéneo para generar este tipo de comunidades. No
obstante, los estudios, guias, o programas orien-

tados en esta linea son escasos o inexistentes. Un
caso digno de estudio es el de los Colegios Mayo-
res, comunidades universitarias residenciales en
Espana de tradicion multisecular que pretenden
contribuir al desarrollo integral de los estudian-
tes universitarios. Sin embargo, la literatura que
desarrolla la dimensién educativa de esta institu-
cién también es escasa y esta desactualizada. Con
el proposito de contribuir a perfilar su dimension
educativa, esta investigacion aplica un cuestiona-
rio a directores de Colegios Mayores para: 1) ex-
plorar si la comunidad de Colegios Mayores esta
de acuerdo en considerar seis practicas como pro-
pias de esta institucion; 2) conocer el nivel de im-
plementacion de cada una de ellas; y 3) explorar si
el modo en que la comunidad colegial se involucra
en estas practicas responde al modelo de Comuni-
dades de Practica propuesto por Etienne Wenger.
El cuestionario fue respondido por 19 directores,
representando al 15.2 % de la poblacién (N=125).
Partiendo de los resultados, es razonable afirmar
que la mayoria de los directores de Colegios Mayo-
res: 1) considera que las seis practicas propuestas
son propias de esta institucion; 2) ya implementa
estas practicas en sus centros; y 3) considera que
el modelo de Comunidades de Practica refleja el
modo en que la comunidad colegial se involucra en
estas practicas.

Descriptores: desarrollo del caracter, Cole-
gios Mayores, Comunidades de Practica, edu-
cacion del caracter, residencias universitarias,
educacion superior, universidad.

1. Introduction

The world is changing rapidly. For
many institutions, this is a context that
generates diverse crises for which they
have not been able to prepare. Institu-

tions and their leaders need to rediscov-
er their missions in a new and dynam-
ic context and adapt their means in a
strategic and intentional way to fulfill
those missions.
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This phenomenon is undoubtedly
present in the educational field. Society
demands from educational centers peo-
ple capable of understanding and acting
in today’s world. It is becoming increas-
ingly clear that the type of development
demanded of children and young people
does not consist solely in the acquisition
of knowledge, skills or competencies, or in
reaching certain levels of emotional hal-
ance. This is a lot, but it is not enough to
meet the great challenges of our society,
especially when we need citizens with a
strong moral compass who are committed
to the common good (Bok, 2020). Respond-
ing to this need, the character education
movement has promoted the integration
of the moral dimension into educational
systems with a renewed emphasis over
the past three decades (Bernal et al., 2015;
Dabdoub, 2021; Dabdoub et al., 2020).

This movement focused on character
development is beginning to be received
at the university level. For years, vari-
ous initiatives have been promoted to
contribute to the character development
of college students, such as mentoring,
great books programs, service-learning,
or leadership programs, among others
(Brooks et al., 2019; Lle6 et al., 2018;
Lorenzo et al., 2019; Torralba, 2022).
However, it is difficult to find at the uni-
versity level initiatives aimed at gener-
ating communities in which climate or
culture contribute to character develop-
ment, a relatively common approach at
the school level in the character educa-
tion movement (Berger, 2003; Berkow-
itz, 2021; Elbot & Fulton, 2007; Lickona,
2004; Novick et al., 2002).

An ideal setting for generating such com-
munities is residential centers that house
university students. Their construction has
become a particularly lucrative business
internationally since 2020 (Kim, 2022).
Building on the theory and experience gen-
erated at the school level, these residential
contexts can be designed to generate com-
munities that contribute to the character
development of all their members. However,
studies, guidelines, or programs along these
lines are scarce or nonexistent, although
there are several international associations
that group together university residential
centers that emphasize the development
of their students. These include Collegiate
Way International (2022), the European
University College Association (2022), and
the Residential College Society (2022).

In this reflection on how to generate
this type of community, a case worthy of
study is that of Colegios Mayores, resi-
dential university communities in Spain
with a centuries-old tradition that aims
to contribute to the integral development
of university students (Carabias, 2013).
In many ways, they can be considered as
the Spanish version of the European col-
leges (de Lario, 2019). We believe that les-
sons can be learned from the experience of
this institution to inspire those who wish
to create communities that contribute to
character development at the university
level. However, the literature that devel-
ops the educational dimension of this in-
stitution is also scarce and outdated (Las-
caris, 1952; Oliva, 2010; Suarez, 1966).

