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SUMMARY 
 
The primary objective of this report is to present and analyse the information I have 
gathered from my research into student housing cooperatives across the UK and 
USA. I aim to pull together my findings in order to make comparisons between the 
various models of student housing cooperatives, looking at the incredibly different 
cultures that they foster and the communities they create. I will comment on the 
positive impact of cooperatives on the student’s everyday life and university career, 
both in terms of economic and social gains. However, I will also discuss the 
challenges of cooperative living, which tend to be associated with social relations and 
personal health, as well as the potential divisiveness of themed houses, which may 
be down to their implementation.  
 
The information that I have gathered on student housing cooperatives comes from an 
experiential-documentary method of data collection. While staying in the 
cooperatives and building relations with the inhabitants, I filmed travelling shots 
around the houses, fly-on-the-wall recordings of group activities, and one-on-one 
interviews. I will outline the methods I used to gather and record data in greater 
detail, which were often developed in response to changing environments. Then I will 
assess the success and limitations of such methods.   
 
My final conclusion will look at what the growth of student housing cooperatives 
could do for the UK in the current context of austerity and cuts. Based on my own 
experience of University accommodation, I will consider our need for affordable 
alternatives to private University accommodation, outlining the real potential that the 
cooperative movement holds.  
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
ORIGIN 
Despite the fact that the precedent for modern co-operatives began in Britain in the 
nineteenth-century, they have never developed to their full potential as alternative 
university accommodation. The United Nations declared 2012 the international year 
of co-operatives, though this largely went unnoticed in the UK. In America, student 
housing co-operatives have been running for a century and provide a strong, 
developed model. 
 
I began this project with Rosina Andreou, a friend and collaborator, who returned 
from her year abroad in Berkeley, California, enthused by the radically different 
model of student accommodation that she experienced while residing in Cloyne 
Court, one of Berkeley’s many Student Housing Cooperatives. When she moved 
back into privately owned student housing in Leamington in her final year at Warwick 
University, she found the absence of any well-established affordable cooperative 
accommodation to be a wasted opportunity, both for the students, the University and 
the local community.  
 
Together, we developed the initial project proposal, ‘Re-thinking University Living 
Structures: A study of student housing co-operatives as an alternative for English 
universities.’ The project aimed to investigate the potential for replicating the existing 
America models of student housing cooperatives in the UK. Our findings would be 
presented in a documentary film and a written report, thus spreading awareness of 
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student housing cooperatives in the UK. However, a year after we wrote the first draft 
for the project proposal, two student cooperatives were established in Birmingham 
and Edinburgh, changing the scene in the UK. 
 
In the context of increasing tuition fees, cuts to scholarships and the continuous 
hiking up of accommodation prices, it comes as no surprise that several cooperatives 
may spring into life in the UK. It is worth mentioning, too, that cooperatives have long 
existed in the UK, they have simply not evolved into models fitted to the University. 
Therefore, for the revised Lord Rootes proposal, I concentrated not only on two 
American cooperatives (Boston and Berkeley), but also the year-old cooperative in 
Birmingham (BSHC).  
 
Thanks to the growing ties between the UK’s two student housing cooperatives and 
the interactions I had with BSHC’s residents, I was persuaded to head north to visit 
the much larger Edinburgh Student Housing Cooperative (ESHC). While in America I 
heard a great deal about the student housing cooperatives in Austin, Texas, and I 
decided to bridge the gap between the East and West Coast by spending four days 
in central Texas. In Austin’s 21st Street Coop, I experienced and observed their 
entirely different style of cooperative living.  
 
This study is directly based on students’ experiences of cooperative living. Beginning 
with Rosina’s introduction to Berkeley through her oral accounts, and then learning 
for myself through observation and interaction with the students of Boston, Berkeley, 
Austin, Birmingham and Edinburgh student housing cooperatives during the time I 
spent in their homes.  
 
OBJECTIVES  
Outlined in the initial proposal, my ‘general objectives’ were as following: 
 

- Participate in wider field of research into co-operatives and their development 
- Distinguish between the ethos and methods of individual co-operatives to 

gain an understanding of the variations (looking into relations with local 
community, daily life, functional structure, demographic of inhabitants, 
political underpinning of policies)  

 
I also listed ‘practical objectives’, which will largely be achieved once I have carried 
out my final interviews with UK group Students for Co-operation, as well as the 
cooperative administrators, board members and academics in this area of research, 
and finished editing the footage shot in seven different housing cooperatives.  
 
PURPOSE  
This project, as well as the report, exists to inform a wider public on student housing 
cooperatives, as well as to present the different models they embody today. The 
research will be presented in written and documentary form. I am currently in the 
process of editing the footage shot in the seven cooperatives, as well as writing a 
script for the voice over, which will outline the history of student housing 
cooperatives. The video will be distributed online, as well as kept in the Lord Rootes’ 
archive, openly accessible to all who wish to view or screen it.  
 
