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1 WINDS OF CHANGE 

Winds of Change: Exploring Students’ Definitions of Spirituality and Their 
Experiences of Spiritual Development at a Public Institution 

This thesis is a report of a phenomenological-informed study of public 

university student spiritual development. The research was based primarily upon 

semi-structured personal interviews and a focus group with second-year 

undergraduate students at a large, public research institution on the west coast. This 

introduction chapter of the thesis presents the study’s background, specifies the 

study’s problem, describes its significance, and summarizes the methodology. While 

describing operating definitions of key terms used is typically included at the end of 

introduction chapters, key terms for this thesis are presented early in this chapter to 

give context to these nuanced concepts. The primary objectives of this study were to 

capture how public university students define spirituality and understand their 

experiences of spiritual development at a public institution. 

It is useful to briefly describe the contemporary societal and professional 

developments that influence this study. Since sectarian church communities began 

founding colleges in 1636, to “know thyself” has been a foundational spiritual 

element in United States higher education (Astin, 2004; Marsden & Longfield, 1992; 

Parks, 2000). The purpose of a holistic college education aims to “educate students as 

persons and not just as minds” (Jacobsen & Jacobsen, 2012, p. 15). To holistically 

care for students, spiritual development has recently been recognized as an essential 

component of identity development and holistic wellness that has been overlooked in 

modern higher education (Astin, 2004; Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2005; Love & 

Talbot, 2009; Love, 2001). Spiritual development attends to the inner meaning, 



  

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

  

2 WINDS OF CHANGE 

purpose, and values that shape how one understands self and the surrounding world 

(Astin, 2004; Fowler, 1981; Love & Talbot, 2009; Palmer et al., 2010; Parks, 2000). 

Researchers have reported extensive quantitative information on student 

spiritual development (Astin et al., 2011; Kuh & Gonyea, 2006; Lovik, 2011). 

However, no qualitative empirical research isolates public university student spiritual 

development without comparing it to religious development. This study examined 

phenomenological findings that have theoretical ties to young adult faith development 

(Parks, 2000) and spirituality qualities (Astin et al., 2011). Implications from this 

study could inform public university educators and student affairs professionals on 

how to align spiritual development within curricular and co-curricular initiatives. 

Introduction to Research 

Higher education began in the United States through religious sectarian 

institutions that aligned religious morality with academic development (Bebbington, 

1992; Rudolph, 1990). However, since the introduction of scientific objectivity into 

the academy in the 1850s, public higher education has struggled to address student 

spiritual development in a way that balances personal expression with institutional 

establishment (Clark, 2001; Hartley, 2004; Jacobsen & Jacobsen, 2012; Lowery, 

2004). Early methods of scientific inquiry were initially motivated by a search for 

religious truth but were later altered to be separated from introspective reflection to 

avoid religious influence (Hartley, 2004). In the public academy, the area of student 

spiritual development is often dismissed because of the complexity of religious 

neutrality in academia (Clark, 2001; Jacobsen & Jacobsen, 2012; Love & Talbot, 

2009; Lowery, 2004). Public higher education responded to spirituality in several 



  

   

   

   

 

 

  

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

3 WINDS OF CHANGE 

ways: as something that only religious institutions should regard; by pushing it off 

campus into community places of worship; dismissing it from being a salient 

component of student identity development; or at the very worst ignoring it entirely 

(Jacobsen & Jacobsen, 2012; Love & Talbot, 2009). Recently, higher education 

professionals have begun to recognize that students are going through a young adult 

process of defining their meaning and purpose, wrestling with questions about their 

inner-selves and about how to make sense of the world around them (Appleton et al., 

2011; Astin, 2004; Baxter Magolda, 2000; Chickering et al., 2005; Palmer et al., 

2010; Parks, 2000). This emergence of student spirituality as defined by meaning, 

purpose, and self-reflection is not easily defined; therefore public institutions cannot 

easily categorize spirituality and dismiss it exclusively as religious expression. 

However, public universities may struggle with how religious neutrality and the 

“separation of church and state” relate to spirituality as a complex component of 

student development. Theories and research insist that the academy can no longer 

deny this process of spiritual development (Astin, 2004; Baxter Magolda, 2000; 

Chickering et al., 2005; Love & Talbot, 2009; Palmer et al., 2010; Parks, 2000). In 

order to serve the whole student, higher education must understand spiritual 

development. 

History of Spiritual Development in Higher Education 

Student spiritual development has a strong history in higher education, 

marked distinctly by the religious foundations of early institutions and the Christian 

privilege embedded in the United States culture (Jacobsen & Jacobsen, 2012). For 

centuries, student spiritual development was synonymous with Christian moralism, 



  

 

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

   

  

 

 

  

  

 

 

   

4 WINDS OF CHANGE 

then was broadened to include religious pluralism, and only recently has the term 

spiritual development been classified as an universal human identity development 

process to express one’s personal meaning and purpose (Blumenfeld, Joshi, & 

Fairchild, 2009; Eck, 2002; Jacobsen & Jacobsen, 2012). 

Jacobsen and Jacobsen (2012) divide the history of United States higher 

education into three distinct religious eras--the Protestant Era from 1636 through the 

early 1900’s, the Privatized Era from the early 1900’s to the late 1900’s, and the 

Pluriform Era from the late 1900’s to present day (p. 17). Since much of United 

States higher education history is immersed in the religious Protestant tradition, it is 

in relation to this religious tradition that student spiritual life has emerged to become 

a holistic component of student development (Astin, 2004). Since the founding of 

Harvard in 1636 as a Puritan institution, spiritual development has been a 

foundational element of seeking truth and “knowing thyself” in higher education 

(Astin, 2004; Marsden & Longfield, 1992; Parks, 2000). In the next century, the first 

eight colonial colleges were established by other Christian denominations (Cohen & 

Kisker, 2010). Although each school was directly attached to their individual 

religious doctrines, these institutions were more focused on education than religious 

training. Spiritual rituals and practices were often requirements at these residential 

colleges, but more for the emphasis on creating young men who had proper morality 

and conduct (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). Since the beginning, students’ spiritual lives 

were an integral component of their college education. 

It was not until 1746, when Princeton’s founders mandated in their charter 

that things began to change. Thomas Jefferson Wertenbaker (1946) recorded this 



  

  

 

  

 

 

  

   

 

 

 

   

  

 

 

5 WINDS OF CHANGE 

mandate in the Princeton Charter: “Wherefore and for that the said Petitioners have 

also expressed their earnest Desire that those of every Religious Denomination may 

have free and Equal Liberty and Advantage of Education in the Said College any 

different Sentiments in Religion notwithstanding” (p. 397). Soon after this decision 

by Princeton, colleges in Philadelphia, New York, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, 

and New Jersey were established and “each made some provision for religious 

diversity” (Beneke, 2006, p. 30). Still, permitting the attendance of students of 

different religious persuasions did not mean that the school would disassociate from 

their sectarianism, “nor that the students would learn about their own religious 

traditions, nor even that faculty members would be chosen independently of their 

religious beliefs. It only meant that young Protestant men of all persuasions were free 

to attend” (Beneke, 2006, p. 30). At this time of sectarianism in higher education, the 

words “religion” and “Protestant” in United States higher education were 

synonymous with a broad definition of Christianity (Jacobsen & Jacobsen, 2012, p. 

16). 

Early methods of scientific inquiry were initially regarded as a search for 

spiritual truth but altered to separate from introspective reflection and religious 

influence (Hartley, 2004). Sloan (1994) regards the secularization of the university as 

“the university itself became a major religious phenomenon” by becoming the secular 

religion of United States culture by the 20th century (p. 21). The scientific inquiry of 

the late 1800s demonstrated a gradual progression away from the Protestant Era with 

“intellectual trends such as Darwinism and historical criticism of the Bible and social 

changes, including the increasing urbanization and rapid industrialization” 



  

 

 

   

 

  

  

 

  

 

  

 

 

   

 

 

  

6 WINDS OF CHANGE 

(Longfield, 1992, p. 56). While these scientific, social, and economic advancements 

were beneficial for the academy and for the young nations, spiritual development 

began to be disregarded as an integral aspect of the human experience. 

The 1965 Immigration and Naturalization Act prompted people representing 

all of the world faiths to come to the United States and gain citizenship (Eck, 2002; 

Jacobsen & Jacobsen, 2012). Before this change the United States limited 

immigration and excluded certain countries, and thereby certain spiritual and 

religious traditions (Blumenfeld et al., 2009). The dominant Christian population had 

used their political influence to prevent religious and spiritual diversity in the United 

States. The 1965 act increased United States diversity throughout the 20th century, 

and the idea of keeping a spiritual life private became increasingly popular (Jacobsen 

& Jacobsen, 2012). Spiritual and religious observances that did not align with the 

Christian Protestant traditions were viewed as “other”, encouraging individuals to 

practice their spirituality privately (Blumenfeld et al., 2009). 

Terrorist attacks by religious extremists brought religious conflict and the lack 

of diverse spiritual dialogue to the forefront of United States society (Schuster et al., 

2001). The academy realized they needed to pay attention to the connection of student 

spiritual development and the events of 9/11 (Briggs, Apple, & Aydelett, 2004). 

Misconceptions and prejudice about religious students emerged on college campuses, 

leading practitioners to recognize the need for religious literacy education and to 

explore how people used their spiritual lives as a resource during crisis (Nasir & Al-

Amin, 2006; Schuster et al., 2001). 



  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

7 WINDS OF CHANGE 

The power of the Christian roots of higher education was still prominent on 

United States campuses; the after effects of the religiously charged events of 9/11 

brought about the theory of Christian privilege. Schlosser (2003) introduced the 

theory of Christian privilege and changed the understanding of spiritual identity on 

college campuses. Christian privilege is systematically established in higher 

education calendars that revolve around Christian holidays, rituals that include 

religious language, historic Christian chapels at the center of campuses, and access to 

resources that prioritize Christian expression (Blumenfeld et al., 2009; Schlosser, 

2003; Seifert, 2007). Modeled after McIntosh’s (1998) white privilege theory, 

Schlosser argues that religious identity needs to be researched as a foundational 

component of an individual’s identity. Schlosser emphasizes that “Learning more 

about both minority and majority religious groups will enrich society’s (U.S.) 

understanding of people’s experiences, in a fashion similar to how researchers have 

examined racial and gender group differences” (p. 48). Researching the broad 

definition of student spiritual development, not just religious traditions, will help 

practitioners better understand the holistic needs of students. 

Operational Definition of Key Terms 

The key terms in this study call for operational definitions because of the 

nuanced characteristics of these ideas. The definitions used for these terms are drawn 

from various sources of literature and researchers in interdisciplinary fields. However, 

a significant purpose of this study is to explore how public university students 

interpret these terms. Therefore, the definitions in this introduction chapter are 

generalized and some are discussed in more detail in the last chapter of this study. 



  

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

  

 

8 WINDS OF CHANGE 

Spiritual development. Spiritual development indicates an innate human 

development process that is fluid, not determined by stages or levels of progression, 

but a holistic process of identity development (Astin et al., 2011; Estanek, 2006; Love 

& Talbot, 2009). Spiritual development defines the meaning and purpose in how an 

individual’s inner values are reconciled with tangible and intangible experiences 

(Astin et al., 2011; Estanek, 2006; Love & Talbot, 2009). The process of spiritual 

development involves personal qualities such as love and compassion, as well as an 

external connectedness to others and the surrounding world (Astin et al., 2011). 

Spiritual development can also encompass intangible aspects that are difficult to 

define or qualify, such as “intuition, inspiration, the mysterious, and the mystical” 

(Astin, et al., 2011). This study will not use a definition of spiritual development from 

the literature. Rather, the emerging themes from student interviews will create this 

study’s definition of spiritual development. 

Big Questions. Big Questions describes the spiritual or philosophical 

questioning about how and why humanity interacts in the world and the internal 

process of defining personal values and direction (Parks, 2000). Big Questions are 

regarded as a shared human experience and themes of Big Questions evolve 

throughout life stages (Astin, Astin, Chopp, Delbanco, & Speers, 2000; Deffenbaugh, 

2011; Parks, 2000). Young adulthood introduces a new life stage when individuals 

wrestle with determining what their own Big Questions are as they establish self-

authorship (Baxter Magolda, 2000; Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Fowler, 1981; Parks, 

2000). Parks (2000) identifies Big Questions as “meaning-full” (p. 137). Self-

authorship shapes young adults when they no longer defer these questions to 



  

 

 

  

  

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

9 WINDS OF CHANGE 

childhood authorities but take on “increasing capability and responsibility for our 

own participation in the life of the commons and our own knowledge and action. 

These are questions of consequence that can’t be simply ducked as irrelevant or ‘not 

my concern’” (Parks, 2000, p. 138). 

Mentoring community. A mentoring community is defined broadly as a 

group of people who openly and honestly share with each other about their 

spirituality, providing support physically, emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually 

during the spiritual development process (Love & Talbot, 2009; Parks, 2000). Higher 

education is an ideal setting for mentoring community environments, where 

instructors and student affairs practitioners can allow students the time and space 

needed to develop their own spirituality and contemplate their big questions (Astin et 

al., 2000; Deffenbaugh, 2011; Lindholm, Millora, Schwartz, & Spinosa, 2011; Parks, 

2000). Mentoring communities establish a safe place where young adults can openly 

share questions, spiritual struggles, and provide mutual support for one another for 

any duration of time that is influential (Parks, 2000). For this research, a mentoring 

community is defined as a group of 30 or less students who meet regularly and have a 

university professional as the conversation facilitator. 