Recently, Dabdoub, Salaverria, Berkowitz,
and Naval (2022) have conducted a prelim-
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inary study in which they identify: 1) six
essential features of the nature of Colegios
Mayores; 2) their educational mission; 3)
six practices characteristic of this institu-
tion; and 4) the way in which the collegiate
community engages in these practices.

The features of the nature of the Cole-
gios Mayores and their educational mission
have been easily identified in the current
legislation, in the statutes of the Colegios
Mayores and in the documents published
by the Consejo de Colegios Mayores Uni-
versitarios de Espafia, the association to
which all these centers belong. The essential
features of their nature are: 1) non-profit
centers of higher education; 2) necessarily
integrated into a university; 3) providing
non-formal education; 4) to a diverse range
of students; 5) belonging to a value-driven
community; 6) in a residential context (Dab-
doub, Salaverria, Berkowitz, & Naval, 2022).
In the case of the mission, the study refers
to the Salamanca Statement (Consejo de
Colegios Mayores Universitarios de Espana,
2018, pp. 135-136) written and signed by all
the Colegios Mayores in Spain. Based on this
two-page-long text, the following mission
statement can be constructed. An emphasis
on character development is clearly detected:

To strengthen the civic spirit of stu-
dents, promoting values such as freedom,
participation, equality, solidarity, coexist-
ence, responsibility, tolerance and democ-
racy with a critical and respectful attitude,
fostering their commitment to society and
instilling an open and constructive attitude
towards the great challenges of the future.

Unfortunately, the particular practices
of this institution and the way in which the

collegiate community is involved in them has
not been codified or delineated. Therefore,
such as model has been proposed by the au-
thors based on their professional experience
leading Colegios Mayores, and there are no
official documents or studies to contrast
what they propose (Dabdoub, Salaverria,
Berkowitz, & Naval, 2022; Oliva, 2010).
Knowing and defining these elements is nec-
essary to study how these communities can
be intentionally and strategically designed to
generate a culture or climate that positively
impacts character development in Colegi-
os Mayores. In addition, this study focused
on Colegios Mayores can also inspire how
non-residential university contexts can be
designed to promote character development.

For these reasons, a study is needed
to conduct an initial exploration to see
whether the community of Colegios Mayores
in Spain recognizes these practices and the
way in which the collegiate community is in-
volved in them as something of its own.

2. Objectives

This research has three main objec-
tives. The first is to explore whether
there is agreement in the community
of Colegios Mayores on the six prac-
tices that Dabdoub, Salaverria, Berkow-
itz, and Naval (2022) identify as charac-
teristic of this institution. The second
objective is to find out the level of im-
plementation of each of these practices.
Third, this study aims to explore wheth-
er the way in which the collegial commu-
nity engages in these practices responds
to the Communities of Practice model
(Hoadley, 2012; Wenger, 1999).
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Exploring which are the practices of
Colegios Mayores, their level of implemen-
tation and the way in which the collegiate
community engages in them contributes to
make explicit the educational dimension of
this institution. This opens the door to sub-
sequent projects in which this experience
can be shared and further deepens how these
practices and the way in which students en-
gage in them contribute to generate a type of
community in which the climate or culture
contributes to character development.

3. Method

To respond to the objectives of this
study, a questionnaire was designed and
administered online to directors of Cole-
gios Mayores, following the guidelines of
Regmi et al. (2016) and Ball (2019) for its
design and application, and Grimshaw’s
guide (2014) to present the results.

The questionnaire was prepared by the
authors with the advice of five experts on
the subject, one from Spain and four inter-
national experts. It was distributed and ap-
plied using Google Forms. It has 46 items
distributed in five sections: 1) profile of the
director; 2) profile of the Colegio Mayor;,
3) identification of common practices and
their level of implementation; 4) Commu-
nities of Practice; and 5) comments. The
estimated response time was 15 minutes.
It was distributed and answered bhetween
May 10 and August 10, 2022.