Both the report and documentary will be written and edited by myself, with the 
intended audience primarily consisting of UK students. This is to achieve the key 
objective of raising awareness of the potential for developing student housing 
cooperatives among the population most affected by university accommodation. 
However, it is also important that policy makers, accommodation staff and other 
officials linked to UK universities will view this work. Several American student 
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housing cooperatives suffer from low application numbers due to a lack of awareness 
of the cooperatives among the student body. Therefore, the video will equally be 
used to draw students’ attention to the existing American cooperatives, in particular 
Boston University’s Her House.  
 
In raising the profile of cooperatives, this research can be understood as the first step 
towards developing concrete change. It is with a real sense of the potential for 
widespread change in university living structures that I write this report and edit the 
documentary. 
 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
TEXT-BASED RESEARCH 
Prior to travelling around the UK and USA to visit the student housing cooperatives, I 
carried out text-based research into the history of the cooperative movement. I also 
researched the history and ethos of each individual cooperative that I was to visit, 
using mainly online articles and the cooperatives’ websites as my source. Much has 
been published in print on cooperatives, however I discovered that there was very 
little literature that focused directly on student housing cooperatives. The Guardian 
proved a useful source for a selection of articles on UK student housing 
cooperatives, thanks to a sustained interest in their development over the past few 
years. This method of research provided me with background knowledge and helped 
me to prepare the questions I would ask.  
 
EXPERIENTIAL RESEARCH 
Aside from written sources, the key sources of information that provided the focus of 
my study were the interactions with students residing in the cooperatives. Through 
observation, interviews and informal conversations I came to have a clear 
understanding of what each cooperative stood for and what was involved in living in 
these environments. Over the course of my travels I developed a basic strategy 
when filming each cooperative. Upon arrival, I would spend several hours on a tour 
of the house, led by one of the house managers. This allowed me to shoot footage of 
each cooperative that is stylistically similar, mapping out the different spaces in each 
house. It proved to be a simple and informal way of meeting the inhabitants. I then 
carried out a fact-based interview with the house manager, asking them to outline the 
ethos, history and administrative details of the cooperative. I then requested that the 
house manager point me in the direction of willing interviewees, if they had not 
already approached me. 
 
The interviews carried out with individual residents tended to focus on their personal 
experience of living in a cooperative environment. I probed into how their home life 
related to their wider experience of university, and what kind of community existed in 
the cooperative. I drew upon my own experience of Warwick University’s campus 
accommodation, as well as privately rented accommodation in Leamington, to find 
out more about the different aspects of their day-to-day life. Both through their verbal 
descriptions and the ‘fly on the wall’ footage, an image of life in the cooperatives is 
built. Many of the conversations I filmed with residents were in depth but informal, 
creating the conversational tone that I sought in order to best depict the cooperatives 
in an unaffected light. I decided to give the interviewee agency in where they chose 
to direct the conversation, in order to encourage them to share a personal account of 
cooperative living. I offered prompts to keep the conversation flowing, and posed 
specific questions, as some interviewees were selective of what they would tell on 
camera. I chose this loose approach to questioning the subject because it helped to 
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encourage a range of accounts that would testify to the great variation of their 
experience of cooperative living, which a generic set of questions may not have 
achieved. 
 
I carried out several interviews with various spokespersons of the student housing 
cooperative movement in the UK, in which I questioned the funding methods and 
organisational procedures behind setting up a cooperative. This information is best 
documented in the Radical Roots ‘How to Set Up a Housing Co-operative’ brochure,1 
but I intend to include a brief ‘how to’ summary in the documentary. 
 
The contrast between each of the student housing cooperatives was great, and I 
found travelling in quick succession from one to the next (as was the case in the 
USA) forced me to engage with the subjects of my study in a more immediate way. 
My grasp and understanding of each individual cooperative was very much informed 
by this comparative process. 
 
I continuously recorded my observations in note form, and was able to discuss my 
observations with a travel partner, as well as various inhabitants of the cooperatives. 
It was ultimately the interviewing process that forced me to scratch deeper beneath 
the surface of the façade of daily life in the cooperatives. In order to write this report 
and structure the documentary, I needed to develop an appropriate method for 
analysing the data. In this case, the ‘data’ came from the footage of the cooperatives, 
reinforced by the notes I had taken while filming, and the literature I had studied on 
housing cooperatives. To evaluate the data, I interpreted each cooperative’s success 
in relation to the overarching values of housing cooperatives (as outlined in 
literature), and also considering it in the context of university housing, which has its 
own very specific social, financial and political function.  
 