Research Problem 

In the last decade, the academy has slowly explored spiritual development 

through avenues of authenticity (Chickering et al., 2005), mentoring communities 

(Parks, 2000), emotional wellness (Fisler et al., 2009), and as a contributor to college 

student engagement (Kuh & Gonyea, 2006). Many of these studies only discuss 

spiritual development in comparison to religious development. Higher education 
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practitioners and researchers have grappled to agree on one definition of student 

spiritual development (Jacobsen & Jacobsen, 2012). Estanek (2006) collected data 

from research, theories, and academic journals that discussed spirituality within 

higher education because there were so many definitions and iterations that she hoped 

to pull out themes to better understand the concept. Love and Talbot (2009) use some 

principles from Fowler’s (1981) Faith Development Theory to illustrate spirituality 

and spiritual development, but these definitions formed in comparison to religious 

language. 

The way that most researchers have gathered information about student 

spiritual development, is by creating their own definition of spiritual development and 

then evaluating how students fit into that definition (Astin et al., 2011; Fisler et al., 

2009; Kuh & Gonyea, 2006; Lovik, 2011). The complex relationship of public higher 

education and spirituality has blurred lines between religion and spirituality. Jacobsen 

and Jacobsen (2012) describe this complexity by stating, “Being religious used to 

mean being part of a historic religious community, but most Americans now assume 

that a person can be spiritual or religious to varying degrees without any connection 

to a particular religious group” (p. 27). Research needs to capture the complexity of 

how public university students define spiritual development without always equating 

it to student religious identity. More studies need to isolate qualitative experiences 

from public university students and examine if there are undiscovered phenomena in 

how they develop their spirituality at a pubic institution. Students at public 

universities could serve as an ideal population to provide clarity to spiritual 



  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

  

 

 

11 WINDS OF CHANGE 

development because religious language is not formally integrated into the public 

university mission. 

Significance of the research problem. Parks (2000) identifies professors and 

instructors as key stakeholders in supporting spiritual development, both in and out of 

the classroom. Young adults need mentors to provide a safe environment of learning 

that will foster spiritual development, which Parks (2000) calls mentoring 

communities. Astin et al. (2011) confirm that “the secular institution is the ideal place 

for students to explore their spiritual sides” and “students are presumably free, if not 

encouraged to explore and question their values and beliefs, no matter where such 

questioning might lead them” (p. 6). The same researchers examined 40,670 faculty 

at 421 institutions of whom 81 percent self-identified as a spiritual person, but the 

majority of these faculty members expressed hesitation in their proficiency of how to 

help guide student spiritual development (Astin et al., 2011). A faculty member 

stated, “People are probably scared to reveal their spirituality for fear that they are 

stepping on people’s rights, or not being inclusive” (Astin, et al, 2011). This quote 

seems to speak specifically to pluralistic public institutions where spiritual dialogue is 

not commonplace, as opposed to religiously affiliated institutions. Theorists and 

researchers highlight higher education as an ideal setting for spiritual development, 

but there is a discrepancy between their recommendations and university practitioners 

feeling prepared to integrate spiritual development. 

Research question. The research questions for this study are: (a) How do 

public university students describe their spirituality? and (b) What are the spiritual 

development experiences of students at a public university? Public universities often 



  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

12 WINDS OF CHANGE 

do not prioritize religious identity development, but are looking for more information 

on how to accommodate spiritual development (Astin et al., 2011; Liddell & 

Stedman, 2011; Parks, 2000; Stewart, Kocet, & Lobdell, 2011). Student stories will 

be compared to young adult development theory (Parks, 2000) and spirituality 

measures (Astin et al., 2011) to ground the questions in theory that does not prioritize 

religious identity. Sample interview questions will include: How do you define 

spiritual development in your own terms? To what extent do you expect a public 

university to guide their spiritual development? Is their public university currently 

meeting their needs and expectations for spiritual development? How does the public 

university experience affect their spiritual development? What are their suggestions 

for how public universities can better support student spiritual development? 

Qualitative investigation through semi-structured interviews and a focus group will 

capture the perspectives of students. 

Summary 

While not intending to generalize all public university students, an in-depth 

examination of this phenomenological-informed study may have a degree of 

transferability to other public institutions to understand how students view their 

spiritual development. This study may identify other areas for future study and 

discussion concerning the public university spiritual development. Research of how 

students define their own spiritual development and their perspective of the 

relationship between their spiritual lives and their public university education could 

clarify how practitioners incorporate holistic student development into university 

programming and curriculum. 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13 WINDS OF CHANGE 

Organization of the Thesis 

This thesis is organized into five chapters. This first chapter provided an 

introduction of the study, the significance of the research, and a set of terms and 

definitions used throughout this report. Chapter two, the literature review, contains 

background information, history, and relevant research and theories related to this 

study. The information in the literature review provides a historical and theoretical 

lens to understand the framework of spiritual development. The third chapter is the 

methodology chapter, which explains that this study is qualitative research informed 

by phenomenology. The methodology chapter provides information about participant 

recruitment, data collection and analysis, and limitations. Chapter four contains the 

results of this study. The results chapter of this report contains participant information 

and themes that emerged from the data collected in the interviews and focus group. 

The final chapter is the discussion chapter. The discussion of this study explores 

theoretical connections in the anticipated and unanticipated findings, implications for 

practice, and my personal conclusions about the findings. 



  

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

     

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
   

   
 
 

 
 

 

14 WINDS OF CHANGE 

Literature Review 

This purpose of this chapter is to review relevant literature and background 

information about spiritual development in public higher education to create a 

framework for this study. In this chapter, I examine scholarly articles, books, and 

other educational resources that offer context for the results of this research. This 

chapter is organized in four parts: (a) research about defining spirituality in higher 

education, (b) spiritual development theories, (c) relevant student development 

theories, and (d) the implications of current research for this study. 

Defining Spiritual Development in Higher Education 

The phrase spiritual development is complex. Each researcher who explores 

spiritual development describes their working definition of spiritual development, but 

each definition varies slightly from the others. It is important to first define spiritual 

development before the theoretical analysis to understand the complexity of the word 

and its background. Astin et al. (2011) broadly define spirituality by including the 

inner life, external experiences, and worldview: 

Spirituality points to our inner, subjective life, as contrasted with the objective 
domain of observable behavior and material objects that we can point to and 
measure directly. Spirituality also involves our affective experiences at least 
as much as it does our reasoning or logic. More specifically, spirituality has to 
do with the values that we hold most dear, our sense of who we are and where 
we come from, our beliefs about why we are here – the meaning and purpose 
that we see in our work and our life – and our sense of connectedness to the 
world around us. Spirituality can also bear on aspects of our experience that 
are not easy to define or talk about, such things as intuition, inspiration, the 
mysterious, and the mystical (p. 4). 

This broad definition specifically highlights the inner-life, emotions, reasoning, 

values, connectedness to the world, and meaning-making. Spiritual development has 



  

   

   

 

  

 

   

 

 

 

 

   

 

  

 
 

  
  

 
 

 
 

15 WINDS OF CHANGE 

evolved from the faith development definitions of theorists Fowler (1981) and Parks 

(2000), which include more religiously affiliated language. 

Fowler (1981) defines faith development, “Faith is a person’s way of seeing 

him- or herself in relation to others against a background of shared meaning and 

purpose….We need purpose and priorities; we must have some grasp on the big 

picture” (p. 4). Fowler’s (1981) stages of faith are informed by religious language and 

influenced by a Christian lens. However, Fowler was a pioneer in using the word faith 

to describe the universal human experience of seeking meaning and purpose. 

Parks (1986, 2000) created her spiritual development theory to specifically 

identify the stage of young adulthood that Fowler (1981) did not categorize. Parks 

(1986, 2000) defines faith as a multifaceted element that includes meaning-making, 

search for truth, skepticism, trust, and challenges. However, similar to Fowler, Parks 

(2000) also defined faith as a universal human experience that is, “a dynamic 

phenomenon that undergoes transformation across the whole life span, with the 

potential for a particularly powerful transformation in the young adult years” (p. 16). 

But this word faith is a problematic word in contemporary higher education: 

...the word faith (emphasis in-text) has become problematic in a religiously 
plural world….many in today’s society assume faith to be at most a personal 
matter, preferably confined to the private sphere…. In a society and an 
academy grown weary and restless with hardening definitions of who and 
what counts in determining what matters – what we will invest our lives in 
and how we will name that investment – there is a desire to break through into 
a more spacious and nourishing conception of the common life we all share 
(Parks, 2000, p. 16). 

Although Parks (1986, 2000) acknowledges that there is a disparity between faith and 

higher education, she still asserts that college is an ideal place for young adults to 

wrestle with their big questions and define their meaning-making process. 

http:purpose�.We


  

 

 

  

    

 

 

  

  

 

 

   

 

 

 

  

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

16 WINDS OF CHANGE 

Researchers and theorists now consider Parks’ (2000) definition of faith development 

as the foundation for contemporary student spiritual development because “spiritual” 

seems less problematic than “faith” (Estanek, 2006; Love & Talbot, 1999). 

Love and Talbot (1999) attempted to present a working definition for spiritual 

development in the field of student affairs. These researchers propose that the reason 

spirituality was not addressed very often in higher education or student affairs at that 

time was due to several factors: (a) the association of spirituality and religion, (b) 

United States cultural norms regard religion and spirituality as private matters, and (c) 

the religion clauses in the constitution that are often interpreted as a “separation of 

church and state.” (Love & Talbot, 1999). They propose that higher education lack of 

attention to spiritual development can result in an academic community that lacks 

critical thinking, fails to explore value-related issues, and communicates a narrow 

perspective (Love & Talbot, 1999). Love and Talbot (1999) present five propositions 

as a process for spiritual development. These five propositions are not a stage process 

and do not occur in a linear or chronological order but often occur concurrently. The 

five propositions are: 

1)	 Spiritual development involves an internal process of seeking personal 
authenticity, genuineness, and wholeness as an aspect of identity 
development 

2) Spiritual development involves the process of continually transcending 
one’s current locus of centrality 

3) Spiritual development involves developing a greater connectedness to self 
and others through relationships and union with community 

4) Spiritual development involves deriving meaning, purpose, and direction 
in one’s life 



  

  
 

 
 

 

 

   

  

 

 

 

   

 

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

17 WINDS OF CHANGE 

5)	 Spiritual development involves an increasing openness to exploring a 
relationship with an intangible and pervasive power or essence that exists 
beyond human existence and rational human knowing. 

For Love and Talbot (1999), the terms spirituality and spiritual development are 

“interchangeable concepts” (p. 364). Students are often overwhelmed with their 

spiritual development, therefore student affairs practitioners need to be trained in 

attending to this aspect of student development (Love & Talbot, 1999). 

Several years after Love and Talbot’s (1999) interchangeable definitions of 

spirituality and spiritual development, Estanek (2006) did a qualitative research study 

analyzing the definitions of spirituality throughout higher education literature. 

Estanek (2006) wanted to give a clearer definition to spirituality, however her 

research revealed parameters of spirituality, rather than a specific definition. Estanek 

(2006) names the following parameters for understanding spirituality: (a) spirituality 

defined as spiritual development, (b) spirituality used as critique, (c) spirituality 

understood as an empty container for individual meaning, (d) spirituality understood 

as common ground or “field,” and (e) spirituality as quasi-religion. Estanek (2006) 

concludes that one definition of spirituality could be agreed upon for higher education 

and student affairs. However, she believes this would be unwise in our culture that 

supports religious pluralism but prohibits state religion (Estanek, 2006). The study 

concludes with recommendations that higher education embraces spirituality as a 

mainstream developmental process that acknowledges both the secular and religious 

elements of student spirituality (Estanek, 2006). 

In the early 2000s, a seven-year longitudinal study at the Higher Educational 

Research Institute (HERI) studied student spiritual development as an essential 



  

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

 

  

   

 

  

  

  

 

 

   

   

 
 

18 WINDS OF CHANGE 

component of student development. According to Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011), 

college students are looking to answer existential questions by integrating holistic 

habits that cultivate their inner lives. Astin et al. (2011) collected data from 112,232 

first-year students at 236 diverse institutions across the United States to examine the 

role of the college environment in fostering spiritual development. The researchers 

state, “the secular institution is the ideal place for students to explore their spiritual 

sides” because “students are presumably free, if not encouraged, to explore and 

question their values and beliefs, no matter where such questioning might lead them” 

(Astin et al., 2011, p. 6). Many more higher education researchers and theorists have 

examined the complexity of student spiritual development in the past decade. 

However, the HERI study published in the book Cultivating the Spirit is a landmark 

study that is a foundation for understanding the spiritual development of the current 

generation of college students (Astin et al., 2011). 

The significance of Cultivating the Spirit. In Astin, Astin, and Lindholm’s 

(2011) study, the researchers categorize student spiritual development into the 

classifications of Spirituality Measures and Religious Measures which each include 

five measurements. The Spiritual Measures are: Spiritual Quest, Equanimity, 

Charitable Involvement, Ethic of Caring, and Ecumenical Worldview. Religious 

Measures are: Religious Commitment, Religious Struggle, Religious Engagement, 

Religious/Social Conservatism, and Religious Skepticism. The definitions of these 

Spiritual measures are: 

•	 Spiritual Quest, the student’s interest in searching for meaning/purpose in life, 
attaining inner harmony, and developing a meaningful philosophy of life. 



  

  
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
  

 
 

 

  

 

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

19 WINDS OF CHANGE 

•	 Equanimity, the extent to which the student feels at peace or is centered, is 
able to find meaning in times of hardship, sees each day as a gift, and feels 
good about the direction of her/his life. 

•	 Ethic of Caring, the student’s degree of commitment to values such as helping 
others in difficulty, reducing pain and suffering in the world, promoting racial 
understanding, trying to change things that are unfair in the world, and making 
the world a better place. 