The target population of the question-
naire is composed of directors of Colegios
Mayores. It is difficult to determine the ex-
act number of Colegios Mayores in Spain.

Each year the number varies due to closures
and new openings. The Council of Universi-
ty Colleges of Spain speaks of 125 centers.
Being a small number in relative terms, we
tried to send the questionnaire to the entire
population. After an arduous review, e-mails
were obtained from 116 centers (92.8% of
the estimated population).

The questionnaire was sent to each of
these centers by means of a personalized
e-mail addressed to each director. The
body of the message requested their col-
laboration by answering the questionnaire
and invited them to consult additional in-
formation on the web page of the research
project in which this study is integrated
(Dabdoub, Salaverria, Berkowitz, Power,
et al., 2022). The first mailing was sent on
May 10, 2022 and a reminder was sent on
May 17. No incentives were given.

Table 1 shows the items corresponding
to the six specific practices (I1-16) identified
by Dabdoub, Salaverria, Berkowitz, and Na-
val (2022), providing a brief description and
concrete examples of each: I1. Collaborative
governance; 12. Service roles and tasks; I3.
Retreats, excursions, trips; I4. Collegial
initiatives; I5. Peer mentoring; and I6. Ter-
tulias, colloquiums, informal meetings. In
each of the items, two questions are an-
swered. The first is directed to the level of
implementation of the practice: Do you con-
sider that this practice is implemented in
your center? As a response option, you can
choose one of four levels of implementation:
Level 1: Yes, and I consider that it is prac-
ticed effectively; Level 2: Yes, but I consider
that we would have to improve the way we
practice it; Level 3: No, but we would like
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legios Mayores? In this case, you can only
choose between two possible answers: yes
or no. In addition, in each of these six items

it to be practiced; and Level 4: No, and we
have no interest in practicing it. The second
question is: Do you think that this practice
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can be considered as characteristic of Co-

there is the opportunity to add comments.

TaBLE 1. Description and examples of practices characteristic of Colegios Mayores.

Practice

Description

Example

I1. Collabora-
tive govern-
ance

I2. Service
roles and
tasks

I3. Retreats,
excursions,
trips

I4. Collegial
initiatives

This practice consists of the col-
legiate members participating
in the governance of the Colegio
Mayor through leadership and
management tasks, processes
of consultation and deliberation
and/or through decision making,
following the mission and values
of the community and contribut-
ing to its common good.

This practice consists of students
being assigned a role or a task in
which they provide a service to
the community or contribute to
the care and maintenance of the
center’s facilities.

This practice consists of dedi-
cating a few hours or days to
withdraw from the ordinary
life of the Colegio Mayor with
a group of students to deepen
or enhance some aspect of the
community, such as its needs,
mission or values.

This practice consists of listen-
ing to the voice of the students
about the initiatives they
would like to carry out and
offering the necessary insti-
tutional support to implement
them.

By way of example: in my college there
is a College Council or Assembly that
brings together college members to de-
liberate and make decisions; there are
working teams such as deanery com-
missions, committees, boards or clubs
that entail leadership and management
responsibilities; there is some kind of
democratic process for the election of
college members’ representatives.

By way of example: tidying and clean-
ing common areas; taking photographs
and videos of activities; gardening tasks;
creating content for the website or so-
cial networks; taking care of electronic
equipment; library management.

By way of example: these experiences
can take the form of an excursion to
the mountains, a cultural visit, a pro-
fessional trip, a work day, a spiritual re-
treat, a ski plan, a work camp, a study
day.

By way of example: the initiative of the
students gives rise to social volunteering,
conferences, round tables, colloquiums
with invited experts, sports tournaments,
clubs, activities, artistic experiences, de-
bates, workshops, seminars, celebrations,
excursions or cultural trips, among oth-
ers. Institutional support can be provid-
ed in various ways: by creating spaces in
which these initiatives are encouraged; by
reserving a space in the center or in the
University; by offering funding, in the
event that the Colegio Mayor allocates a
budget item for this purpose; by relying
on the support and advice of experienced
collegians in the organization and devel-
opment of the initiatives.
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I5. Peer
mentoring

16. Tertulias,
colloquiums,
informal
meetings

This practice consists of facili-
tating the opportunity for stu-
dents to establish an advisory/
tutoring/mentoring  relation-
ship with another student or
member of the Colegio Mayor.
Essentially, this is a mentor-
ing system between peers who
share collegial status, where
the mentee can benefit from
the advice, experience and sup-
port of a more senior mentor.