 

LIMITATIONS 
 
RESEARCH PRACTICE 
In terms of organising travel plans and visiting the cooperatives, almost all the 
administration and communication was easily achieved. Changing my travel plans to 
include visits to Edinburgh Student Housing Cooperative and Austin’s 21st Street 
proved simple, as I was flexible with time and money, thanks to the contingency fund 
in the budget and various savings made on other travel costs. The only real 
challenge I faced when organising visits to the cooperatives was re-establishing 
email contact with African American Theme House (Afro House). In my provisional 
itinerary Afro House was the first of the Berkeley Housing Cooperatives that I had 
planned to visit. However, as I could not reach them by email, I organised to meet 
with the residents of Oscar Wilde House and Casa Zimbabwe first, who then put me 
in direct contact with the house manager of Afro House. This may have been 
avoidable if I had kept in regular contact with members of the cooperative from the 
previous academic year, requesting they put me in touch with the new residents.  
 
In the provisional itinerary, I scheduled a sufficient amount of time to visit 
Birmingham Student Housing Cooperative and Boston’s Her House, spending 4 full 
days in either house, staying over in order to maximise the time I had. This was a 
significant factor that helped me build on interpersonal relations with the 10 BSHC 
residents and the 21 HH residents. The fact of staying over at Her House significantly 
facilitated the experience, as they impose a rule of accompanying new guests around 

                                                
1 Radical Roots ‘How to Set Up a Housing Co-operative’ 
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the house at all times. However, after 2 nights of staying there I was able to surpass 
this rule. Inevitably, it was not possible to build relations with all 130 residents in 
Austin’s 21st Street, yet the fact of staying there overnight for 4 days had the same 
effect of helping get to know residents well, building up familiarity and trust.  
 
The time spent in the Berkeley cooperatives felt comparatively scarce. I had planned 
to spend 5 days in two houses, without being lodged. However, I was advised to visit 
a third cooperative house called Casa Zimbabwe to get a better sense of the contrast 
between the 17 houses at Berkeley, which meant that I only spent two days in each 
of the cooperatives. Arriving in the daytime to the Berkeley cooperatives reduced my 
exposure to the different stages of day-to-day life, and limited the interpersonal 
relations. Several of the residents in Afro House and Oscar Wilde House were 
reluctant to be filmed, even in the background of certain shots, so I was only able to 
speak with several residents who held positions of responsibility in the cooperatives. 
As a result, my experience of both houses was primarily shaped by the opinions of a 
select few. As I was not able to film in the common areas, the visual representation 
of both houses remained fairly narrow. Essentially, I would have benefited from more 
time spent in the Berkeley student cooperatives and I would suggest that being 
lodged in the cooperatives creates an entirely different rapport between the 
researcher and the subject, relieving the constraints of time.  
 
During the interviews, the effect of the camera on the subjects was at times 
revelatory- encouraging them to reflect on many aspects of cooperative living that 
they may have not have previously considered. However, in some cases it proved to 
dissuade those who were camera-shy from sharing information with me, or indeed it 
encouraged a certain amount of ‘playing up’ to the camera by those on the other end 
of the spectrum. There is, of course, very little that can be done to disguise the fact 
that you are filming. However, I adopted a technique of drawing attention away from 
the camera by maintaining eye contact with the interviewee and establishing an 
informal atmosphere from the word go.  
 
There are several interviews that I was not able to carry out that would have been 
beneficial to my research. They include interviews with the university co-operative 
administrators, board members and academics in this area of research. The 
administration staff could have better explained their admission policies, which the 
students were often unclear about. For example, Boston University does very little to 
raise awareness of Her House among the student body, despite the fact that it is the 
only cooperative that exists on campus. This is to the detriment of their admission 
figures, which often do not meet the 24 person housing capacity. Furthermore, the 
admission of Caucasian students to Afro House, and heterosexual-identifying 
students to Oscar Wilde House was a clear point of contention among some of the 
residents. Therefore, it would have been interesting to hear more about the 
accommodation office’s policy of integration in themed houses.  
 
It may have provided a useful contrast to hear from students who had opted out of 
cooperative living, either having left the cooperatives in the first few weeks, or 
chosen regular private halls of residence or fraternity/sorority houses. This would 
have helped build a picture of alternative models to the cooperative in American 
universities, and it would have shed light on other students’ perception of the student 
housing cooperatives. Their reasons for choosing not to live in a cooperative may 
have provided a basis for evaluating the cooperatives’ success in a wider University 
context.  
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REPORT 
The key limitations that affect this report are its reliance on experiential rather than 
scientific research. I did not carry out any surveys with the inhabitants and the 
sample of interviewees was selected more or less at random. I used the students’ 
oral accounts of their experience and satisfaction with the cooperatives as a measure 
of analysis, thereby depending on self-assessment. Equally, the report only provides 
information on how a small sample of student housing cooperatives are run, it does 
not provide extensive research into the entire range of models that exist.  
 