•	 Charitable Involvement, activities such as participating in community service, 
donating money to charity, and helping friends with personal problems. 

•	 Ecumenical Worldview, the extent to which the student is interested in 
different religious traditions, seeks to understand other countries and cultures, 
feels a strong connection to all humanity, believes in the goodness of all 
people, accepts others as they are, and believes that all life is interconnected 
and that love is at the root of all the great religions (Astin et al., 2011, pp. 20-
21). 

The researchers considered all of these measures as evidence of spiritual 

development, but also distinguished the separation of religious expression within the 

overall spiritual development (Astin et al., 2011). Although religious qualities inform 

the spiritual development of some students, religious identity does not apply to the 

entirety of spiritual development. Throughout this study, students revealed that 

religious engagement declines during college, but their overall spiritual development 

shows “substantial growth” (Astin et al., 2011, p. 10). Students who are engaged in 

spiritual growth also demonstrated enhanced college outcomes such as, “academic 

performance, psychological well-being, leadership development, and satisfaction with 

college” (Astin et al., 2011, p. 10). 

The Asin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011) study collected data from 112, 232 

first-year students from 236 diverse institutions across the United States with the 

results indicating that students are looking to answer existential questions cultivate 

their inner selves at college. The researchers emphasize, “the secular institution is the 

ideal place for students to explore their spiritual sides” and “students are presumably 
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free, if not encouraged, to explore and question their values and beliefs, no matter 

where such questioning might lead them” (Astin et al., 2011, p. 6). The study reports 

the students’ engagement in these measures through activities such as: seeking beauty 

in my life, becoming a community leader, hours spent performing volunteer work, 

and reading sacred texts (Astin et al., 2011). Most of these spiritual or religious 

activities were recorded as activities that students sought out on their own initiative, 

rather than institutionally framed programs or activities (Astin et al., 2011). The 

findings of this extensive study demonstrate that the complex spiritual development 

of students intersect with all levels of identities and development, as well as 

incorporates into all levels of student involvement. 

Spiritual Development Theory 

Fowler (1981) defined stages of faith development for the common human 

experience from birth to enlightened adulthood. Fowler (1981) regarded the time 

between adolescence and adulthood as a transition, rather than a significant stage. 

Parks (1986, 2000) created a faith development theory that includes the stage of 

young adult, the age-range of older teenagers through the early 20s. Parks’ theories 

are examined later in this section. This analysis compares the findings of Astin et al. 

(2011) with the young adulthood stage of Parks (2000) and the Synthetic-

conventional and Individual-reflective stages of Fowler (1981). Astin et al. (2011) 

primarily explored the spiritual development of traditional age (18-22) college 

students, which typically fall in these stages of Fowler (1981) and Parks (2000). 

Faith development. Fowler’s (1981) faith development theory serves as the 

foundation for contemporary spiritual development research (Astin et al., 2011; 
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Estanek, 2006; Love & Talbot, 2009). Fowler (1981) defines faith as “…not a 

separate dimension of life, a compartmentalized speciality. Faith is an orientation of 

the total person, giving purpose and goal to one’s hopes and strivings, thoughts and 

actions” (p. 14). This description of faith development encompassed faith as a 

universal human experience established through meaning-making (Fowler, 1981). 

Faith development was a process of determining purpose for self by assigning 

coherence to how the world works (Fowler, 1981). This concept separates this faith 

experience from an exclusively religious experience (Fowler, 1981). Specifically 

describing the stages of faith to include religious and non-religious people, Fowler 

(1981) states that we all “look for something to love that loves us, something to value 

that gives us value, something to honor and respect that has the power to sustain our 

being” (p. 5). This broad definition of faith as a universal human development 

experience was first presented in the stages of life from infancy through adulthood 

(Fowler, 1981). 

Fowler (1981) developed his stages of faith development based on the 

psychological development theories of Lawrence Kohlberg, Erik Erikson, and Jean 

Piaget. Fowler’s theory is six stages from childhood to adulthood and includes one 

pre-stage of infants to 2 years old. The last stage is “Universalizing,” similar to the 

idea of spiritual enlightenment, when individuals take action for the compassion and 

justice of all people. Fowler claims that only few individuals throughout history, such 

as Martin Luther King Jr. and Mother Theresa, have achieved this stage of faith 

development and are considered more perfected humans (Fowler, 1981). 
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Fowler (1981) does not include a stage that directly addresses young adult 

spiritual development. Instead, Fowler describes the Synthetic-conventional stage as a 

time between young adolescence and adulthood. Synthetic-conventional is 

characterized by conforming to religious authority and ignoring ideas that conflict 

with one’s beliefs. Fowler briefly mentions identity development during this stage, 

that identity is still defined primarily by surrounding relationships rather than an 

internal definition (Fowler, 1981). This stage of spiritual development may apply to 

young college students, or to students who are attending religious-affiliated 

institutions, but cannot apply to the overall college student learning experience. The 

religious diversity of United States higher education forces students to confront their 

internal conflicts with their religious or spiritual authorities, which may account for 

the decline in students’ religious commitment (Astin et al., 2011). 

The next stage of faith development is Individual-reflective. This stage 

includes adults in their late-20s to early 40s who struggle to take responsibility for 

their faith with an awareness of the conflicts that they used to ignore in the Synthetic-

conventional stage (Fowler, 1981). Fowler mentions “the movement from Stage 3 to 

Stage 4” as an important time where a person must face the tension of self-identity 

and a decided worldview (p. 182). Elements of this stage may apply to older college 

students, but Astin et al. (2011) emphasize that the decline of religious commitment is 

the norm for college students. Fowler (1981) seems to classify the Individual-

reflective stage as a more resolved and accepting attitude toward the inconsistency 

between one’s faith and its conflicts. 
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Unlike Kohlberg, Erikson, and Piaget, Fowler (1981) does incorporate the 

influence of social and cultural context on the stages of spiritual development. 

Throughout the stages, Fowler discusses the impact that faith communities and 

educational environments can have on individual faith development. Fowler (1981) 

states that these environments can help or hinder progression to the next stage of faith 

development, but Parks (2000) describes specific tools and methodology that 

communities can use to foster spiritual development and features higher education as 

an ideal environment for spiritual development. 

Spiritual development. Young adulthood was a developmental stage 

designated by Parks (1986, 2000) that had been missed in Fowler’s (1981) stages of 

faith. The word faith has many definitions, emotions, and connotations attached to it, 

and will continue to be complex where there are multiple perspectives in our 

religiously plural global society (Parks, 2000). However, Parks (2000) presents a 

palatable definition of faith: 

To become a young adult in faith is to discover in a critically aware, self-
conscious manner the limits of inherited or otherwise socially received 
assumptions about how life works - what is ultimately true and trustworthy, 
and what counts - and to recompose meaning and faith on the other side of 
that discovery (p. 7). 

Parks’ (2000) insists that young adults need mentoring communities that will foster 

their faith journey. Professors and student affairs professionals are key stakeholders in 

making this connection for young adults during their experience within the academy 

(Parks, 2000). 



  

 

  

 
 

 
  

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

24 WINDS OF CHANGE 

Young adults often face what Parks (2000) calls shipwrecks. Shipwrecks are 

tragedies or challenges that force young adults to reexamine and question their faith 

or belief: 

Metaphorical shipwreck may occur with the loss of a relationship, violence to 
one’s property, collapse of a career venture, physical illness or injury, defeat 
of a cause, a fateful choice that irrevocably reorders one’s life, betrayal by a 
community or government, or the discovery that an intellectual construct is 
inadequate (p. 28). 

Parks explains that shipwreck is often an experience that unravels truth or belief for 

young adults and prompts a new examination of meaning and purpose. Parks says, 

“To undergo shipwreck is to be threatened in a total and primary way” (p. 28). Parks 

cites the work of Victor Frankl (1959) who studied Holocaust sufferers and how they 

endured the horror and tragedies in concentration campus. Frankl (1959) found that 

Holocaust survivors found meaning in their suffering. Parks found this concept to be 

true in her metaphorical shipwrecks, that young adults found purpose in the 

challenges they faced. On the other side of shipwrecks Parks (2000) says, “...the 

possibility of surviving and going on to more has hitherto not been a part of our 

experience. Then, when we are met by the surprise of new meaning, we are amazed.” 

(p. 31). 

Parks (2000) adds depth into her spiritual development theory by including 

categories of Forms of Knowing, Forms of Dependence, and Forms of Community. 

These categories all have unique steps within the life-span stages of 

Adolescent/Conventional, Young Adult, Tested Adult, and Mature Adult (Parks, 

2000). The young adult era is, “the experience of the birth of critical awareness and 

the dissolution and recomposition of the meaning of self, other, world, and ‘God’…. 
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Young adulthood is rightfully a time of asking big questions and discovering worthy 

dreams” (Parks, 2000, p. 5). Fowler (1981) brushed over this time of questioning as a 

small transition between stages, stating that if an individual is not content to be 

resolved in the conflicts of their faith, they cannot progress in their adulthood. 

Parks (2000) argues that there must be a time in one’s life where it is permitted and 

encouraged to take pause and consider the possibilities of self and the world. Parks 

(2000) names these environments, mentoring communities where young adults are 

probing their commitment to knowing and have a fragile inner-dependence. Young 

adults enter college “looking for ways to cultivate their inner lives, seeking to be 

compassionate and charitable, and clarifying how they feel about the many issues 

confronting their society and the global community” (Astin et al., 2011, pp. 3-4). 

Colleges are already structured to connect with students about their inner-lives 

(Astin et al., 2011). Diverse baccalaureate requirements allow for probing 

commitment as students explore new topics of knowledge. Universities provide 

support for the fragile inner-dependence through the guidance of academic advising, 

orientation, residential life, and first-year experience courses that encourage the 

transition toward confident inner-dependence. In their academics and campus 

programming, college students are introduced to a relativistic world that requires 

contextual knowledge. College mentoring communities allow students to question the 

complexity of themselves and the world around them (Parks, 2000). The impact of 

the social and cultural environment of college is a unique factor of spiritual 

development theories, which is not included in the theoretical structure of cognitive 

development. 
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Parks (2000) names higher education as an ideal place and time for young 

adults to wrestle with their faith identity development, “Students’ involved in 

mentoring communities is the best way to shape their meaning, purpose, and faith” (p. 

158). Higher education is meant as an environment of questioning and discovery to 

explore both the internal self and how to align the inner-self with outward expression. 

Student engagement and deep learning. Kuh and Gonyea (2006) researched 

the extant data of the National Survey of Student Engagement to explore the student 

involvement and deep learning as it related to students who spent time engaging in 

religious or spiritual practices. The results of this study found “students who 

frequently engage in spiritually enhancing practices also participate more in a broad 

cross-section of collegiate activities” (Kuh & Gonyea, 2006, p. 44). Specific 

collegiate activities that these spiritual students engage in more include exercise, 

attending cultural events, performing community service, and devoting more time to 

extracurricular activities than relaxing or socializing (Kuh & Gonyea, 2006). Not only 

were these spiritual and religious students demonstrate greater campus involvement, 

but they also scored higher in academic areas of deep learning, suggesting that 

spiritual development could heighten academic learning (Kuh & Gonyea, 2006). 

Atheist students. Student spiritual development is such a new area of 

investigation within higher education that researchers are just beginning to analyze 

the complexity of the topic. One common response to spiritual development in higher 

education, is the religious language that the concepts are based upon can prove to be 

exclusive to non-religious individuals (Liddell & Stedman, 2011). Goodman and 

Mueller (2009) examine the needs of atheist students as an overlooked population 
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who need support in their identity development. Mueller (2012) continued his 

exploration of atheist students with a qualitative study that captured themes of 

marginality, meaning-making, and a crisis of faith. A graduate student at Indiana 

University recently published his theory of atheist student identity development 

(Siner, 2011). This theory parallels atheist identity development to lesbian, gay, and 

bisexual (LGB) student identity development to illustrate that atheist students 

experience a process of awareness, exploration, deepening/commitment, and 

internalization/synthesis (Siner, 2011). As mentioned above, atheist and non-theistic 

students are often over-looked in the spiritual development conversation (Goodman & 

Mueller, 2009; Liddell & Stedman, 2011; Mueller, 2012). However, especially when 

examining spiritual development at public universities, this aspect of student identity 

development must be included. Fowler (1981) identifies faith development as a 

universal human experience, which includes atheist or non-theistic individuals. 

Secularization of higher education. Starting in the 1850’s educators had 

been so anxious to remove the dominant Protestant religion from the academy, that 

the academy had also disregarded the human experience of faith development and 

acknowledgement of a spiritual wholeness (Marsden & Longfield, 1992). 

Secularization, the division of academic learning from the spiritual self, was having 

dire effects on both students and educators (Palmer, 2007). Instead of promoting a 

culture of learning, this secularization of the academy promoted fear that “shuts down 

those ‘experiments with truth’ that allow us to weave a wider web of connectedness – 

and thus shuts down our capacity to teach as well” (Palmer, 2007, p. 36). Fisler et al. 

(2009) researched the spiritual crisis that occurs for religious students when higher 
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education learning provides opportunities to question their faith. Conversely, Markle 

(2012) researched the idea that higher education is not the catalyst for spiritual belief 

change. 