This practice consists of pe-
riodic informal meetings in
which a significant part of the
Colegio Mayor meets and has
a relaxed conversation in a cli-
mate of trust and spontaneity.

For example: first-year students are
assigned an advisor for academics; for
the first few days of the course, there
are senior students who spend time
explaining how the Colegio Mayor
works, introducing them to the com-
munity life, introducing them to other
students; undergraduates can turn to
graduate students or professors who
are part of the collegiate community
for academic, professional, or personal
advice.

For example: having a daily informal
meeting in which a significant part
of the collegial community meets and
talks about what has happened that
day; inviting a professional to meet
with the community in the context of
an informal conversation.

Note: The description of the practices and their examples were written by the authors and

coincide with the items in the questionnaire.

Source: Own elaboration.

Table 2 shows the items correspond-
ing to the seven characteristics of Com-
munities of Practice (I7-113) identified in
Hoadley (2012) and Wenger (1999). Each
of the items explains how that characteris-
tic is manifested in the context of Colegios
Mayores. Since the model of Communities
of Practice is relatively unknown in the
community of Colegios Mayores, this part

of the questionnaire has a short descrip-
tive text included in Appendix 1. Each of
the items in this section answers a single
question: do you think this statement ad-
equately describes what happens in Cole-
gios Mayores? There are only two possible
answers: yes or no. In addition, each of
these seven items offers the opportunity
to add comments.

TasLE 2. Characteristics of Communities of Practice
in the context of the Colegios Mayores.

Feature

In the context of the Colegios Mayores

Features extracted from Hoadley (2012)

Students must have access to experts (we can understand that in

I7. Access to ex-
perts

the Colegio Mayor the experts would be the senior students) and
must perceive themselves as members, or aspire to be members, of
a community in which the practices of the experts are central to the

mission of the community.
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In order for students to be introduced to a pre-existing culture by
joining a community of practice, it must already exist, with some
sort of common history and identity.

I8. Pre-existing
culture

In an educational system there must be room for legitimate periph-
eral participation. This means that individuals who want to join
this community can assume these practices gradually, being able to
legitimately choose the pace and times they consider convenient.

19. Legitimate
peripheral
participation

Characteristics extracted from Wenger (1999)

It is a flexible training modality, in which the is no rigid, fixed, or

110. Flexible pre-established program.

I11. Open It is open because it responds to emerging needs within the com-
munity.

It is participative and horizontal, since its members select the ob-

jectives, establish the way of working and support and lead each

other.

I12. Participatory
and horizontal

It is self-regulating, since its members are the ones who decide how
they want to participate, the degree of involvement, and the time
of dedication.

113. Self-regulated

Note: The description of the characteristics and their adaptation to the context of the Cole-
gios Mayores were written by the authors and coincide with the items of the questionnaire.

Source: Own elaboration.

4. Results

As noted above, the questionnaire
was sent to the directors of 116 centers.
Nineteen responses were received.
Many institutional e-mails are not reg-
ularly monitored in Colegios Mayores.
In other cases, those that are monitored
do not involve direct communication
with the director, which complicates the
questionnaire reaching its addressee.

ticipants in the questionnaire, only 20%
are dedicated full time. This complicates
the real possibilities of them attending
this type of collaboration. These reasons,
together with the absence of incentives,
explain the response rate.

The demographic data of the sample
are shown in Table 3.
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Regarding the representativeness of
the sample, it would have been desir-
able to have a greater participation of

It is also worth noting that it is not
common for the directors of Colegios

Mayores to dedicate themselves exclu-
sively to this job. In fact, among the par-

public centers. It may seem that pub-
lic centers would be underrepresented.
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TaBLE 3. Demographic data of the sample of Colegios Mayores in Spain.