My approach to this study was inherently biased, as my motivation for researching 
student housing cooperatives stems from a keen interest in their potential for 
alternative models of housing. Therefore, I approached the cooperatives with 
enthusiasm and openness, rather than scrutiny and criticism, somewhat seeking to 
document the houses in a positive light. However, my aim was to examine the 
different models of student housing cooperatives and the transferability of American 
models to the UK, so this ‘positive discrimination’ was not directly linked to the 
subject of my research. I was most concerned with documenting the great variation 
of lifestyles in the cooperatives, as well as getting to the heart of the residents’ 
experience. My initial rose-tinted vision of cooperatives that came from a strictly 
theoretical (even ideological) background, motivated me to look beyond an idealised 
appreciation of the democratic structure of the cooperatives, and question the 
challenges that members of cooperatives face on a daily basis.  
 
Finally, I developed the report in parallel to editing the documentary on student 
housing cooperatives. However, the process of editing film accompaniment has 
proved to be considerably more time consuming than anticipated, and I expect it to 
be completed in the next 2-3 months. Although I have looked through and begun to 
structure the footage, it will not be until I have completed a final cut that I will really 
understand what the documentary can inform us of student housing cooperatives.  

 
ANALYSIS: DIFFERENT MODELS 
 
As outlined in the initial proposal, one of my general objectives was to distinguish 
between the ethos and methods of individual co-operatives in order to gain an 
understanding of the variations that exist. I found that most of the student housing 
cooperatives I visited fostered entirely different cultures, and did not necessarily 
resemble each other in terms of their communities or ethos. In the United States, the 
student housing cooperatives varied drastically, with the most stark contrast between 
Boston’s Her House and Austin’s 21st Street. Based on the similarities and 
differences that I picked up on throughout my research, I would suggest the main 
factors that determine a cooperative’s identity are: size and the effect this has on 
lifestyle, the traditions and culture passed on from previous generations of 
residents, and the ‘theme’ of the house (race, gender, sexuality), or the admission 
requirements (financial aid).  
 
In the UK, admission requirements to BSHC and ESHC are significantly less 
specified, and what groups the students who are drawn to cooperatives together 
tends to be an interest in experimenting with new living structures, or a strong 
ideological commitment to the ideals of cooperative living. This may well change over 
time, however it comes as no surprise that in their first year of existence it is the 
politically committed or adventurous students who populate the Edinburgh and 
Birmingham cooperatives. In Edinburgh (the considerably larger of the two 
cooperatives), the vast majority of residents were international students who were 
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willing to try something new and were in search of a community. In Birmingham, the 
small group of residents that I met were committed to political activism and 
environmentally sustainable living, both at University and at a national level. They 
had pre-existing knowledge of cooperatives and consciously sought BSHC as a 
place to live in order to further their ideological goals.  
 
SIZE & LIFESTYLE 
In the UK and US cooperatives, it seemed that the smaller the group, the more 
selective the entrance process and therefore the more committed to cooperative 
living residents tended to be. By ‘committed to cooperative living,’ I mean fulfilling 
certain collective and individual responsibilities towards the house, the other 
residents and the local community. The social value of these responsibilities was 
generally appreciated and residents actively sought to create a ‘cooperative’ space. 
This was often manifested by a certain respect for the house (keeping common 
spaces clean and carrying out chores on time), and a conscientious attitude towards 
other residents. The inhabitants of Her House all remarked on how important it was 
to ask fellow housemates how their day was and offer them tea. Both HH and BSHC 
cultivated a calm atmosphere and I found it relatively easy to get to know most of the 
residents. However, problems have already arisen in BSHC, when certain disputes 
led to the group deciding to bring in an external mediator to resolve the problem. 
None of the residents were willing to go into this in any detail, however one 
interviewee suggested that the small house size could have been the reason why the 
dispute could not be easily resolved, as it was difficult to make a decision backed by 
a large majority.  
 
Austin’s 21st Street Coop and Berkeley’s Casa Zimbabwe had around 130 residents 
and the atmosphere in these spaces was notably different. Where residents drank 
copious amounts of tea and offered you biscuits in BSHC and HH, residents of these 
larger cooperatives would offer alcohol and recreational drugs. Moving from Her 
House to 21st Street felt like transitioning from a responsible “sisterhood”, to a cohort 
of youthful party animals. 21st Street and Casa Zimbabwe were characterised by a 
culture of alcohol and drug consumption, and partying. Several residents attested to 
the dramatic effect that this culture could have on one’s studies. I met several former 
residents who had left the cooperative in order to find a living environment that would 
better support their studies, as well as former residents who had not finished their 
degree courses (largely because of the all-consuming impact of the cooperative’s 
social environment). However, this was by no means the case for all the residents, 
and one of the interviews I carried out with a final year student living in Casa 
Zimbabwe focused on the possibility of merging hard work with cooperative living, 
which he assured was possible, saying “you can choose how you want to live in the 
cooperative, how you decorate your room and how often you leave it to socialise.”  
 