Campus ministers. A few studies have explored the role of campus ministers 

in student development (Davis, Merrily, & Davis, 2004; Moran Craft, Weber, & 

Menke, 2009). However, these studies only explored Christian campus ministers and 

did not research campus ministers from other religious traditions. One study found 

that campus ministers provided strong support for students’ religious development, 

personal development, and leadership development (Moran Craft et al., 2009). The 

researchers in this study suggest that student affairs integrate campus ministers as 

active partners in student development on campus (Moran Craft et al., 2009). Another 

study learned that campus ministers at public and private institutions were very 

similar in their perceived roles, providing worship facilities, understanding of the 

spiritual climate on campus, and the relationship with student affairs divisions (Davis 

et al., 2004). Both studies reveal that campus ministers are often attending to the 

spiritual development of college students because of lack of institutional support from 

the university. The studies included voices from several Christian denominational 

ministers, but did not incorporate the perspectives of other religious traditions, which 

is concerning considering the growth of religious diversity in United States culture. 

Interfaith and religious pluralism. Religious pluralism is a growing factor in 

our society and college campuses (Eck, 2002; Jacobsen & Jacobsen, 2012; Stewart et 

al., 2011). The 1965 Immigration and Nationalization Act shifted United States 

culture to be more inclusive of religiously diverse citizens (Eck, 2002; Jacobsen & 
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Jacobsen, 2012). Diana Eck, director of Harvard’s Pluralism Project, researches the 

changing religious landscape of the United States. Her book, A New Religious 

America, gives examples of new interfaith initiatives, diverse places of worship, and 

religious communities that are shifting the understanding of religious plurality in the 

United States (Eck, 2002). Seifert (2007) discusses the tensions of this rising religious 

plurality through the lens of understanding Christian privilege in the United States 

higher education system. While religious plurality is increasing in the United States 

Christian cultural norms such as holiday calendars, dietary options, and symbols are 

still pervasive even in public higher education (Seifert, 2007). This means that 

students who do not identify as Christians face many challenges in their religious 

observances at college. 

Small (2009) researched interfaith dialogues and found that they foster 

identity development for Christian, Jewish, Muslim, and atheist students. Students 

engaged in intentional dialogues “modified their language in order to be more 

inclusive and to demonstrate understanding of the spiritual beliefs of others” (Small, 

2009, p. 14). Students in these focus groups found shared experiences. Although 

Christian privilege is prevalent in United States culture, all of the students found 

commonality in their religious marginalization on campus (Small, 2009). Similar to 

Parks’ (Parks, 1986, 2000) theory that mentoring communities promote spiritual 

development, Small (2009) found that her research focus groups provided a safe and 

challenging dialogue environment that allowed for “a structured outlet for exploration 

of faith identity” (p. 18). 
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The average college student in the United States is no longer attending 

religiously homogenous higher education institutions where they can ignore different 

ideologies that conflict with their beliefs. Jacobsen and Jacobsen (2012) specifically 

researched this shifting landscape of religious plurality at colleges and universities 

across the United States. Jacobsen and Jacobsen (2012) identify six sites of 

engagement on college campuses where students are experiencing an emerging 

generation of pluralism: religious literacy, interfaith etiquette, framing knowledge, 

civic engagement, convictions, and character and vocation. Jacobsen and Jacobsen 

(2012) name that college students have to reconcile an understanding of religious 

history, the cultural norms of religion in the public sphere, and develop their own 

personal spiritual identity. Stewart, Kocet, and Lobdell (2011) suggest that if 

nonsectarian institutions commit to creating a multifaith campus that is inclusive of 

religious pluralism, this has the potential to be transformative for even non-religious 

campuses. They recommend the four step process of moving from apathy to 

awareness to acceptance to active engagement (Stewart et al., 2011). This four step 

process would support students in their personal spiritual journeys, as well as create 

an inclusive campus that cares for the religious diversity of the entire community 

(Stewart et al., 2011). 

Student Development Theory 

Love (2011) points out the theoretical connections between the spiritual and 

cognitive development of college students, “because they both relate to the 

development of meaning-making, it’s hard to imagine a situation where they would 

be significantly divergent in an individual” (p. 114). Students who grow in 
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equanimity also increase their grade point average, leadership skills, and the ability to 

get along with other races and cultures, which researchers directly connect to higher 

levels of cognitive development (Astin et al., 2011). 

Theoretical Connections to Intellectual and Cognitive Theory. The young 

adult spiritual development stage spans over three of Perry’s (1970) positions. 

Position 4 is Multiplicity Correlate or Relativism Subordinate, Position 5 Relativism 

Correlate, Competing, or Diffuse, and Position 6 Commitment Foreseen (Perry, 

1970). Students are emerging from an authority-bound way of understanding who 

they are and how the world works, and are discovering the complexity of competing 

authorities (Perry, Sprinthall, Wideman, & Jones, 2011). This intellectual process 

applies to students experiencing the spiritual measures of Spiritual Quest, 

Equanimity, Charitable Involvement, Ethic of Caring, and Ecumenical Worldview 

(Astin et al., 2011). 

Position 4 aligns with students who are experiencing religious struggle, 

skepticism, or spiritual quest in their college environment (Astin et al., 2011). Perry et 

al. (2011) classify students in this position by their need for proof from various 

authorities. Position 5 is the turning point when students cannot continue to integrate 

the dualistic structure of authority into their knowing, “The student now finds it safer 

to assume complexity as a general state and then to discover simplicity if it happens 

to be there” (Perry et al., 2011, p. 310). College students think critically and are often 

challenged to integrate ideas and concepts from competing sources of authority. 

Position 6 is titled Commitment Foreseen, when students are not only comfortable 

with the complexity of relativism, but they orient themselves within that complex 
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world (Perry et al., 2011). The description of this position is reminiscent of Parks’ 

(2000) definition of faith that includes a great deal of challenge or struggle, which is 

what aligns this position under her stage of young adult.  

Astin et al.’s (2011) spiritual measures of Ecumenical Worldview and 

Charitable Involvement during the college years align with Perry’s descriptions of 

intellectual development. An ecumenical worldview can be developed as students 

discover the diversity of cultures and spiritual practices of their college peers, which 

requires breaking down the dualistic understanding of childhood. Astin et al. (2011) 

describe Charitable Involvement as actions that include community service, donating 

money to a cause, or helping a friend with a personal problem. These actions require 

students to examine complexities and relativistic problem solving. College can 

encourage students to reflect on the inner process of their development while they are 

intellectually learning about the world around them. Astin et al. (2011) prove that 

these processes do not have to be mutually exclusive. 

Baxter Magolda (1992) incorporated the context of each individual’s identity 

into her intellectual development theory. Although Baxter Magolda (1992) does not 

necessarily name the role of the entire college environment as a domain of learning, 

she does name the role of learner, role of peers, role of instructor, and role of 

evaluation. The inclusion of context and the roles that surround the student’s knowing 

make Baxter Magolda’s theory more complex and multidimensional than Perry’s. 

In a study conducted by Astin et al. (2011), faculty members agree that 

spiritual elements should be addressed on campus, and many identified themselves as 

spiritual. However, many faculty members felt ill prepared to address student 
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spirituality in the classroom (Astin et al., 2011). Parks (2000) identified faculty as key 

mentors in student spiritual development, emphasizing the opportunity faculty have to 

connect students’ inner-selves with their intellectual development. Baxter Magolda 

(1992) highlights the role of instructors in all of her stages of intellectual 

development, which is reminiscent of Parks’ (2000) mentors for young adults. 

Independent knowing is the position when students think for themselves 

(Baxter Magolda, 1992). Students in the Independent knowing position may 

experience skepticism about truth, question religion, and ponder death and dying 

(Baxter Magolda, 1992). In Baxter Magolda’s (1992) study, one student described a 

class discussion, as follows: “I do not think that anybody felt that one way was better 

than the other. I think most people were very open-minded, though they had their own 

beliefs” (Baxter Magolda, 1992, p. 138). In this stage, instructors promote 

independent thinking and the exchange of opinions (Baxter Magolda, 1992). 

Independent knowing is a stage where students can ask questions as they develop an 

Ecumenical Worldview and develop their Equanimity as they hear diverse 

perspectives and share their own. 

The Contextual knowing position begins during the young adult years but 

extends into later adulthood (Love, 2011). In this stage, young adults not only think 

for themselves, but they think through problems to apply their knowledge (Baxter 

Magolda, 1992). In a study conducted by Baxter Magolda (1992), a student reflected 

as follows on his career decision about working in the credit union business: “My 

mom raised me always to be a giving person, caring, loving, that type of thing….My 

major is finance….this is a way to handle all of the things I want to do and at the 

http:thing�.My
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same time help people” (p. 187). This student made the connections between his 

academic learning at college and his core spiritual values. He also made the 

connection between the inner desire to help people and his interest in finance because 

of the college environment. Although college students rarely achieve the Contextual 

knowing level of intellectual development, students who are engaged in spiritual 

development may reach this level more quickly. Students in the Astin et al. (2011) 

study sought out their own spiritual development without much prompting from their 

institution. 

As a continuation of her research with the students in her fourteen-year 

longitudinal study, Baxter Magolda also created theories on the topics of holistic 

development and self-authorship (2000, 2001). Baxter Magolda’s (2000) theory of 

holistic development aligns well with Maslow’s (1971) hierarchy of needs, that in 

order to for an individual to reach the highest level of human potential they must be 

holistically supported by a inclusive learning environment that attends to their 

physiological, emotional, social, and identity needs. Baxter Magolda’s (2001) theory 

of self-authorship is also reminiscent of Maslow’s (1971) highest level of needs, self-

actualization. However, Baxter Magolda (2001) specifies that self-authorship is not 

just the result of external support systems; self-authorship is a result of internal 

resolution. The holistic development and self-authorship theories point to the earlier 

recommendations for creating an interfaith campus and students understanding their 

internal spiritual identities. Baxter Magolda (1992, 2000, 2001) identifies that while 

holistic development is an important aspect of student care, self-actualization is a 

journey that begins in college but often culminates in the years after college. 
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Stages of departure and retention do speak specifically to student experiences 

in college, and highlight the experiences of students in their first year (Tinto, 1988). 

Tinto (1988) identifies the stages of separation, transition, and incorporation as 

students integrate into their new college environment. Dewitz, Woolsey, and Walsh 

(2009) researched first-year student retention and self-efficacy. These researchers 

found that students who said they had a clear purpose in life and a sense of personal 

meaning reported greater retention percentages (Dewitz et al., 2009). While a purpose 

in life and sense of personal meaning do not always have religious or spiritual 

connotations, these concepts align with spiritual development theories (Fowler, 1981; 

Love & Talbot, 1999; Parks, 2000). Dewitz et al. (2009) suggest that if students 

identify that purpose in life and sense of personal meaning play a part in their college 

retention, campus interventions need to be in place to “increase their sense of purpose 

in life” (p. 32). 

Other Empirical Studies 

Other empirical studies have examined different contributors to student 

spiritual development. One study researched the outcomes of a spiritually focused 

wilderness orientation program (Bobilya, Akey, & Mitchell, 2009). The results found 

that the wilderness journey had several positive spiritual development outcomes: (a) 

establishes community; (b) facilitates developing competence; (c) enhances a sense of 

stewardship-responsibility to care; (d) promotes spiritual development through an 

increased trust in God, an increased communion with God, an increased awareness of 

one’s personal faith, and an environment that supports faith development (Bobilya et 

al., 2009, p. 442). This study took place at a Christian liberal arts college, and one can 
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assume that all of the participants identify as Christian. However, some of the data 

supports information from the Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011) study where some 

students say that being in nature is a contributing factor to their spiritual development. 

The HERI study also cites study abroad experiences as contributors to 

spiritual development (Astin et al., 2011). This relationship between spiritual 

development and study abroad was studied by Miller-Perrin and Thompson (2010) 

who found that study abroad impacts students vocational calling, identity, and faith. 

This study was also conducted at a private Christian liberal arts university, but did 

include students that identified as Catholic, Hindu, Jewish, and other (Miller-Perrin & 

Thompson, 2010). Students studying abroad were “more inclined to encounter day-to-

day circumstances that push them to rely on their faith in order to deal with the 

challenges of living in another culture” (Miller-Perrin & Thompson, 2010, p. 96). In 

several of these empirical studies, the hypotheses align with Christian values rather 

than a broader definition of spiritual development. 

Implication for this study 

There is a need for more assessment and research about best practices for 

spiritual development, particularly within public higher education. Alongside the 

HERI spiritual development study (Astin, et al., 2011), a group of researchers also 

assembled a list of spiritual development programming throughout the United States 

(Lindholm et al., 2011). This list includes programs from private, religious, and 

public institutions and varies from academic courses to informal conversations or 

mentoring programs. Chickering et al. (2005) present recommendations about 

implementing spiritual development throughout higher education to return to a more 
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integrated way for practitioners to teach and for students to learn about themselves 

holistically. Similarly, Sommerville (2009) presents ways to integrate spiritual 

development anad interfaith dialogue into secular universities. However, these 

resources for spirituality in higher education raise more questions for research and 

assessment rather than proven solutions. Practitioners are uncertain about how and 

when spiritual development is appropriate in the academic setting. 

Seifert and Holman- Harmon (2009) studied the relationship that student 

affairs professionals have between their professional practice and their spiritual well-

being. This study found that practitioners integrated three general practices into 

supporting student spiritual development: community building, modeling 

authenticity, and reflective practice (Seifert & Holman-Harmon, 2009). Practitioners 

indicated that their personal purpose in life influenced their “willingness to engage in 

practices associated with students inner development” (Seifert & Holman-Harmon, 

2009, p. 16). This research echoes the writings of Parker Palmer about rebuilding 

higher education to allow educators to examine their own inner lives in order to usher 

students into a deeper understanding of what they believe about themselves and the 

world around them (Palmer et al., 2010; Palmer, 2000, 2007, 2009). 