Number of directors (n)
Universities represented
Provincial capitals represented

Scope
Diversification by gender

Christian Inspiration

19 (15.2% of the population)

9

8

Public (1 | 5.3%), Private (18 | 94.7%)

Female (6 | 31.6%), Male (8 | 42.1%),
Mixed (5 | 26.3%)

Yes (18 | 94.7%), No (1 | 5.3%)

Source: Own elaboration.

However, if we take as a reference the uni-
versity with the largest number of Colegi-
os Mayores, the Universidad Complutense
de Madrid, it turns out that, of its 36
Colegios Mayores, 31 are private (86.1%)
and 5 are public (13.9%). The next univer-
sity with the largest number of Colegios
Mayores is the Universidad de Granada,
which has 12 Colegios Mayores, of which
11 are private (91.6%) and one is public
(8.3%). The university with the highest
number of Colegios Mayores per student,
the Universidad de Navarra, has 11 Cole-
gios Mayores, all of which are private. In
short, the proportion of public and private
centers in the sample does not differ much
from the proportion of the population.

Other demographic data of interest
are shown in Graph 1, which presents
the dedication of the directors to the di-
rection of the Colegio Mayor, and Graph
2, which presents the age ranges of the
directors who responded to the question-
naire. More demographic data were col-
lected, including: the year of foundation,
the addresses of the web pages of each
Colegio Mayor, the entities or institutions
responsible for the management of each
center, the residential capacity, and the
texts of their missions. These data have
not been included because they are not
strictly related to the objectives of the
article and because their presentation ex-
ceeds the permitted length limit.

GrapH 1. Distribution of directors by dedication to the Colegio Mayor.

Full-time job

More than a half-time job
Half-time job

Less than a half-time job

Have another full-time job

Source: Own elaboration.
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GrapH 2. Distribution of directors by age range.

Between 50 and 59 years
Between 40 and 49 years
Between 30 and 39 years

Between 20 and 29 years

Source: Own elaboration.

Graph 3 shows the percentage of re-
sponses that place each of the six pro-
posed practices in each of the four levels
of implementation. It shows that most
directors consider that the six practices
are adequately implemented in their
schools (Level 1) or that they can im-
prove their implementation (Level 2).

It also shows that a small group does
not implement four of these practices
but is interested in doing so (Level 3).
Lastly, only one director considers that
peer mentoring and tertulias are not
implemented in his/her Colegio Mayor
and is not interested in integrating
them (Level 4).

GrapH 3. Level of implementation of practices in Colegios Mayores.

100%

80%

60%

40%

for each practice

20%

Percentage of reponses

Level 1

0%

Level 2

OI1. Collaborative governance
B12. Service roles & tasks
M]3 Retreats

B14. Collegial initiatives

B[5. Peer mentoring

t16. Tertulias

Level 3

[
Level 4

Note: A description of the four levels can be found in the Method section.

Source: Own elaboration.

Graph 4 shows the percentage of re-
sponses obtained when asked whether

H each of the six proposed practices can be

180 EV

considered as specific to or characteristic
of Colegios Mayores. It shows that most
directors confirm this hypothesis.
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GraPH 4. Identification of characteristic practices of Colegios Mayores.

100%

80%

60%

40%

Percentage of responses

20%

0%

Collaborative  Service roles &
governance

Source: Own elaboration.

tasks

Finally, Graph 5 shows the percent-
age of responses received indicating
whether the characteristics of the Com-
munities of Practice represent the way

Retreats Collegial Peer mentoring

initiatives

in which students engage in the practic-
es of Colegios Mayores. It shows that the
responses of most directors confirm this

hypothesis.

O Yes B No

Tertulias

GraprH 5. Characteristics of Communities of Practice in the context
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In the following, we describe the results
obtained for each practice and for each of  Practice.

the characteristics of the Communities of
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I1. Participatory governance (collabora-
tive governance)

100% of the directors consider that par-
ticipatory governance is practiced in their
Colegio Mayor. In addition, 57.9% of the
directors consider that it is conducted ef-
fectively, while 42.1% think that the way
in which it is practiced could be improved.
Except for one director, the rest consider
that it is a practice typical of the Colegios
Mayores (94.7%). There were 6 comments
on this item. As an example, we show two
of them:

* The term “college” refers to the par-
ticipation of the members in the plan-
ning and deliberation of their activities
while respecting the values and mission
of the Colegio Mayor. It is an excellent
way to educate in responsibility.