Indeed, this culture of partying did not stop the cooperatives themselves from 
functioning. Remarkably, it seems that despite resident numbers reaching 130 in 
America’s largest cooperatives, they remain fairly well looked after, with strict 
cleaning rotas enforcing a good level of order and cleanliness. They have been 
running this way for decades, and the essential cleaning and maintenance work was 
still completed, regardless of whether or not the residents understood the socio-
political underpinning of cooperative policies. I visited 21st Street at the time of their 
annual ‘labour weekend’, when they collectively build ambitious structures, such as 
benches, kitchen shelves, or a patio. During this time, the labour weekend 
coordinator told me jokingly, “no one knows why these traditions [of cleaning and 
construction] exist, we just do them. 
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However, serious problems concerning cooperative residents’ safety persist. Sexual 
harassment has been a recurring problem in Casa Zimbabwe, with one resident 
already expelled this year for mistreating a fellow resident. One method introduced to 
help educate the residents on sexual harassment is a compulsory ‘consent talk,’ held 
before large events or parties taking place in their cooperative. Individual members 
have also run a series of workshops on sexual harassment and maintaining ‘safe 
spaces’. Although I did not visit Berkeley’s Cloyne Court, I heard a lot about it from 
Rosina Andreou and current residents of Berkeley cooperatives. It was previously 
renowned for its party and drugs culture, however in the aftermath of one of the 
students taking a fatal overdose, it has been transformed into an alcohol-free space. 
This event and its news reportage led to serious criticism of the cooperative system 
and the administration has since taken harsher measures to control the consumption 
of alcohol and drugs in other cooperatives. There are blogs and articles that attest to 
the culture of alcohol and drug consumption, however, it is rarely acknowledged in 
any official capacity and many of the cooperatives’ social codes go unwritten. Senior 
members of Casa Zimbabwe were keen to play down this image, and requested that 
I do not include certain footage in the final cut, they also asked to review the video 
before its release. 
 
While this clearly puts a strain on the cooperatives’ relations with the university’s 
accommodation administration, as well as potentially endangering the residents’ 
health, it is worth stating that a culture of alcohol and drugs, as well as sexual 
harassment exists in many other university environments, including first year halls 
and off-campus social spaces in the UK and USA. A documentary I made called 
‘Students, Sex and Shame’ interrogates questions of consent and the culture of 
sexual harassment on campus. I use interviews with Warwick University students 
and testimonies of their experiences of sexual harassment to demonstrate just how 
widespread and endemic this culture is in universities. In the NUS 2014 survey 
‘Hidden Marks’, it was revealed that 68 per cent of survey respondents had been 
subject to physical sexual harassment while nearly one in four had experienced 
unwanted sexual contact.2 All this shows that some of the challenges facing 
cooperatives are not exclusive to their environments, and concern many international 
student bodies.  
 
INHERITED TRADITIONS & CULTURE 
Regardless of size, there is a strong tradition of inheritance that exists within all 
American cooperatives. Whatever the culture, whatever the ethos, each resident I 
spoke with had some sense of the generations of residents that had come before 
them, and they sought to continue this tradition through to the present day. All of the 
US cooperatives that I visited had alumni groups and previous residents who had 
returned to visit the cooperatives. The deputy house manager of Her House 
remarked on how the alumni had provided current residents with job opportunities 
and career advice. This cooperative, in particular, still follows many traditions 
established in 1929, at the start of its creation, including an annual alumni reunion. 
Residents of Her House have now respected the substance-free rule for 86 years.  
The beautiful 19th century brownstone building that retains much of its original décor 
reinforces a sense of inheritance. As stated on the Her House website, ‘current 
House members find comfort in Harriet E. Richards’ spirit, which, along with the spirit 
of many women who have come before us, still graces the rooms.’3 However, they 
have also adapted the initial rules laid out almost a century ago to better suit the 
constantly evolving social environment, now allowing men to visit the cooperative 

                                                
2 National Union of Students, ‘Hidden Marks Report’ 
3 Her House, ‘Mission’ [from website] 
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and residents’ partners to stay for a maximum of one week with consent from the 
other housemates.  
 