Legal Issues 

The issue of the legal parameters of spiritual development in public higher 

education must be the final topic addressed in this literature review. Understanding 

legal parameters is essential for educators, administrators, and students alike. In order 

to move forward in the spiritual and religious freedoms our country permits in the 

public sphere, public institutions need to understand the Religious Expression and 
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Establishment clauses in the U.S. Constitution, case law, state legislation, and their 

institutional policies (Clark, 2001; Lowery, 2004). 

The Establishment Clause and Free Exercise Clause of the First Amendment 

state, “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or 

prohibiting the free exercise thereof” (“U.S. Const. amend. I,”). Paired together these 

clauses are often called the “Religion Clauses” of the First Amendment. The 

Establishment Clause prohibits congress, or any branch of government, from creating 

or defining a universal religion. The Expression Clause permits religious 

accommodation, emphasizes non-preferential treatment for any belief or religious 

practice, and prevents legislative entry into religious domains. 

Thomas Jefferson wrote the phrase “a wall of separation between Church and 

State” in a letter to the Danbury Baptist association in 1802. Jefferson describes that 

government cannot regulate the opinions of religion because, “religion is a matter 

which lies solely between Man and his God” (Peterson, 1994 p. 450). Jefferson writes 

about the Religious Clauses and ensures that these will ensure individual rights and 

eliminate government opposition to personal belief (Peterson, 1994). This statement 

does not enforce the elimination of individual religion from the public sphere. 

Conclusion 

The literature in this chapter recognizes that college can contribute to student 

growth in intellectual development, moral development, identity development, and 

leadership development. The research demonstrates that it is time for the academy to 

also take an active role in guiding student spiritual development. These cognitive, 

identity, and spiritual developmental processes work in tandem and support holistic 
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student growth. The multifaceted topic of student spiritual development is still 

underexplored and calls for broader examination. Student voices can help shape the 

definition of spiritual development for the academy and qualitative studies like this 

one will reveal nuanced themes of how students regard their spiritual development as 

a component of their educational experience. The next chapter presents the 

methodology used for this study. 
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Methodology 

This study examined the experiences of second-year full-time enrolled public 

university students who during the first term of their first year at college took a 

seminar course titled Big Questions. The qualitative methodology of this study was 

informed by phenomenological principles to capture how these students define 

spirituality and to explore the relationship between their spiritual development and 

their public institution. Within the first chapter of this report, the topic of study was 

explained including the significance for this study and the operating definition of key 

terms found within this thesis. In chapter two, a review of the literature presented 

relevant research and theories for this study. The intent of this chapter is to 

reintroduce the purpose of the study and the research questions, and describe the 

methodology utilized for this study. First, the research perspective and design are 

described followed by data collection and the strategy for data analysis. 

The primary focus of the study was to understand the spiritual development 

experiences of public university students and examine how they define spirituality. 

The findings of this study will make connections to current theoretical and empirical 

literature focusing on public university student spiritual development. The secondary 

focus of this study was to utilize the knowledge and information gathered from the 

interviews and focus group within this project to inform student affairs and higher 

education personnel about understanding the experiences of student spiritual 

development at public institutions. While there has been research on student spiritual 

development, there has been little qualitative research to examine how public 

university students define their own spirituality. Also, there is not research 
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specifically examining how public university students experience their spiritual 

development at schools where spiritual development is not an intentional component 

of the institutional mission. The primary research questions that guided this study are: 

(a) How do public university students define spirituality? and (b) What are the 

spiritual development experiences of students at a public university? 

Research Perspective 

A phenomenological study “describes the meaning of the lived experiences 

for several individuals about a concept or the phenomenon” (Creswell, 1998, p. 51). 

A qualitative method was used in order to have interviews that provide a broad 

perspective and establish rapport with participants. In-depth semi-structured 

interviews allowed me to ask questions related to each individual experience that 

explore a central phenomenon (Creswell, 2008). I used qualitative methods informed 

by phenomenology to provide the participants the opportunity to share their 

experiences since phenomenological studies are the most common form of qualitative 

research in education (Merriam, 1998). This qualitative method, according to 

Merriam (2002) is an informative tool for researchers: 

Qualitative researchers conducting a basic interpretive study would be 
interested in 1) how people interpret their experiences, 2) how they construct 
their worlds, and 3) what meaning they attribute to their experiences. The 
overall purpose is to understand how people make sense of their lives and 
their experience. 

This inductive methodology allowed me as a researcher to gather data in order to 

build new concepts, hypotheses, or theories (Merriam & & Associates, 2002). This 

phenomenological grounded method reveals more opportunities for further research. 
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Research design. This study integrated semi-structured in-depth individual 

interviews and one semi-structured focus group comprised of the interviewed 

participants. The individual interviews allowed participants to express their individual 

thoughts and opinions. The focus group was an opportunity to emphasize themes 

found throughout the individual interviews and for me to understand intricacies of the 

participants’ experiences as they discuss the research questions with other students. 

The focus group was also reflective of Parks’ (2000) theory that spiritual 

development for young adults requires a mentoring community where people can 

openly discuss their big questions and explore their spirituality together. Focus group 

procedures were also semi-structured with me only acting as a conversation facilitator 

to ask questions and provide clarification. Since I had previous affiliations with these 

students, I chose to use these qualitative methods because it placed a central focus on 

participants’ lived experiences and used my rapport with these students as a safe 

environment for them to share openly. This approach was intentional in order to 

capture the participants’ inner-knowledge of their own spirituality and how their 

spiritual development relates to their experience at a public institution. Qualitative 

research methodology also permits me to use my own knowledge and lived 

experiences on the subject to make meaning of the collected data. 

Participant Sampling and Recruitment 

This study received Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval in November 

2013. After IRB approval, an invitation to participate letter was sent via email that 

briefly described the purpose of the study, clear statement that this was a research 

project, expectations for participants, and eligibility criteria. After potential 
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participants replied to the email provided for this study, I emailed them a request to 

identify their major in order to account for diverse field of study representation and 

sent them the informed consent form and list of interview questions (Appendix) to 

review prior to the interviews. 

My intent was to conduct interviews with six to eight of the 22 students that 

met the requirements of being enrolled at the same large, public university in the 

northwest United States, are in their second year of college, and took the Big 

Questions class during Fall 2012. Due to the small number of students in the eligible 

participant pool, this sample size was adequate to provide adequate insight into the 

shared phenomenon of these students in their spiritual development at a public 

institution (Patton, 1990). Since I was the instructor for the Big Questions class, I had 

access to the class roster and sent invitations to each Big Questions student via their 

university email. I individually interviewed six participants, and three of those 

participants attended the focus group. 

Participants for this study were full-time, second year, undergraduate students 

at a large, public research institution in the Pacific Northwest. They all took the first 

year seminar course called Big Questions in Fall 2012. This convenience sample of 

participants all took an elective first year seminar class called Big Questions during 

the first term of college. The student researcher for this study was the instructor for 

this seminar. All grades for that class were finalized prior to this study and students’ 

participation in this study in no way affected their grades. All 22 students who took 

this class were invited to participate in this study. 
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I used opportunistic sampling to intentionally select individuals for this study. 

This sample of students was chosen because these students demonstrated interest in 

exploring spiritual development by taking the Big Questions class. Participant 

selection was a convenient case sampling to gain the perspective of students who 

have the shared experience of exploring their spiritual development during their first 

year at a public institution. Participants were selected based on their willingness to 

participate in both a personal interview and in the focus group. It was important for 

participants to have a high interest in this study, as the students would be critically 

thinking and answering questions about their personal inner-life. According to the 

literature, there is differentiation in student spiritual development according to gender 

and field of study (Astin et al., 2011). This study selected a sample of participants to 

account for variety of gender and field of study. I hoped to select subjects based on 

diverse gender representation and field of study, however only two male and four 

female students were available to be interviewed in the timeframe of this study. I 

emailed a consent form to those respondents, which allowed the potential participants 

to review the eligibility requirements before agreeing to enroll in the study. Consent 

forms, which were collected at the time of the interview, are stored in a locked file 

cabinet to ensure confidentiality. 

Study Site 

This study was conducted at a large public research university in the Pacific 

Northwest, which will be called PNW University throughout this report. PNW 

University fits this research because of the demographics of the region and an 
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increasing number of students with diverse spiritual and religious backgrounds 

attending PNW University. 

According to the Pew Research Forum, states in the Pacific Northwest have 

the highest numbers of people who identify as unaffiliated from any formal religious 

tradition (“Pew research religion and public life project,” 2013). Killen and Shibley 

(2004) examine this phenomena in detail in their research about The None Zone, a 

term used to describe the lack of religious commitment within the Pacific Northwest 

region. Shibley (2004) expands on this concept of unaffiliated Pacific 

Northwesterners in his research that demonstrates while this secular region may not 

identify as religious, they do identify as spiritual. Pew highlights that the number of 

religiously unaffiliated is on a national rise for young Americans under the age of 30 

(“‘Nones’ on the rise,” 2012). The term unaffiliated not only includes young adults 

who identify as agnostic or atheist, but also those who classify themselves as having 

no particular religious affiliation (“‘Nones’ on the rise,” 2012). While these statistics 

may be true for the Pacific Northwest region as a whole, the religious diversity 

represented at PNW University is increasing due to the growing international student 

population in the past several years. 

The increasing international student population on PNW University’s campus 

is primarily due to a partnership with an English language program that recruits 

international students. The program is designed for students to gain English 

proficiency and be admitted to the university once they achieve the necessary 

language skills. When the English program began a partnership with PNW University 

in 2009, 284 international students were enrolled from 15 countries (“Enrollment 
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Summary,” 2009). By Fall 2013, 1,294 students from 43 countries were enrolled in 

this language program (“Enrollment Summary,” 2013). Many of these international 

students are coming from countries that claim national religions or states that 

experience severe religious turmoil. Students are coming together at this public 

research institution and creating a new generation of interfaith learning (Eck, 2002; 

Jacobsen & Jacobsen, 2012). While the Pew research indicates high numbers of 

unaffiliated for the whole Pacific Northwest region, students at PNW University are 

entering classrooms where they encounter diverse religious beliefs and commitments. 

While this study did not include any international participants, the dynamic of being 

an unaffiliated but spiritual region of the United States combined with the increasing 

diversity at PNW University create a unique environment for researching student 

spiritual development. 

Data Collection 

I interviewed six student participants from PNW University. All six 

participants replied to my invitation letter and met the criteria to take part in the semi-

structured one-on-one interviews. Prior to the start of each interview, I provided 

participants with a hard copy of the IRB informed consent form (Appendix) and 

asked them to review it as well as ask any questions prior to the starting the interview. 

The consent form included a section for participants to select their own pseudonyms 

to maintain confidentiality. This study presented very low risk to the human subjects. 

However, the students were recorded using self-selected pseudonyms to ensure their 

confidentiality, as they will still be students at the same institution when this study is 
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finished. The sites for the interviews and the focus group took place in private rooms 

on campus to ensure the participants felt comfortable to share their experiences aloud. 

Each of the six interviews included 18 predetermined open-ended questions 

(Appendix). The interviews lasted between 30 and 75 minutes depending on how 

quickly the participants responded to the questions. The focus group included 17 

predetermined open-ended questions (Appendix). While each of the six participants 

also agreed to take part in the focus group of all participants, only three participants 

attended the focus group. The participants who did not attend the focus group 

communicated that they had planned on attending but had unforeseen commitments, 

and expressed their disappointment for missing the conversation. 

Empirical observations took place throughout the individual interviews and in 

the focus group. The empirical observations allowed me to identify 

phenomenological themes. I audio-recorded the interviews and the focus group so 

that I could continue my empirical research by attending to tone, inflections, and 

sentiments of each participant. The interviews and focus group examined the essence 

of how these participants interpret their spiritual development as public university 

students. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis involved coding and recoding of interview and focus group 

transcripts, using interpretive coding that incorporated empirical observations about 

participants (Creswell, 2008). Coding was used to identify major themes and minor 

themes. Saturation was determined after the process of reading through the data, 

dividing the data into segments of information, labeling the segments with codes, 
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reduce overlap by layering the codes, then collapsing the codes into themes 

(Creswell, 2008). 

I completed an initial analysis of the data by listening to all of the individual 

interviews and taking notes of themes I noticed. I also corrected any discrepancies 

between the written transcription and the audio recording. After this initial review of 

the data, I sent transcripts to the participants to note their own clarifications, 

additions, or corrections. For the second analysis of the data, I divided the interview 

transcripts into segments according to the response of each of the 18 questions. I then 

coded the data as I compared each of the responses to each question. For example, I 

listened to all of the responses to question 14 back to back in order to note codes and 

compare all six responses as a collective. During this stage, I began noting themes 

and patterns that overlapped or differed from other participants. 

Finally, I reviewed the data and previous codes and pulled codes from each of 

the 18 interview questions. These codes were then collapsed into major and minor 

themes. Grouping the data into themes related to the research questions provided me 

with a general understanding of the phenomenon, which led to my organization of the 

data. After the themes were organized, I formed categories to connect participants’ 

experiences to the phenomenon of student spiritual development at a public 

institution (Creswell, 2008). After I analyzed the results of this data, I interpreted 

those results by writing summaries of the participants’ responses to each question to 

saturate the data and compare my interpreted themes. As a final tool of saturation, I 

compared these themes to the data revealed in the focus group dialogue. During my 

interpretation of the data, I distinguished my discussion by comparing the data themes 
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to current literature. The discussion of how these themes relate to the literature 

framed my general conclusions and recommendations. 

While faith development theory exists through the works of Fowler (1981) 

and Parks (2000), the recent work of Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011) suggests 

there is still much to explore in the way that students navigate their own spiritual 

development throughout the college experience. I hoped that this phenomenological-

influenced approach to analyzing data would reveal new information about the 

student spiritual development experience at public institutions. My presence as the 

interviewer and focus group facilitator created a familiar environment of the Big 

Questions class one year prior to this focus group. Since I participated as a mentor 

within this Big Questions class, I consider my interpretation of the phenomenon 

partially from the perspective of being a member in the classroom mentoring 

community. I acknowledge that my presence during the Big Questions class 

contributed to their learning process. 