* They are the protagonists of their own
training, and the assumption of re-
sponsibilities is a good opportunity for
growth and service.

I2. Service roles and tasks

A total of 89.5% of the participants
consider that this is an integrated practice
in their centers, including both those who
consider that it is adequately implemented
(42.1%) and those who think that it should
be improved (47.4%). The rest (10.5%)
consider that this practice should be in-
corporated. 100% agree that this is a prac-
tice typical of the Colegios Mayores. There
were 6 comments on this item. By way of
example, we show two of them:

* In the same way as participatory gov-
ernance, even at the same level of im-

portance, committees give concrete ex-
pression to the spirit of service that we
promote.

* Assuming responsibility also means
taking on specific tasks for the benefit
of all.

I3. Retreats, excursions, trips

This is the practice that most directors
(89.5%) consider to be the most effective-
ly integrated practice in their Colegios
Mayores. The 5.3% consider that its imple-
mentation could be improved. The remain-
ing 5.3% consider that they do not practice
it but think that it would be convenient to
incorporate it. There were 6 comments on
this item. As an example, we show one of
them:

¢ It is part of the Colegio Mayor to pro-
mote an adequate coexistence, for
which it is necessary to get to know
each other and to carry out respon-
sibilities together. The retreats and
excursions encourage a personal rela-
tionship outside the strictly academic
issues.

14. Collegial initiatives

100% of the directors consider that
their Colegio Mayor encourages initiative
by giving a voice to the members of the
community and by providing institutional
support. The 78.9% say that this is done
in an effective way, while 21.1% think that
it could be improved. 100% consider that
this is a practice typical of the Colegios
Mayores. In this section there were 6 com-
ments. By way of example, we show two
of them:
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* My experience is that the best initia-
tives that have been conducted in my
Colegio Mayor have been proposed by
the students.

¢ It is important that the activities that
are carried out come from the initiative
of the students, although often it is not
clear for them, and sometimes neither
for us, which are the appropriate chan-
nels to realize them.

I5. Peer-mentoring

The 78.9% consider that peer mentoring
is practiced in their College. The 36.8% con-
sider that it is done effectively, while 42.1%
think that they should improve the way it
is done. The 15% say that there is no peer
mentoring heing practiced in their Colegio
Mayor, but they would be interested in hav-
ing it. Only one director (5.3%) considers
that there is no peer mentoring in his/her
Colegio Mayor and has no interest in having
it. A total of 84.2% think that this is a prac-
tice is characteristic of Colegios Mayores. In
this section there were 5 comments. By way
of example, we show two of them:

¢ Itisone of the things that the first-year
residents appreciate the most and is a
valuable help to them.

* The senior students are in charge of
accompanying the junior students; this
accompaniment is essential in the first
year of college life.

16. Tertulias, colloquiums, informal
meetings.

The 84.2% consider that this type
of gatherings, colloquiums or informal

meetings are practiced in their Colegios
Mayores. The 78.9% consider that it is
done effectively and 5.3% that it should
be improved. Two directors (10.5%) affirm
that these types of meetings do not take
place in their center but would be inter-
ested in having them. Only one director
(5.3%) considers that this type of meeting
does not take place in his Colegio Mayor
and would not be interested in it being
organized. A total of 84.2% consider that
this is a practice characteristic of Colegi-
os Mayores. In this section there were 5
comments. As an example, we show two of
them:

* These are the best moments of the
day, when they share interests, what
has happened during the day and they
promote more interaction between
them. Inviting professionals to these
meetings allows them to broaden their
horizons and not just focus on talking
about what they are studying.

* It is a good opportunity to learn to lis-
ten to each other, to respect each oth-
er’s turn to speak, to express one’s
opinions and argue them properly, as
well as to get to know each other better.