Similarly, in 21st Street Coop dorms are now mixed and each resident can choose 
what apartment they live in, as opposed to the earlier co-ed model, which allocated 
separate dorms to men and women. Alumni also play an important role in 21st Street 
Coop, with a tall statue stands nearby the central quad, commemorating a former 
resident who died when stung by a bee as he was carrying out work on the roof. 
There is also a former resident of 21st Street who lives across the road and continues 
to support the cooperative by visiting it every few months, helping build new 
structures and giving general advice to the students. Tales are told in Casa 
Zimbabwe of the mythical silent man who lived under a makeshift shelter on the roof 
and made a vow of silence while residing there which he kept for several years. He 
too returned one weekend to see the permanent roof structure that has now been 
built in homage to him. I heard countless anecdotes about previous residents, with 
the same stories often varying in details when told by different residents. This 
consistently demonstrated the strong tradition of keeping their history alive in each 
cooperative. Both 21st Street and Casa Zimbabwe have their traditions sewn into the 
fabric of the architecture, as they were purpose built cooperatives, designed in the 
1960s. They are industrial sized structures that house groups of 130 students, and 
therefore it seems inevitable that without serious restrictions, such as the substance-
free ruling now imposed on Cloyne Court, there is no shaking the inherited traditions 
and culture of the older houses. The culture of partying has consistently remained 
one of their most characteristic features, and it is each resident’s way of making the 
most of the cooperative’s space and its people.  
 
THEMED HOUSES 
This culture of inheritance may well explain why younger cooperatives, such as the 
themed houses in Berkeley and BSHC and ESHC in the UK are still very much in the 
process of constructing their identity. In the conversations I had with residents, there 
were clearly many more debates going on about how to develop their house and 
what it stands for. Four of Berkeley’s student housing cooperatives are set apart from 
other American and British cooperatives, as they are themed houses. Both Oscar 
Wilde House and Afro House were opened in the late 1990s and are in the early 
stages of development. Oscar Wilde House aims to provide a ‘comfortable, 
respectful living space for LGBTQ students’4 and Afro House aims to ‘foster a 
supportive community for African American students at UCB.’5  
 
Neither Oscar Wilde House, nor Afro House are exclusively populated by LGBTQ 
students, or students of colour. Their admissions are open to people of all sexualities 
and races, which has been a source of some controversy in recent years.6 In the 
2011- 2012 school year there was only one African American student living in Afro 
House, which provoked much discussion over the admissions policy and the identity 
of the house.7 The admissions process has now changed so that students are 
required to enrol in an African American studies course, engage in community 
service, and attend events through the African American Student Development Office 
if they are to apply to live there.8 However, there is an ‘ongoing effort to create a 
'Person of Color theme house, planned for the fall 2016 semester,’9 which would 

                                                
4 Berkeley Student Cooperative, ‘Houses and Apartments’ [from website] 
5 ibid. 
6 Reginald James, ‘Realign the ‘Fro: Black Students to Reclaim ‘Afro House’ after multi-year struggle’, 
Onyx Express 
7 Berkeley Student Cooperative, ‘Houses and Apartments’ [from website] 
8 ibid.  
9 Haruka Senju, ‘Co-op for underrepresented minorities planned for fall 2016’, The Daily Californian 
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specifically house underrepresented minorities. In the interviews I carried out with 
residents of Afro House and Oscar Wilde House, several of them made it clear that 
they felt students from minority groups should get priority in admission to the themed 
houses. They felt that for a themed house to best fulfil its function as a comfortable 
space for LGBTQ students or students of colour this must be implemented. For one 
of the residents from Oscar Wilde House, the argument was simple: “you wouldn’t 
place a man in a woman’s co-op, so why introduce straight people to a queer co-op, 
or white people to a co-op for African Americans.” Several residents are thus working 
to try to change the university accommodation admissions system.  
 
This issue holds great importance with regards to the ways in which student housing 
cooperatives may develop in the near future and it was one of the most disputed 
questions that arose during my research. If the wishes of certain residents of Oscar 
Wilde House and Afro House were to be put place, themed cooperatives could be 
exclusively reserved for students coming from minority groups. Residents from the 
UK cooperatives, as well as 21st Street cited Berkeley’s cooperative models as an 
influence in their own house structure. Therefore, this new model of themed houses 
has the potential to spark a trend across American and British university 
cooperatives. The debate was essentially centred on whether themed cooperatives 
should prioritise the importance of providing ‘safe spaces’ for minority groups, where 
there is no threat of micro-aggressions, racism, or homophobia, or whether students 
should continue to attempt to promote tolerance and diversity by living together in 
mixed housing. There is no straightforward answer to this question. On the one hand, 
if we envisage cooperative living at the university level as a microcosm of the outside 
world, or indeed a space where communities initially form, it seems all the more 
important that people from different groups, identities, backgrounds work hard at 
living together. On the other hand, it is important that students who make up minority 
groups feel at ease and well catered for in a university environment, and 
accommodation is an essential component of this. Therefore, themed houses hold 
the potential for minority groups to create new spaces that are a safe haven from 
different forms of discrimination, however they could simultaneously isolate minority 
communities and prevent diverse groups of students from living together and 
learning from one another.  
 