To validate the reliability and transferability of this study, this study includes 

the syllabus of the Big Questions class (Appendix) to give more information about 

the first year experiences of these participants. The interview and the focus group 

protocols were recorded to ensure dependability, making this study available for 

replication at another institution that may host a Big Questions seminar for first-year 

students. A thesis committee of four higher education professionals helped validate 

the confirmability of the study by cross-examining notes from transcripts with my 

results and discussion of the data. 

Limitations of Study 
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While this study offers insight into the experiences of public university 

students’ spiritual development, it has several limitations. Qualitative studies have 

inherent limitations. Some of the possible limitations in this research included: the 

sample size, the ambiguity of the key terms for this study, and the personal bias 

nature of qualitative research. By identifying the boundaries of this study, a holistic 

frame of reference can be established to understand the results and discussion of the 

data. The goal of this study is to explore phenomenological data and raise questions 

about future research for public university student spiritual development. 

The small target population of this research is a primary limitation to the 

generalizability of this study. The opportunistic sampling for this study was intended 

to recruit students who would demonstrate willing participation. Only 22 students at 

PNW University met the criteria for this study and therefore the results of these 

participants cannot serve as a generalization of the entire student population. This 

narrow scope of this qualitative study captures the unique experiences of students 

who have actively explored their spiritual development through a course that is not 

regularly offered at PNW University. The data collected through this research may be 

transferable to other public universities, however the small sample data is only an 

indicator of how much this topic needs to be explored through future studies. Future 

research may address this limitation by using a broader sample of students who have 

taken similar Big Questions courses at public universities. 

As indicated in the literature review, the key terms in this study are difficult to 

define and therefore present a limitation to the research. The key terms of spirituality, 

religion, meaning-making, spiritual development are complex. These key words have 
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social constructs that influence how individuals interpret them and how they apply to 

one’s personal life. Each researcher who explores student spiritual development 

describes their own working definitions of these terms, but each definition varies 

slightly from the others. While this is viewed as a limitation for this study, it is also 

one of the primary purposes of the study, to explore how students define spirituality 

and how it relates to their lives. 

Trustworthiness. To increase the trustworthiness of this study, I have 

employed methods to ensure the data is valid, interpreted accurately, and the students’ 

voices are truthfully conveyed. I asked the participants to validate my interpretations 

of their data (respondent validation) to allow them transparent access to how my 

personal bias may have affected their information. I also had the primary researcher 

and graduate thesis committee members validate the transferability of this study.  

Personal disclosure and bracketing. I am aware of the personal bias 

limitations of qualitative methodology. While I attempt to make my research 

objective, I recognize that my personal bias can play a role in the analysis and 

presentation of qualitative data. The information gathered in this study was 

interpreted and analyzed through my epistemological perspective as a graduate 

student, a white Christian female, a spiritual person, and as a higher education 

professional. It is important to acknowledge that I share my white and Christian 

identities with many of the prominent spiritual development researchers in the field 

and therefore the concepts presented in their theories and research may resonate more 

profoundly with me because of our shared identities. 
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My personal spiritual development journey for the past 13 years also 

contributes to my personal perspective in this research. During my undergraduate 

education at Indiana University in 2001-2005, I had profound spiritual development 

experiences and religious identity development. These experiences led me on a 

professional search of finding a vocation that integrated my love for asking big 

questions and making meaning of how I engage with the world around me. 

Throughout the duration of this study, the Dean of Student Life Office at 

PNW University employed me as a graduate assistant. A primary aspect of my work 

was to create a spiritual development framework for PNW University that included 

interfaith programming, spiritual development curricular initiatives, and a spiritual 

development living-learning community. This work became a primary focus for my 

work after the positive feedback from the Big Questions seminar class that I designed. 

My interactions with students and colleagues across campus demonstrate that many 

people feel comfortable talking with me about spirituality, and therefore these 

participants may have been more willing to share about their personal spiritual 

experiences because of my personal comfort with the topic. I recognize that my role 

as a previous instructor for the students in this study may have had an effect on 

participation and response. 

I refer to this study as being influenced by phenomenological principles even 

though it seems like a short time frame to capture the essence of an experience. Since 

I was the instructor for these students in the Big Questions class for 11 weeks, I 

believe that my position as their instructor during that time strengthens my ability to 

interpret the data for this study. I spent 11 weeks interacting with these students twice 
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each week, reading their reflection papers, and meeting with them individually 

throughout the term. Although the data I collected for this study does not include the 

work done in the class, I believe I bring a certain lens of understanding of these 

participants based on my prolonged interaction with them during the Big Questions 

class. In future studies that may want to replicate my research, I would recommend 

that a researcher share this same experience by teaching a Big Questions class prior to 

conducting the research. This prolonged interaction brings a broader perspective of 

the participants’ experiences. I would also recommend asking the students to submit 

their reflection papers from the Big Questions class as additional data to include in 

the study. 

Before beginning my analysis of this research, I want to identify myself as a 

Christian who is wrestling with my privileged religious and spiritual identity. I am 

intentional about walking through a critique of my Christian identity even though it is 

an intimidating process. I recognize that many of authors of spiritual development 

research identify as Christians, and I understand that my voice may add to this 

dominant bias in the literature. As a student affairs professional who is working to be 

a specialist in the area of student spiritual development, I acknowledge that my value 

for this aspect of holistic student engagement is strongly tied to my Christian identity. 

During my undergraduate experience, resources and relationships were available to 

me that enabled me to progress through stages of my Christian faith, and cultivated 

my passion for college student spiritual development. As I continue to deconstruct my 

Christian privilege, I hope the process will shed light on how I might give voice to 
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those that my privilege has oppressed and that I can act as a humbled advocate for the 

agency of all students, colleagues, and people. 
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Results 

The primary research questions that guided this study were: (a) How do public 

university students define spirituality? and (b) What are the spiritual development 

experiences of students at a public university? I chose these questions because of the 

ambiguity of the concepts of spirituality and spiritual development, and I hoped the 

experiences of these participants would contribute a student-voiced understanding to 

these terms (Estanek, 2006; Love & Talbot, 2009). However, the results of my study 

demonstrate that students are not very concerned with concrete definitions of these 

words, but rather how they arrive at their personal definitions of spirituality through 

their spiritual development experiences. 

This chapter provides an overview of the study participants as well as detailed 

findings based on the collected qualitative data. The results have been organized into 

five general themes as follows: 

•	 Spiritual development as a universal student experience; includes four subthemes: 

o	 Adjustment or challenge of change 

o	 Sense of inner self 

o	 Separation and independence 

o	 Encountering and understanding diversity 

•	 Intentional and organic discussions 

•	 Relationships with friends and peers 

•	 Reflection to make sense of the world 

•	 Taboo topic of spiritual development at public universities; includes one 

subtheme: 
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o Openness and freedom of inquiry. 

All themes are interconnected and interwoven to provide a complex illustration of the 

spiritual development experiences of these public university student participants. In 

this chapter, these themes are examined and discussed through narrative data and 

direct quotes. It is important to note that I chose specific participant data from the 

individual interviews and focus group to illustrate each theme. 

Summary of Participants 

Six participants took part in this study and all participants expressed positive 

experiences regarding their spiritual development at their public university. They 

were very open and willing to discuss specific stories and opinions about their 

experiences. To maintain anonymity and confidentiality, each participant chose a 

pseudonym. The participants introduced themselves at the beginning of their 

interviews and were asked to disclose their major. Previous research studies cite that 

students in humanities majors demonstrate greater interest in spiritual development 

than other majors so I wanted to include this data to see if any major differences 

emerged (Astin et al., 2011). 

The sampling for this study recruited students that took the Big Questions 

class. The Big Questions class was a seminar course for first-year students that 

focused on exploring spiritual development and personal reflection as they entered 

the university. This course was only offered once, making the cohort of these 

participants the only 22 students who have experienced this mentoring community. 

This Big Questions class is regarded as the shared phenomenological experience of 

these participants and is referenced frequently throughout the data. The summary of 
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each participant includes how they define spirituality and if they identify themselves 

as spiritual. Later in this chapter, the themes add context to how the students arrived 

at their definitions and make meaning of their spirituality. 

Taylor. Taylor is a male student majoring in Political Science and Economics 

and is interested in working in politics. He speaks with confidence and is enthusiastic 

about learning. Taylor does not identify himself as spiritual, but says that he is 

“spiritually satisfied.” He describes his spiritual satisfaction saying, “I don’t identify 

as being spiritual. But if you were to ask me if I’m spiritually satisfied, I would take a 

stance and I would say that yes, I am spiritually happy.” Taylor recognizes that 

spirituality is different for everyone, but thinks that the word spirituality has strong 

religious connotations and said that he was entirely resistant to spirituality until 

attending college. Taylor describes the word spirituality as, “when you hear it, you 

think about religious things.” Spiritual satisfaction for Taylor includes exploring his 

atheist identity through a psychological and academic process that is developmental. 

Since coming to college, Taylor has taken anthropology and astronomy classes with 

the goal of being at peace and solidified in his beliefs. 

Spirituality, according to Taylor, can include religious beliefs, happiness, 

relationships, identity, and dreams. As Taylor was trying to come up with this 

definition, he bounced around quite a bit and spoke in fragments. Taylor had 

difficulty articulating his definition of spirituality while also explaining the 

relationship he thinks it has to religion. 

Taylor identifies happiness as an essential component of being spiritually 

satisfied. The way that Taylor uses the word “happy” includes elements of peace, 
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Zen, satisfaction, or balance. Even though Taylor does not identify himself as 

spiritual and identifies himself as an atheist, he still uses the words “belief” or 

“believe” more than he uses the words “happy” or “satisfied” in his response to the 

question, “Do you identify yourself as spiritual?” Taylor’s spiritual identity includes 

his atheism and a pursuit of happiness that he calls “spiritual satisfaction” throughout 

the duration of his interview. 

Chanse. Chanse is a male student majoring in Natural Resources with an 

option in Wildland Fire Ecology. He is relaxed and soft-spoken, and speaks with a 

sense of calm. Chanse was the only participant to include his religious identity when 

introducing himself. Chanse enthusiastically identifies himself as spiritual and 

throughout the interview describes his process of getting involved with the Catholic 

faith to confirm his religious beliefs in the past year at college. For Chanse, his 

spirituality involves an academic component of studying tenants of the Catholic faith 

and making the decision to accept Catholic doctrine. Spirituality and religious 

engagement integrate seamlessly in Chanse’s life as he describes attending religious 

services as a component of his spirituality. During his description of identifying 

himself as spiritual, Chanse pinpoints the religious actions of following God, “trying 

to be a good, productive member of this school”, and “trying to help other people to 

find whatever grounds them.” Religious commitment and religious engagements are 

the foundation for all aspects of his life and are inseparable elements of Chanse’s 

spirituality. 

Chanse illustrates spirituality as “your own personal connection with whatever 

you think is the bigger thing out there, whatever you define as, whether God or the 
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creator, or maybe multiple deities.” Chanse states the difference he sees between 

spirituality and religious faith: 

For me, it’s like spirituality is that personal connection or however you 
identify with what you think God is, faith for me is just following that....I 
think a lot of times you can get to the word religion and it’s like the human 
form of, I don’t know, taking advantage of people’s spirituality in a way, and 
there’s been a lot of examples of that. But for me, the religion is just the 
physical relationship. 

Whereas other participants had some difficulty in describing and defining spirituality, 

Chanse was very sure of his definition of spirituality and easily articulated his 

definition. 

Payton. Payton is a female student majoring in Education with an interest in 

elementary education. She smiles easily, speaks softly, and frequently references her 

experiences as a member of a sorority on campus. Payton identifies her spirituality as 

containing religious and non-religious aspects. Although Payton mentioned religion 

as part of her spirituality, I had to ask her how she identified religiously before she 

named herself as a Christian. Payton lists different components that build her 

spirituality including friends, music, extra-curricular activities, and working out. 

Payton’s mentions her friends can impact her spirituality by hanging out and sharing 

deep conversations. She says, “Everyone has some sort of spirituality.” 

Payton says spirituality is “developing into the person you want to be on the 

inside and on the outside.” Before college, Payton says her definition of spirituality 

was more closely related to religion. Now Payton thinks spirituality can include many 

more elements beyond religion. Payton identifies spirituality as a universal 

experience that is a life-long process: 
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I think your spirituality is something that you might have the same foundation 
for a long period of time, but I feel like it’s always constantly changing in 
little ways just because of experiences you have on a daily basis. 

For Payton, spirituality is “a combination of a lot of things that helps build who you 

are...what you stand for, things you believe in.” Payton is the only participant to 

overtly describe spirituality as both an internal process of building a sense of self and 

an external understanding of the surrounding world. 

Morgan. Morgan is a female student majoring in Human Development and 

Family Sciences, although she has changed majors several times since starting 

college. Morgan is an outgoing Southern Californian and speaks in an upbeat tempo 

that is very conversational. Morgan identifies herself as spiritual but had some 

hesitation about answering the question, “Do you identify yourself as spiritual?” 

Morgan specifically says she wants to be more spiritual than she currently is and 

explains that she used to be religious but is not now. 

Morgan describes her religious identity as diminishing since she has “grown 

up and been at school.” Before college, Morgan felt obligation to her religious 

commitment to please her parents and share the experience with them. Morgan feels a 

sense of loss, and perhaps guilt, for her religious identity because her parents are 

religiously committed. However, Morgan says that although her religious 

commitment has declined, her spirituality has increased since coming to college. 

