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This bid will explain the program “Taste of
Home” and its success. Additionally, it will
detail how the program, could be
replicated by other institutions.
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All classes were conducted virtually at American University during the 2020 – 2021
academic year. While select first- and second-year students had the opportunity to
live on campus from March to May 2021 as part of the Mid-Semester Residential
Experience, many did not. So, this current 2021– 2022 academic year is the first one in
two years where all students have the opportunity to reside on campus.
Consequently, the Residence Hall Association (RHA) was tasked with welcoming “two
sets” of first-year students (freshmen and sophomores) and supporting them as they
adjust to living on campus with a roommate and taking in person classes. To execute
on this assignment while still being mindful of the COVID-19 pandemic and
associated university regulations, RHA decided to bring back a modified version of its
award-winning Taste of Home event. As part of this event, RHA volunteered to
operate a photo booth in the student union center during all of move-in week, and it
successfully brought two food trucks to campus: Swizzler (burgers and fries) and
Captain Cookie & The Milk Man (cookies and ice cream). Also, RHA set up and
managed a do-it-yourself letter block painting station (letters “A” and “U”) and a
postcard writing station on two different days due to unforeseen weather difficulties.
During the entire event, RHA stuck close to the literal definition of a “program,” and
every day, it gave away RHA-branded merchandise to both students and parents,
including stickers, pens, phone wallets, and umbrellas. Additionally, RHA designed
and managed a move-in week raffle/giveaway in which the prizes were a pair of
AirPods, an Echo Dot, and a Fire Stick. However, as defined by Oxford, a program is a
“set of related measures or activities with a particular long-term aim.” During the
entirety of Taste of Home, each unique event allowed RHA to recruit as an
organization, as well as, ensuring that every student living in a residence hall felt they
could call American University “home” and had a sense of belonging in this
community.
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ABOUT AU:
TASTE OF HOME
While Taste of Home is typically targeted toward
first-year students, second-year students were
included in the target population this year
because many had never been on campus
before. The Residence Hall Association is also
the first student-run organization on campus that
students and their families interact with when
they arrive to campus during move-in week.
Also, while most of Taste of Home was located
on the Main Quad, a central location for all
students that helps them to meet other students
and create a sense of feeling of being at home
here at American University, the photo booth
was inside Mary Graydon Center, which serves
as both the main dining hall and the student
union center. It is another accessible location for
all students on campus.
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MORE ABOUT TASTE
OF HOME
This year, in addition to adapting the event to be mindful of
university guidelines surrounding COVID-19 and ensure that
we are giving second-year students as much love as the
first-years, weather difficulties impeded continuous
operation of the event. After food trucks arrived at campus,
there was a severe thunderstorm that prompted the
evacuation of one of the residence halls in which the RHA
advisor had to attend to, causing her to not be readily
available to help with Taste of Home. So, the RHA Executive
Board had to work without guidance from the advisor to
postpone the event until it stopped raining and move the
postcard writing and letter block paining to the next day,
demonstrating true leadership in a time of emergency.
However, many students and staff still participated in, and
enjoyed, the event, rendering it successful!
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MORE ABOUT TASTE
OF HOME
Alt Text: Lady in green shirt writes
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However, on Day 2 of Taste
of Home, residents had an
opportunity to write a
postcard to “home.” The
Residence Hall Association
then provided postage
mailed the postcards to
locations across the United
States!

Day 2 of Taste of Home also
featured the letter block
writing! Participants could
choose from a variety of
styles of the letters “A” and
“U” and choose five paint
colors to work with before
painting the letters elsewhere
(not at the station). These
same guidelines were
applied to the postcard
writing (students were given
a postcard and then told to
social distance while writing
it and giving it back to RHA
to then send off)! Masks were
not required outdoors when
less than twenty-five people
were present.

Alt Text: Colorful letter blocks (“A”
and “U)” and colorful postcards on
top of a black background

P4
Alt text for house image: Three colorful townhomes seen with pink roofs.

MORE ABOUT TASTE
OF HOME:
This program was designed for first year students just starting off their
journey at American, who may not be fully adjusted to their new
home. The purpose was to make a connection from the resident’s
home & home away from home. The intention was to make the
residents feel like a part of a community on campus and more
excited for their year in the residence hall.
The First Year Residential Experience (FYRE) team conducted focus
groups in the spring of 2021 and an Educational Benchmarking, Inc.
(EBI) survey was conducted in 2020-2021. This data revealed that
students wanted to develop community and a sense of belonging
on campus.
The program was meant to benefit new residents by showcasing
their new community and providing them a platform to feel like they
are a part of American University. This helped students who were
moving from near and far, to feel a connection between their two
homes (whatever they have always considered home, and their
home in the residence halls at American University).