4.1. Characteristics of the Communi-
ties of Practice

The most accepted characteristics are:
that it allows access to experts (100%);
that there is a pre-existing culture into
which one is incorporated (94.7%); that
it is open, because it responds to emerg-
ing needs within the community (94.7%);
and that it is participatory and horizontal
(89.5%). Those with a lower acceptance
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rate are those that describe these commu-
nities as flexible and self-regulated, both
with 73.7%. The idea that there can be
legitimate peripheral participation is ac-
cepted by 78.9% of the directors. In any
case, all items have a degree of acceptance
above 70%. There were 18 comments in
this section. By way of example, we show
three of them:

* It is not always easy for the students
themselves to choose the pace, nor is it
always easy for the direction team to
work with different rhythms.

¢ I think the role of senior students in
a broad sense is essential. Not only as
professional advisors, but also as in-
spirers of a lifestyle.

* It is important that they all get in-
volved in the Colegio Mayor, but clearly
each one will do it in a different way
according to their hobbies, tastes, in-
terests, etc. And it is always gradual,
the involvement of the senior residents
who have been at the Colegio Mayor for
years is fundamental for the success of
the project.

5. Discussion

A frequently discussed question is
whether Colegios Mayores differ from or-
dinary university residences in terms of
their educational dimension. Consider-
ing their nature, mission, practices, and
the way in which these practices convey
collegial life, it can be affirmed that Co-
legios Mayores are true educational in-
stitutions that are distinguished from

a mere accommodation with services. A
descriptive analysis of the results invites
to affirm that the directors of Colegi-
os Mayores consider that the six prac-
tices identified by Dabdoub, Salaverria,
Berkowitz and Naval (2022) and the Com-
munities of Practice model reflect the edu-
cational praxis of this institution.

This is not a minor advance, since
having categories to present the way in
which Colegios Mayores educate allows
a theorization and deepening of this pe-
culiar educational model. It is difficult to
find previous studies whose results can be
compared and discussed with those found
in this one. Surely future similar stud-
ies will allow to establish a dialogue that
will lead to qualify, correct, or deepen the
statements of this research.

The number of participants is not high.
However, the specificity of the topic could
justify this. Of the 19 participating direc-
tors, only one of them belongs to a public
center. By no means is this single center
considered to represent the public Cole-
gios Mayores. Nevertheless, it is signifi-
cant that the only public center coincides
with what most private centers answered,
subscribing the six practices and six of the
seven characteristics of Communities of
Practice. Moreover, in a sector where most
centers are private, it is considered that
the representativeness of the sample is not
compromised.

In the case of the practices, all of them
appear at least once mentioned in the in-
terviews that Oliva (2010) conducted with
numerous Colegios Mayores, although at
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no time did he attempt to verify whether
they were practices that were inherent or
essential to the nature of Colegios Mayores.
One practice that stands out above all oth-
ers and gives this institution its most char-
acteristic features is collaborative govern-
ance. This practice is in direct resonance
with approaches such as the Just Com-
munity (Power, 1988), the 11 principles
framework (Lickona, 1996) or the PRIMED
model (Berkowitz, 2021), which allows us
to assume that it has a leading role in pos-
itively impacting character development.

It is confirmed that the Communities
of Practice model, concretized in the sev-
en characteristics drawn from Hoadley
(2012) and Wenger (1999), is widely ac-
cepted by the respondents as an accurate
way to explain how members of the col-
legial community are incorporated in the
practices of Colegios Mayores. These sev-
en characteristics are implicit in Fernando
Suarez’s Teoria del Colegio Mayor (1966),
especially in the chapter entitled “La con-
vivencia y sus ventajas” (Community life
and its advantages). Although the author
uses different words, the essential ideas
and concepts are practically the same, so
that the results of this study coincide with
what Sudrez proposed more than half a
century ago about the educational nature
of Colegios Mayores.

6. Conclusions and final thoughts

The results obtained in the question-
naire suggest the following conclusions.
First, the community of Colegios Mayores
represented by their directors considers
that the six practices identified by Dabdoub,

Salaverria, Berkowitz, and Naval (2022)
are part of the nature of this institution.
Second, that most directors already imple-
ment these practices and perceive that they
perform them adequately or that they can
improve, while a small group does not have
some of these practices incorporated but
would like to start doing so. Third, most
directors believe that the characteristics of
the Communities of Practice model accu-
rately describe how students engage in the
practices of Colegios Mayores.