Morgan says: 

I think I’m spiritual. I mean, I feel like I would like to be more spiritual than I 
am. And that’s stuff I’ve been wanting to work on and everything, but I … I 
think I am spiritual, yeah... So I’m not – I mean I used to be religious, but as 
I’ve grown up and been at school, I’m not as religious as I want to be. I 
definitely want to be religious, but I do things that are more spiritual. 
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Morgan appeared uncomfortable defining her spirituality, shifting in her chair and 

having a lot of hesitance in her response, and seemed to not have a clear definition of 

how she identifies. By the conclusion of the interview, Morgan realized our 

conversation was the first time she stated aloud that she no longer identifies herself as 

a Christian. 

Morgan has some difficulty defining spirituality because of the distinction she 

thinks it has from religion. Spirituality and religion are different for Morgan because 

she feels that “you can be spiritual wherever you go...but to be religious, I feel like 

you have to go to church and you have to pray and all that.” Morgan includes 

happiness in her definition of spirituality, specifically “finding happiness in 

something other than yourself.” She mentions being out in nature, physical activities, 

beauty, and hobbies as elements that can make you happy and therefore be part of the 

process of spirituality. For Morgan, spirituality is about experiencing the world with 

the five senses to find an internal sense of happiness. 

Sonja. Sonja is a female student majoring in Computer Science. She speaks 

quickly and briefly, but with an air of self-assurance. Sonja identifies herself as a 

Christian and considers her belief in God as the summary of her spiritual belief. For 

Sonja, belief is the most important component of her spirituality. 

Sonja describes spirituality as containing two elements: a motivating element 

that “drives you through the day or every day in life” and also “a higher power, 

driving the universe.” Sonja defines spirituality as believing in a higher power and 

therefore categorizes her own spirituality as Christian. She thinks “that spirituality 

falls into religion” and that God, as a higher power is the “driving force of 
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spirituality.” For Sonja, spirituality and religion are “pretty much hand in hand.” In 

her explanation of spirituality, Sonja used the terms “belief” or “believe” seven times. 

Sonal. Sonal is a female student majoring in Biology with a Pre-Dental focus. 

Sonal is soft-spoken, but she presents her opinions as ideas she has thoroughly 

thought out. Sonal identifies herself as spiritual and claims, “Everyone is spiritual to 

their own degree.” Spirituality for Sonal is belief in something, specifically belief in 

something that is “bigger than yourself.” Sonal says she believes in fate, “whatever is 

meant to be will happen,” and “go with the flow.” Sonal explains the importance of 

reflection as her spirituality is constantly changing: 

I think that spirituality is something that you have to reflect on or analyze or 
think about more than just going through life. You go through life and then if 
you think about it more, about certain things, I feel like that’s something that’s 
spiritual.  

Sonal defines spirituality as “something that’s constantly, always there, but 

you may or may not think about it all the time.” Sonal uses the words “belief” or 

“believe” multiple times throughout her definition of spirituality and describes 

spirituality as a universal human experience. For Sonal, belief is the foundational 

element of spirituality but not necessarily belief in a deity. Sonal expresses 

spirituality is belief in and of itself. 

Review of Findings 

Upon completion of transcription of the interviews and focus group, I read the 

transcriptions while listening to each interview to begin my analysis. During the data 

analysis, I studied and classified the data with codes. I separated the content of the 

interviews into similar topic categories and drew out commonalities. The more I 

compared and contrasted the interconnectedness of these categories I narrowed down 
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the data into five major themes: (a) spiritual development as a universal student 

experience, (b) intentional and organic discussions, (c) relationships with friends and 

peers, (d) reflection to make sense of the world, and (e) public universities need 

spiritual development but it is a taboo topic. As I present each theme in this section, I 

will provide an interpretation of the theme, a connection to the study, and participant 

quotes as examples of the theme. While themes were present throughout all of the 

participants’ experiences, I selected salient direct quotes from the collected data that 

best demonstrate the five themes. To remain true to experimental phenomenological 

principles, I will refrain from explaining or interpreting the data (Ihde, 2012; Merriam 

& & Associates, 2002). The results in this chapter simply describe the participants 

and their experiences. 

Theme: Spiritual development as a universal student experience. All 

participants experienced spiritual development through academic, co-curricular, and 

personal growth at college. All of the participants identified the Big Questions class 

as a support for their spiritual development, but they also communicate that they 

would have developed spiritually at college even if they had not taken the class. 

These students describe that they came to college with career and academic 

aspirations, but during their first year of college they found themselves questioning 

what they believe and who they are. 

Sonal thinks that spiritual development is a side effect for all students who 

attend college. Sonal designates college as a time of reexamination of self: 

I would say that [spiritual development] is like a side effect of being in college 
is you have to think about different things. You have to reexamine yourself 
and reexamine your relationships and your friendships...You think about your 
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career choices. You think about everything when you’re in college. You have 
to reexamine everything, because I feel like you change as a person. 

Similar to Sonal’s description of spiritual development being a “side effect” of 

college, Chanse first came to college hoping to find a career that would make him 

personally successful, but Chanse now believes his spirituality is integral to his 

college experience. Chanse identifies college as the first time that he “really engaged 

and owned” his spiritual development and Catholic identity for himself. Although he 

grew up Catholic, he did not take ownership of his spirituality until he thought about 

his big questions at college. During his first term of college, Chanse wanted to think 

about his big questions: 

So I was thinking about these things [big questions], and it was really 
troubling me because as a freshman in college, it’s like I feel I should have a 
grip on this because I’m starting up what path I’m going to go down for the 
rest of my life. What’s going to make me really happy, and how can I give 
back with the gifts that I’ve been given?....I think at that time, being so 
concerned with those questions, even if I wouldn’t have taken the class, I’d 
still be thinking about them, trying to figure them out on my own. It would 
have just been a lot more confusing for me....I’m sure I would have gotten to 
that realization, but definitely would have taken longer and who knows how 
that could have ended up. 

Payton names her spiritual development as a continuation from her life before 

college but designates college as a time when she has become “more open to a lot of 

other parts of my spirituality.” College has provided an environment that has sped up 

Payton’s spiritual growth and has been an “eye-opening experience.” Payton thinks 

that college is an ideal time to grow her spirituality because college provides more 

resources, diverse people, and opportunities to “explore things that are going to make 

you happy.” Payton explains: 

I think it’s important to explore things that are going to make you happy and 
grow your spirituality and I think college is the perfect time to do that because 
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you have so many resources where you can meet new people and find things 
that you’re interested in, that will help you grow...I feel like that the classes I 
have taken, even if they weren’t directly focusing on spirituality, I think it has 
helped my spirituality grow. And I mean there are things outside classes for 
the university that I feel has helped my spirituality grow. 

Taylor also expected to grow personally in college because he believes that college is 

a holistic experience, developing the entire student including gaining academic 

knowledge, trying new things, engaging in new social situations, and the pursuit of 

happiness. The combination of becoming a “more well-rounded person” is what 

Taylor labels “spiritual satisfaction.” Taylor describes that his personal spiritual 

development at college is a holistic incorporation of many experiences: 

The personal development and being happy and growing up and going 
through the growing pains of college – alcohol for the first time, unique social 
situations, other things like that. As a personal aspect of helping you grow, 
yeah, college is definitely big in....the opportunity to take unique classes like 
the knowledge you gain in college that is supposed to make you better for a 
career...But that totally misses out on the personal gains that we get from just 
about any kind of education, whether it be just a [physical activities] class, or 
be the most dull biology class you’ve ever taken....They’re all helping you to 
develop in ways that makes you a more well-rounded person, and it helps you 
mature. Because just something about learning about the world, learning how 
it works, you mature as a person and develop and become more satisfied. So 
definitely college has been, I mean I think it’s a necessary step in my personal 
spiritual development. 

Morgan feels that college is “about finding yourself” and growing up. Morgan feels 

she has more opportunity for spiritual development at college because her loss of 

religious identity gives her more room to be spiritual. While her loss of religious 

commitment was not an expected part of her college experience, she feels like 

increasing her spirituality is part of growing up. Morgan discusses why she regards 

spiritual development as part of her college experience: 

Because college is about finding yourself and I feel like to be the best person 
you can be, you have to be spiritual. Some people aren’t spiritual at all but to 
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me, being the best person I can be, I just feel like I have to, yeah, definitely be 
spiritual, so I have been. It’s been developing as I get older... I feel like 
because I feel like now that I’m not as religious, I feel like I have more time to 
focus on the whole spiritual, and not figure out what the difference between 
them is like in my own mind. 

Sonja also thinks spiritual development is part of her holistic college experience 

because college has been a time of challenges and struggle for her. Sonja describes 

her spiritual development at college: 

I’m guess always (spiritually) growing, I’m always trying to be better, and 
that is in college because there’s so much happening in college that is causing 
me to go through challenges – you know, friends, relationships, school and 
stress. So I definitely think [spiritual development] goes hand in hand [with 
the college experience] because all of those things are causing me to change, 
and that is part of my growth. 

Throughout her interview, challenge and adjustment are the primary theme of Sonja’s 

spiritual development. Sonja describes multiple challenges she has experienced 

through college: finding new relationships, roommate conflicts, diet changes, 

academic stresses, and loneliness. 

Subthemes: Catalysts for spiritual development. While all of these students 

experienced their own definition of spiritual development throughout their first year 

of college, their spiritual development was prompted by the following four 

subthemes: (a) Adjustment or challenge of change, (b) Sense of inner-self, (c) 

Separation or independence, and (d) Encountering and understanding diversity. These 

four subthemes acted as catalysts, prompting students to engage with their spiritual 

development to find resolution for the problems or questions presented by the 

subthemes. 

Subtheme: Adjustment or challenge of change. Adjustment or challenge of 

change is a catalyst for students when they experience the need to adjust to a new 
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environment or proceed through a new life challenge. This theme was most 

prominent throughout Sonja’s first year experience. In the first half of the focus 

group, the participants primarily discussed this subtheme as a catalyst that prompted 

their exploration of spiritual development. 

Sonja thinks spiritual development is part of her holistic college experience 

because college has been a time of challenges and struggle for her. Sonja describes 

multiple challenges she has experienced through college: finding new relationships, 

roommate conflicts, diet changes, academic stresses, and loneliness. 

Fall term I had a really rough time getting adjusted to (PNW). Like anything, 
going somewhere new, it takes a while...and I actually remember calling my 
mom, debating on how I could transfer because I didn’t like [PNW 
University]. But after halfway through winter term, something clicked and 
everything was so much better and I came back loving school. I finally got my 
core group of friends, I moved in with a new roommate and everything 
unfolded in a positive way...I probably did change my mindset and stuff, but it 
was also finally everything coming together, I think. But that did change my 
spirituality. 

Sonja said the most challenging thing about college is that changes happen all at 

once, which is difficult for her to feel settled. However, it seems like these struggles 

magnify Sonja’s spiritual development: “I definitely think it goes hand in hand 

because all of those things are causing me to change, and that is part of my growth.” 

Sonja also describes the adjustment and challenge of studying abroad for a semester 

and returning to back to PNW University after being in Europe for a term: 

[Studying abroad] was a huge component [of my spiritual development], 
because that was the first time I had ever lived somewhere that was 
completely out of my comfort zone...The language barrier, culture barrier and 
everything. That is a huge component in my spirituality in school 
definitely...since I didn’t know Spanish very well, it almost became an 
isolation for a while because I realized I would walk through the streets, and 
have no idea what was happening around me, and it got to a point where I got 
used to that, that it was complete isolation all the time....Getting back into 
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school is really difficult for me....I feel like I got thrown back into school and 
I was not really ready to get back into the habits of school and stuff....when I 
finally get adjusted I’ll be like wow, this has made me better. 

For Morgan, the struggle of adjusting to college was a spiritual experience 

because it prompted her to reflect about what was important to her. Adapting to the 

culture of a new state, making new friends, and adjusting to a large university 

environment after attending a small, Catholic, all-girls high school was a difficult 

transition for Morgan. She explains: 

I feel like freshman year was a really hard year in general. It was super hard to 
adjust, like literally everything, because [she attended] all-girls school and 
then going to a coed school. Six hundred people in my high school, to this. It’s 
crazy. I feel like throughout that whole thing, there were no specific 
situations, but throughout that whole thing, I started to realize what actually 
mattered to me and what I really cared about, and then focused on that more 
to, I don’t know, realize what I was happiest doing. 

Morgan also discussed her observations of going through personal tragedies or 

witnessing friends encounter tragedies: 

It’s just interesting because the reason I think I’m not religious anymore is 
because I’ve realized that, as I’ve grown up I realized that so many bad things 
are happening. My best friend – this is sad – my best friend’s mom passed 
away four years ago --which is horrible, but now her little sister is dying of 
leukemia. So it’s just stuff like that. Why? I know that people say God won’t 
give you anything you can’t handle, but …that’s my best friend. So just stuff 
like - it’s really sad. And just the things that happen in college, like all the, 
everything, all the rape cases...Just stuff like that, just stuff that I’ve seen go 
on that makes me question everything. 

When Morgan processed these challenges, it prompted her to reconsider her 

spirituality and question her beliefs. 

Taylor says the residence hall staff supported his spiritual development when 

he experienced the challenge of not having a support network of friends at school. 

Taylor states residence hall staff “really cared” about him because they asked him 
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questions about how he was doing, listened when he needed to talk, and initiated 

friendship with him when he moved on to campus. Taylor says that he recognized the 

adjustment of needing to make relationships in order to grow in his spiritual 

development: 

I think that’s really key the first year of college too because there were times 
where, especially at the start of the year when nobody knows anybody. All of 
a sudden, this smiling person comes to your door and is like, “Hey, do you 
want to go play basketball?” “Sure! I don’t know you but yeah, let’s go have 
fun!” That’s something that’s definitely important. In terms of spiritual 
development I don’t think they realize how important that is to the students. It 
was a huge influence in helping me grow. 