Resident Needs and
Program Benefits
P5
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PLANNING
TASTE OF HOME
The goals for the program were to help new residents transition into life at
American University and understand that they are not alone in the transitions
that they are going through. We also want residents to be able to share what
has gotten them to the place where they are now, help them decorate their
dormitories, and introduce them to other students and staff after at least one
year of online learning. Food trucks from local D.C. restaurants and popular
music played on speakers introduced students to local D.C. cuisine and helped
to ease the transition from online, at home life to in person college life.
This transition into a “normal college experience” (ongoing pandemic still in
mind, of course), as well as, diversity and inclusion and welcoming the “two sets
of first-year classes” was at the forefront of what RHA wanted their first event of
the year to be. Using popular local restaurants, seeing how students are doing,
and utilizing picture-taking skills are how RHA continued to build on this idea of
bringing back its Taste of Home event during Summer 2021.
8/9 – 8/16: E-Board training and move-in; final
planning processes started
8/19: RA dinner/practice event
8/20: Catering confirmed (already have speakers)
8/22 – 8/27: Photo booth in Mary Graydon Center
8/23: Approved for amplified sound
8/24: Approved for tables, trash cans, and electricity
8/26: Day of event (weather implications; food trucks
only). We began set up at 3:30 PM, and food trucks
arrived at 4:00 PM. The event was postponed until 5:30
PM that day due to a thunderstorm, and it finished
around 7:00 PM.
8/27: Raffle/giveaway winners announced; Taste of
Home part 2 (set up 10:30 AM; event 11:30 AM – 1:30
PM)
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PLANNING: STUDENT
INVOLVEMENT
Before the actual program, we were able to have conversations with the
American University Department of Housing and Residence Life (HRL), including
resident assistants, during the fall training period and use their feedback to
make any adjustments for the final event. These conversations also allowed the
Residence Hall Association Executive Board (E-Board) to establish connections
with HRL for the year. Additionally, members of the university special event
planning committee specifically asked RHA to put on a photo booth during
Welcome Week, allowing RHA to be the only student-run organization to have a
physical presence on campus during that time (Welcome Week).
The program itself was easy to carry out, despite weather difficulties, due to the
hardworking nature of the E-Board and the passion that they have for RHA.
Many ideas were brought to the table during the planning stages of this event,
and it was a truly spectacular experience to see our work put into a project that
students and stuff enjoyed participating in. Also, students seemed to like the
idea of RHA being involved in community-building through these activities,
helping them to feel at home at American University.
Yet, the program was really at the hands of the Vice President of Social
Programming and the Vice President of Communications. Student involvement
was minimal due to the planning occurring in the summer months; however, all
E-Board members and the advisor had an important role in the planning and
execution of the event!
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PLANNING TASTE OF
HOME: MARKETING
Taste of Home was marketed as part of Welcome Week (move-in week) for
both first- and second-year students! Additionally, it was important to work with
other organizations on campus like Housing and Residence Life and Resident
Assistants to spread the word since many first-year students did not yet follow us
on social media. Yet, we did have a number of second-year students who were
already following us on our social media platforms, especially Instagram and
Facebook, allowing us to effectively utilize those platforms for marketing this
event. However, once students arrived at the event (both at the photo booth
and at the Quad for the painting and postcard writing), we encouraged them
to follow us on social media directly and learn more about the organization on
our website (https://sites.google.com/view/reshallassociation/home). During the
week after the event, we had tabling events in different areas of campus to
encourage students to get involved in RHA and run for a position.
Some of the promotional materials included: postcard sized handouts
that had information about what the Residence Hall Association is on
the front and interest meeting dates and times on the back, as well as,
codes at the photo booth that connected to our website, LinkTree (social
media links), and a Google Form for the raffle/giveaway, and RHA-branded
merchandise.
During the event, conversations with students allowed us to see what they want
RHA to do for them and what they are most looking forward to this year,
informing our programming so that we could deliver
appropriate events and advocacy for them.
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INSTAGRAM POSTS

PLANNING TASTE OF
HOME: MARKETING

Instagram posts
advertising some of the
different elements of Taste
of Home, including the
photo booth and postcard
writing.

Each photo corresponds to
a different post centered
around Taste of Home.
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PLANNING TASTE OF
HOME: MARKETING
QR codes for the
giveaway, Welcome
Week events, and
info about RHA were
on the LinkTree,
which can be found
in the Instagram bio.