It is worth also pointing out that student housing cooperatives inevitably reflect the 
social environment outside the university. When discrimination against LGBTQ 
communities and people of colour is less prevalent, there may well be less need for 
themed cooperatives. I interviewed Rhoda Brawne, a former inhabitant of the 
Michigan University women’s cooperative, who lived there in the 1940s. Rhoda’s 
account of cooperative living in the 1940s varied immensely from the accounts I 
heard from students today. She spoke of the hostility that she experienced as a 
lesbian in a woman’s cooperative. This was largely down to attitudes toward 
homosexuality at the time. Her account opened my eyes to the extent to which 
cooperatives have evolved to become inclusive spaces, for the most part welcoming 
individuals who may be discriminated against for sexual orientation, gender or race. 
So although there still may be a long way to go, cooperatives play an important role 
in the process of working out how to move social integration forward through 
negotiating new and alternatives ways of living.  
 
FINANCIAL AID 
While all the houses I visited aimed to provide affordable housing for students, Her 
House was the only cooperative exclusively reserved for students at Boston 
University who receive financial aid. As inscribed in the plaque above its door, it is ‘a 
home for the women who could not otherwise afford the cost of a University 
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education.’10 Although it is fairly small in size, it has incredibly ambitious cooperative 
aims. Her House proved the strongest example of how one factor- that of needing 
financial aid- can pull together an otherwise disparate group of students and lay the 
groundwork for strong cooperative principles to be built upon. Out of the ten 
residents I interviewed, three girls were on the brink of leaving university because of 
economic pressures, before discovering Her House. The cooperative was the sole 
reason they were able to continue their studies. One of the interviewees described 
how it took Boston University’s accommodation administration 8 months to process 
her application, resulting in her having to take out an extra loan of $20,000. Most 
residents spoke of the University’s administration failing them and the lack of 
information that is available to students on financial aid about Her House. It was only 
through launching an online fundraising campaign in order to raise money for tuition 
fees that another student found out about Her House. In this case, previous residents 
of Her House got in contact with her when her story was picked up by local media.  
 
The fact that it is an all-female cooperative is of course significant to the identity of 
Her House. However, this was not the main reason why the cooperative seemed to 
run so smoothly. The residents spoke of their respect and gratitude towards the 
cooperative, largely because of its economic relief, costing as little as $230/month, 
compared to $957, which is the Boston University average cost of student 
accommodation.11Her House’s remarkably low cost comes from the fact that the 
building was bought outright by its founders, and subsequently given to the future 
residents of the cooperative. This was in 1928, at a time when university tuition fees 
would have been substantially cheaper. Therefore, Her House has become 
increasingly necessary as a resource for students from less economically privileged 
backgrounds. While Her House is unique in its financial aid admission policy, many 
students are drawn to housing cooperatives for financial reasons. I came to consider 
that this economically advantageous nature of cooperatives was one of the key 
factors that helped to underpin cooperative principals and encouraged students to 
actively take on a more cooperative lifestyle with their housemates. The cheaper the 
rent was, the more the residents felt a sense of being supported by a cooperative 
structure, and the less they inclined they were to take this for granted.  
 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
Before visiting the various houses, my understanding and appreciation of student 
housing cooperatives was idealised, to say the least. Perhaps one always tends to 
idealise politically or socially desirable projects before having experiencing them. In 
some senses, the most valuable part of my research into cooperatives was 
understanding the need to experience alternative models of housing in order to 
develop theories or criticism around them. Based on my study of seven different 
models of student housing cooperatives, I came to the following conclusions: 
 

- Smaller houses underpin the cooperative values more successfully, such as 
working towards an inclusive environment and creating ties with the wider 
community and alumni network. However, they have to work hard to ensure 
that relations among the residents remain positive 

- Larger cooperatives encourage a very liberated vibrant student lifestyle and 
build a large community. However, they potentially alienate those who do not 

                                                
10 Her House, ‘Mission’ [from website] 
11 Berkeley Student Cooperative, ‘Admissions and Fees’ [from website] 
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feel comfortable in the houses, promote a lifestyle involving alcohol and drug 
consumption which can lead to substance abuse and they can distract from 
academic studies 

- Themed cooperatives hold the potential for new ways of living for select 
groups, but they are still in trial and error phase and must create clear 
admission policies before they can develop properly 

- Cooperatives whose residents are selected based on financial aid serve a 
very clear purpose for the university community and their function as a lifeline 
for students reinforces the residents upholding of cooperative principals 