This study is a significant advance in
the task of describing the educational di-
mension of Colegios Mayores. It may also
help other similar entities that are look-
ing for ways to make explicit the practices
they conduct to promote the development
of their students and how they implement
them. Moreover, it can serve as an example
and inspiration for university residential
centers that wish to integrate educational
purposes into their communities.

A pending study is how these practices
should be designed to promote a positive
impact on character development. For ex-
ample, there are directors who exercise
collaborative governance in such a way
that they are an equal member of the com-
munity, acting as experienced consultants,
not enforcing rules or instilling a particu-
lar ideology, but inspiring respect for uni-
versal values and principles. In contrast,
other directors push through rules and
make decisions without reaching agree-
ment with other members of the com-
munity, leaving little room for students
to make decisions and assume leadership
roles. Which of the two approaches con-
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tributes more and better to promoting the
development of student character?

We believe that the next step in this
research line is to inform the design of
these practices with the advances that
the science of moral and character edu-
cation has gained over the past decades.
Both the PRIMED model for character
education (Berkowitz, 2021) and the 11
Principles of Effective Character Educa-
tion (Lickona, 1996) offer design princi-
ples not only for specific practices, but for
the design of educational communities,
although their proposals are aimed at the
school level. Adapting these design prin-
ciples to university level could help make
Colegios Mayores’ communities and their
practices effective in promoting character
development.

One initiative in this line is the research
project “Leveraging Colegios Mayores for
moral development in higher education
through the Just Community approach”
(Dabdoub, Salaverria, Berkowitz, Power,
et al., 2022). In this project, experts from
the Just Community approach to moral
development (Power, 1988; Power & Hig-
gins-D’Alessandro, 2008) collaborate with
experts in residential colleges to elaborate
a guide to design collaborative governance
practices to promote students’ moral de-
velopment in university settings.

With these studies on the specific case
of Colegios Mayores we want to open the
reflection on how residential university
communities can be designed in such a
way that they contribute to the develop-
ment of character. We hope that they can

be one more actor, and a decisive one, in
the general effort to make universities
places where the integral development of
character is favored.

Appendix

Appendix 1: Brief introduction to the
model of Communities of Practice in the
context of community colleges

We believe that it is difficult to say that
students must compulsorily assume the
educational practices of a Colegio Mayor.
On the other hand, we do not believe that
Colegios Mayores are indifferent to their
students being involved in these practices
that they consider positive for their devel-
opment. Avoiding obligation and indiffer-
ence, we believe that there is a better way
to explain this reality of Colegios Mayores,
in which the individual freedom of each
student is compatible with an institutional
educational proposal.

One model that can help to under-
stand how students engage in the Prac-
tices of Colegios Mayores is Communities
of practice. Hoadley (2012) defines it as
follows:

A community of practice is an impor-
tant theoretical construct that underlies
a particular model of learning, namely,
learning in which people, through a process
of legitimate peripheral participation, take
up membership and identity with a com-
munity which serves as the home of these
shared practices. While knowledge commu-
nities can take many forms (communities
of interest, knowledge-building communi-
ties, Delphi groups, etc.), Communities of
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practice typically have a degree of informal-
ity (low to moderate institutionalization,
making them a community and not an or-
ganization), and high connectivity (rather
tight social relationships between mem-
bers of the community, and a relative-
ly high degree of identification with the
group). (p. 299)

Another approach is to understand
Communities of Practice as a novel learn-
ing modality aimed at people who: are
interested in continuing to learn; believe
that they can contribute their knowledge
and skills to their community; know that
by working and sharing with others they
can learn more, go further, and develop
better outcomes; are willing to share with
the professional community; believe in the
social construction of knowledge and feel
they are agents of the development of their
profession, that is, of the whole communi-
ty, and of their own development.

In the context of Colegios Mayores, a
Community of Practice can he defined as
a space of interaction and mediation in
which a group of people with a common
mission reflect on the practices that lead
to their personal and community goals,
supporting each other and collaborating to
develop and improve.

The following statements show char-
acteristics of a community of practice
that help to differentiate this approach
from an ordinary course or training
program. Please indicate the extent to
which you agree that these characteris-
tics represent the way learning and de-
velopment take place in the context of
Colegios Mayores.
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