Initial Instagram post,
advertising Taste of
Home

Alt text for marketing pictures:
Colorful photos show elements
of Taste of Home, descriptions
with white/black letters on blue
backgrounds
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PLANNING TASTE OF
HOME: BUDGET
Item

Vendor

Unit
Price

General Supplies

Amazon

N/A

Wooden Letters

Michael's

$3.59

62

$220.61

Wooden Letters

Michael's

$3.37

20

$67.42

Wooden Letters
Food Truck

Walmart
$3.63
68 $246.85
Captain Cookie & The
Milk Man
N/A
N/A
$1,800.00

Food Truck

Swizzler

N/A

N/A

$990.00

Fuji Film
Amazon
Raffle Prizes (AirPods, Echo
Dot, Fire Stick)
Amazon

N/A

N/A

$50.41

N/A

N/A

$181.97

Latch Box Set of Six

N/A

N/A

$51.41

Amazon

Quantity Total
N/A

$602.63

Total: $4,211.30
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EVALUATION:
UNIQUENESS
This academic year is only the third one in which Taste of Home has
been put on since its launch in 2018 due to remote learning and
living at home during the entirety of the 2020-2021 academic year.
However, no other student-run organization brings food trucks to
campus during Welcome Week and allow students and parents to
interact with each other through a photo booth, postcard writing,
and letter block painting, rendering this program unique. This
program has also become widely popularized by the university
administration and is the only student-run program included in
materials that students and parents receive when students move
into their dorms during Welcome Week.
In addition to being unique, this program is also quite interactive. The
postcards allowed attendees to actually connect to their loved
ones. The letter block painting allowed students to decorate their
dorms (with the blocks that they painted), the photo booth allowed
students and parents to learn about RHA and showcase their spirit
for American University, and the food trucks helped with students
interacting and getting to know each other! The event really served
as a bridge between life at home and life at college, with the classic
staple component of good food.
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EVALUATION:
ATTENDANCE AND SUCCESS
This event was very successful! A large number of postcards (50) were filled out
and sent to places across the United States, from California to Florida to Maine.
The same number of letter block sets (an “A” and a “U”) were also painted on.
Also, there was also a steady stream of families wanting to take photos at the
photo booth each day, and lines for both food trucks had to be cut off early
due to the number of people wanting food from them.
We evaluated the use of most postcards and letter blocks, as well as, the
engagement with the food trucks and photo booth as a huge success and an
indicator of something that residents would want to see in the future. The
attendance and conversations overheard among students about the different
elements of Taste of Home were easy to see. We ordered and served enough
food for approximately 300 people, only allowing one serving per person.
We also received positive feedback from many of the people who
attended. Sylvia Burwell, American University President, and Dr. Fanta Aw,
American University Vice President, both expressed immense
enthusiasm and support for the event. Both President Burwell and Dr. Aw
attended the event and took pictures and videos of all the fun residents were
having so she could share it out to her team. Some of these photos were posted
on their respective social media accounts, as well as, social media platforms for
the university, supporting the event in turn.
The raffle/giveaway sparked immense interest among students, as they wanted
to win one of the prizes, and both the letter block
painting and postcard writing served as conversation
starters, as students talked about how they want to
hang the letters and where they are from. In turn, these
conversations stemmed from Taste of Home are
additional forms of positive feedback that we
received.
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ADAPTABILITY
Taste of Home has been designed so that it can be
recreated in any residence all setting at any size of
institution. Amazon, Michael’s, and Walmart simplify the
process for obtaining event necessities while keeping the
cost down compared to other vendors. Planning the event
so that it is a part of Welcome Week and on the Main Quad
(a central location for all students) ensured that we piqued
the curiosity of new residents, as they are looking to
become active on campus when they are getting adjusted
to university life. However, other institutions can form
partnerships with local eateries to provide local cuisine to
residents and take advantage of any food service partners
within the university setting.

Alt text for food images: brown
cookies with white/black ice
cream; yellow French fries with
red ketchup and white ranch;
brown hot dogs with
white/orange cheese
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PRESENTATION
We plan to present this bid for Program of the Year by
showing photos of the event on campus, talking about the
importance of the transition back to college living and in
person classes while still in the middle of a pandemic, and
asking for volunteers to share how they felt when moving
into a college dorm room for the first time to help those in
the room understand why this event was planned the way
that it was. We also plan to highlight the importance of
community building and helping students to meet each
other and feel as if American University is a home to them.

Alt text for these photos: Students post in front of green
grass on Main Quad for photos with brown dog.

Pictures posted on the
American University
Instagram page from Taste of
Home
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LETTER OF SUPPORT
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