 
What unites all student housing cooperatives is the positive impact they have on the 
residents’ everyday life. The alleviation of financial pressures thanks to low cost 
housing benefits everyone, particularly those from poorer backgrounds who are often 
the first generation in their family to go to university. These low housing costs are 
partly ensured by the collective meals, which teach cooperative residents how to 
cook (and often for incredibly large numbers)- a skill that all the interviewees were 
grateful for. Many residents learnt a specific craft, such as construction and house 
maintenance skills. Finally, the chores that each resident must carry out improve 
their house keeping skills, maintain a clean environment and prevent domestic labour 
from being left to those who have historically been responsible for it, i.e. women. As 
stated in the prospective Sheffield Student Housing Cooperative summary, ‘by 
empowering students to look after their own home, they will not only take better care 
of it, but also actively work to improve it.’12 All this encourages the residents to take 
some level of responsibility, which is an essential part of transitioning to adulthood. 
The cooperatives I visited were cleaner than many examples of privately rented 
student housing that I experienced during my time at university. This may well be 
thanks to the cooperative principle of ‘autonomy and independence,’13 which 
encourages members to repair broken structures and improve conditions in the 
houses on their own during workshifts, without outside help. In the UK, ‘three 
quarters of students have problems with their rented student home and are getting 
into debt to pay for it.’14 Therefore, it is not only the cost of rent, but also maintenance 
fees that make student housing so unaffordable. 
 
Through the application of basic cooperative principals, residents get to know each 
other well and they therefore improve basic social skills. The collective meals, 
maintenance work and chores mean residents are encouraged to work together, 
building relationships and ensuring everyone functions well in a group. This is made 
clear by the fact that many residents from different cooperatives would refer to their 
group of housemates as their “family.” Not only do student housing cooperatives form 
a surrogate family, they also create a wider network through connections to alumni. 
In lieu of an inherited network of alumni, the UK student housing cooperatives have 
forged strong links with a national network of cooperatives and a global network of 
student housing cooperatives. The house manager of Edinburgh Student Housing 
Cooperative spoke of “taking the best from the US models, all the while developing 
[their] own new ways of doing things.” It struck me that the two UK cooperatives were 
making a clear effort to establish positive, sustainable relations with the local 
community, in a way that the US cooperatives seemed less concerned with. They did 
this by creating links to local charities, hosting members of other UK cooperatives for 
special events, and sourcing food from local independent stores. The fact of being 
newly established gives these cooperatives the potential to enforce strong 
cooperative principles from day one, finding new ways to put these principles into 

                                                
12 Sheffield Student Housing Co-op: Summary and Business Plan, p. 2 
13 Sheffield Student Housing Co-op: Summary and Business Plan, p. 3 
14 Libby Page, ‘Student houses: mouldy, rat-infested and expensive,’ The Guardian 
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practice. In the case of BSHC and ESHC, local and national cooperative networks 
help the cooperatives to survive. 
 
It seems that some of the most valuable knowledge members had learnt about 
cooperative living came from putting theory into practice, and building on what they 
and their forerunners had learnt. Each generation of residents face new (and 
recurring) challenges and over time they adopt methods and put structures in place 
that aim to prevent certain problems from arising again. Therefore, it takes time for 
cooperatives to become stable and create their own identity; they are perfect 
examples of work in progress, constantly moving forward to find out how we can best 
live together in a cooperative manner. The insights members had to share were 
derived from lived experience, rather than theorising around the cooperative model. 
Some of their comments on how to respond to unexpected, even unprecedented 
events, which often involved the breakdown of interpersonal or group relations, best 
highlighted the fundamental challenges of cooperative living. Many of these 
challenges are resolved by their active attempt to work at developing collective living 
structures in a democratic and open way. While this demands certain commitments, 
cooperative residents clearly learnt a great deal from their engagement in house 
issues. Therefore, it was discussing the day-to-day challenges with residents that 
proved to be some of the most invaluable research, that could be taken up by 
anyone looking to open or sustain a student housing cooperative. 
 
University is one of the few opportunities when you may live with people who you 
may not otherwise live with, therefore it holds enormous potential to set a strong 
precedent for how one could go on to live in society: with people from all different 
backgrounds and experiences, with a sense of conscientiousness and responsibility, 
aiming to constantly learn more about and improve how we live together. This 
challenge is made harder by the increasing exclusivity of universities due to the 
financial burden of tuition and accommodation fees. If we want university to be open 
to all, it must be economically feasible, and while tuition fees are going through the 
roof both in the UK and America, housing costs can be controlled. What cooperatives 
can provide in the current context of austerity Britain is a financial alternative that 
offers affordable accommodation and invests in the next generation of students, 
rather than giving borrowed money to landlords of private accommodation. I believe 
the strongest potential for UK student housing cooperatives lies in the development 
of houses created for students on scholarships or with support from grants. While the 
economic advantages of cooperatives benefit all residents, I would suggest that the 
wider student body for whom financial expenditure is not such a great problem, 
would benefit greatly from the social education that a cooperative provides. 
Cooperatives have the potential to make the existing culture of substance use more 
informed and conscientious. Likewise, student housing cooperatives hold the 
potential to educate groups of student on the culture of sexual harassment that 
arises as a result of endemic ‘lads culture’ in universities, through their commitment 
to building strong and safe communities. In encouraging students to build ties with 
one another, not only do student housing cooperatives offer a financial alternative, 
they can also work towards social change. 
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