Payton also identifies the importance of challenges as part of her spiritual 

development at college, and like Taylor names the importance of needing a support 

network to help her face the transition of adjusting to college. While Payton 

experienced some transition challenges during her first year at college, her sorority 

friends supported her by listening to her and talking her though tough situations: 

I think last year from my sorority I felt a lot of support because I met a lot of 
my best friends from that, and there’s been last year I’ve had some roommate 
drama and dumb things but at the time I was homesick...I was really upset 
about them and [my friends] definitely were there supporting me and I feel 
like that helped me grow. 

Chanse explains that college presents the challenge of anxiety and stress. He explains 

that these challenges prompted his spiritual development and now makes him 

appreciate his Catholic faith: 

Being able to rely on something bigger than yourself, bigger than this world 
is, it’s so relieving at times because college especially can be extremely, it just 
pushes down on you. There are so many anxieties and stresses that can come 
with it, and having an outlet for that and something that you can always fall 
back on is, it’s indispensable for me. 
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These examples of the subtheme Adjustment or challenge of change reflect 

challenges, which are common to the first year experience of students transitioning 

directly to college from high school. For many students, college is the first time they 

encounter an entirely new environment without the securities they are accustomed to. 

Therefore, adjustment or challenge of change prompts them to explore their spiritual 

development and make meaning out of their struggle. 

Subtheme: Sense of inner self. Similar to catalyst of the previous subtheme, 

students find that their first year at college prompts questions about their sense of 

inner self. This means that they question what they truly believe about themselves, 

their purpose, and taking ownership of their worldview. For Chanse, getting involved 

in the Catholic faith helped him define his sense of self. He needed to make sense of 

his spiritual beliefs, but when he began exploring Catholicism that led him on a 

journey to understand his purpose for being at college: 

I grew up Catholic and I think really trying to find it for myself to see if it’s 
something I want to follow and be really beneficial to me. So I went to these 
talks [at the Newman Center]. I didn’t think I was going to keep going to them 
at first but, they were really – they were so rich with good information 
reminding me of exactly what Christianity is all about. That went on for, I 
think, nine weeks. And then they had a weekend retreat.... From then on, I 
made more connections with the Newman Center, started going to church 
again, being really involved with the Works of Mercy they do, going out, 
visiting retirement homes, going out and helping the homeless, things like that 
that I never really thought I’d just do on my own. But being open to those 
opportunities, you see how much you actually get out of it yourself....I think 
I’ve grown up a little bit in realizing that being a first generation college 
student, this is a huge opportunity to not only grow my education, but grow as 
a person and then be a member of society that influences and inspires others. 

Payton says she expected to change at college, but that she has changed in different 

ways than she anticipated. She says her perspectives about how she sees the world 

have changed: 
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I guess I did expect to kind of change coming [to college], but I guess I’ve 
changed in different ways than I thought I would. Yeah. I feel for the good but 
just the way I see the world and...with the people I’ve met, I have – my 
perspective on things has grown a lot. 

Payton expected certain changes to occur while she was in college, but she did not 

expect to alter her internal sense of self. Taylor echoes Payton’s sentiment, but 

describes his sense of self as a process of evolution that revealed an “indescribable 

aura” of himself: 

I definitely think I did evolve...because now – something about having a new 
perspective of what spirituality is has as an indescribable aura of yourself, of 
how happy you are, it gave me a renewed sense of wanting to go out and do 
other things that make me happy, like taking the dancing classes or something 
that I would never do in high school, joining clubs...being more social, and 
stuff like that was definitely a change that happened from that [Big Questions 
class]. So I guess in that sense, making myself more satisfied in the way that I 
now define spirituality, is something that definitely changed. 

Taylor and Payton did not expect to change their interests or personality. However, 

for both of these participants, coming to college inspired them to change not just 

academically or intellectually, but to alter their internal belief about themselves. 

Morgan describes that this changing sense of self is a process of “finding 

myself.” This process not only includes an internal process, but includes an external 

affirmation, describing to people around her that her beliefs have changed: 

I do find myself thinking more about the person who I want to become and the 
things that I’m interested in. I know that college is where you’re supposed to 
find yourself and everything. I do find myself, talking to my friends about it 
like, “Oh, um, I started to believe this.” 

The subtheme Sense of self seems to be a pattern that begins with identifying 

questions or a need to change one’s internal beliefs, followed by a process of 

searching and discovery, and concluded by an outward confirmation. 
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Subtheme: Separation and independence. In this subtheme, the term 

“separation” describes the departure of college students from their previous selves, 

perhaps identified by being a high school student, family identity, or a certain friend 

group before college. Independence is an ownership of their new spiritual identity 

apart from these previous influences or authorities. Sonja specifically illustrates the 

separation from high school as a process where students are attempting to take 

ownership of their own identity: 

I think that especially your first year, it’s a huge time period for figuring out 
who you are. Because it’s the first time you’re not with your high school 
friends, which a lot of times I think people identify themselves with.... I think 
that that’s a huge thing that people struggle with at first, is trying to figure out 
who they are without that stereotype or known thing about them before, I 
guess, starting off fresh. So I’d say [spiritual development] is very useful for 
new students especially. 

Sonal also mentions that high school was a time when she did not have the chance to 

really examine her own beliefs and spirituality. Sonal designates college as an 

independent time of reexamination of self. Being independent and separated from 

family and previous friends, combined with time for reflection permits Sonal to 

develop spiritually: 

[College] is when you become more independent and you have to think about 
why you chose certain things or why you chose to believe certain things, 
whether it was what you actually wanted or what you didn’t want....Now that I 
live in an apartment, so I have my own room. You don’t really have to be 
around other people if you don’t want to. I feel like that makes you think 
about things in a different way, whereas in high school or before that you’re 
always surrounded by people. You’re never really alone, I would say. Even in 
your own house or school or wherever, you don’t really think – you don’t 
have that much time to think about yourself or reflect on things. So I would 
say that I was spiritual in high school, but I’ve actually only started to reflect 
on [spiritual development] in college. 
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Sonal also identifies that her spiritual development requires a separation from parents. 

She explains that being away from the influence of her parents and previous life 

allows her to reexamine or change her beliefs: 

I think just being away from your parents and being away from whatever you 
believed in before lets you have a new opportunity to change your beliefs 
maybe, or just reexamine. I think that was the biggest part for me was 
reflecting and reexamining, maybe changing, not really anything like super-
intense that happened to me that made me believe in one thing more than 
something else. 

This subtheme was discussed between Sonal, Taylor, and Morgan in the focus group. 

They specifically named the separation from their high school identity and the 

independence from religious beliefs of their parents. Before Morgan came to college, 

she felt an obligation to please her parents and share the actions of religious 

commitment with them. However, now that she is separated from her parents, 

Morgan has chosen to not be as religiously committed: 

When I grew up, my parents went to church every Sunday, and it was 
something that I felt like I had to do to make them happy. I was like okay, I 
believe that. I’ll do this. Because my parents, they’ve done everything for me. 
So you have to – I felt like I had to follow along. But now that I’ve been at 
school, I feel like I’ve become my own person more. And that – it’s kind of 
cool because [my parents] know that. They’re really understanding. I’ve 
talked to them about that. And they support me with it and stuff. They know 
that they can’t push anything on me anymore so...That’s nice. 

As a college student, Morgan has established the independence of her spiritual 

development by the distinction that she is not as religious as her parents, but is 

increasing her spirituality. She expressed relief that her parents are supportive of her 

decision: 

Thankfully they’re really supportive of it. That would be horrible if they knew 
I wasn’t as religious anymore, and they didn’t, they weren’t supportive of it. I 
would feel horrible. Because they’re okay – not okay – I mean they’re still 
sad, but because they support me and everything I do, and being away, that’s 
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definitely helped me. Because I know that’s like, I’m not looked down 
upon....I was actually really scared. My mom’s a really strong Christian, so I 
was scared to talk to her about it. But her reply was nice and reassuring. 

Morgan identifies herself as being spiritual her whole life, but her religious 

commitment has decreased since coming to college. Morgan hesitated in this 

description, pausing throughout her response. While students like Sonal may regard 

the spiritual independence as positive development, students like Morgan view it as 

an uncertain, albeit necessary process to claim her independence. 

Subtheme: Encountering and understanding diversity. PNW University is a 

large, public research institution with over 23,000 students. This large student body 

often presents aspects of diversity that many first-year students have never 

encountered prior to college. When these participants encountered diversity, it 

prompted them to internally consider how diversity incorporated into their spiritual 

development. Taylor describes a situation when he encountered diversity at college 

and says it challenged what he thought about himself. Taylor says he thought an 

aspect of his spirituality was open-mindedness, but realized he had not taken time to 

consider what he really believed about difference: 

I was walking around on a Saturday night or whatever and we saw a group of 
guys in drag. We just walked past and said some stuff, but afterwards, I was 
the only one that was weirded out...I’ve always been pretty much pro-gay 
marriage, open-minded to transsexuals, any of that stuff, but it’s different 
when you’re first confronted with it, and it’s a vulnerable situation. That was 
something that I was confronted with for the first time at college, and the 
reaction of my friends, instead of me being quiet, if they had been judgmental, 
standing back or maybe even been influenced to discriminate against them or 
whatever, their reaction which is kind of like, “Dude, what’s your problem? 
Like there’s nothing, whatever, that’s how they are.” That was important, that 
was a really eye-opening experience. 
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Payton mentions that her spirituality has progressed due to diverse people she has met 

at college. Payton says college is a place where she has the opportunity to interact 

with people who are different than her: 

Being part of [my sorority] because I’ve met so many people I would not have 
met. Whether they’re really similar to me or different than me. I’ve learned a 
lot from them and I think – even just college in general, you meet a lot of 
people that are different from you that you probably wouldn’t have met not 
coming to school. So that builds [my spirituality]. 

While historically white sororities may appear homogenous, Payton says that the 

organization gives her opportunities for deep conversations with her sorority sisters. 

These conversations reveal differences that she did not realize and understanding 

these differences expands her spirituality. Payton also gives examples of encountering 

diversity in her classes. One class hosted a panel of LGBTQ families and she also 

took a class taught by a Catholic deacon. Payton does not identify as LGBTQ and is 

not Catholic and therefore regards these situations as encountering difference that 

made her rethink her spirituality: 

So there was one day that different types of families came in, I guess? Like 
bisexual, or just a lot of different – and we had to learn about all the gender 
differences and stuff like that. They talked about spirituality and how they saw 
it, whether they saw it as religious, didn’t want to push it away, just different 
aspects of that. That was cool to see their perspective on things like that.... I 
took, last year I took, not a core English class, but it was “The Bible as 
Literature.” That was – it was a cool class. It was taught by a Catholic deacon 
but he saw the Bible as more, in a much different perspective than I think a lot 
of people see it, so it was cool to learn about how he saw that and how he 
thought it could help you grow but in a much different way than I feel like 
most students see it. I think in some ways I still see the Bible as the Bible as 
how, I don’t know, the stories of Jesus and stuff. But then I also see it at his 
perspective, a good tool to grow and, so yeah. There’s a balance of things I 
agreed and some I didn’t. 
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The reason these encounters with diversity prompt Payton to explore her spiritual 

development is because it leads her on a process of figuring out her moral and ethical 

opinions. 

For Sonal, who identifies as a religious minority, encountering diversity at 

college was a relief. Sonal explains that she is relieved because at college, she does 

not have to constantly explain her beliefs: 

I feel like people care more about sports than that stuff, you know. So that can 
be a good thing and I think it was good for me, because it made me feel like it 
doesn’t matter what you believe in, you can just believe it in your own head, 
and you don’t have to tell people and people don’t have to tell you, and you 
don’t have to have those hard awkward conversations like, “Tell me, why are 
you Hindu? Why don’t you eat beef?” or things like that. And it’s like, “I 
don’t know, I just don’t.” 

Sonal describes that prior to college she was a religious minority who experienced 

more situations when she had to explain her beliefs whereas religious diversity is an 

accepted norm at college: “So that’s why I like it here at this university, because 

people don’t really care that much and people are open, even if they do care.” As 

someone who is considered “diverse” on a predominantly white college campus, 

Sonal communicates that she is comfortable being in a large university that is more 

diverse than her high school experience. Sonal says that the diverse college 

environment provides her a community of friends that align with her cultural and 

religious identity, therefore allowing her more freedom to be comfortable in her 

beliefs. 

Encountering diversity prompts the spiritual development of these participants 

because they have to understand how that component of diversity fits into their 

worldview and internal beliefs. While some aspects of encountering diversity at 
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college may be obvious such as sexuality, gender identity, and religious beliefs, these 

students explain that simply engaging in deeper conversation with others reveals a 

more complex definition of diversity. This subtheme reveals that complexity in 

diversity compels students to investigate their spiritual development. 

Theme: Intentional and organic discussions. The next primary theme 

revealed through the data of this study is Intentional and organic discussions. I 

anticipated that this theme would be prominent throughout the research, which is why 

I decided to include a focus group as part of this study, so I could observe how 

students discuss the interview questions about their spiritual development through an 

intentional, structured conversation. All the participants, in the focus group and 

individual interviews explained that in order to have a meaningful spiritual 

development experience at college they must incorporate a combination of intentional 

discussions in structured settings, as well as organic discussions in informal settings. 

The blend of these two types of discussion helps students make meaning of their 

spiritual development process. This section first presents examples of organic 

discussions followed by examples of intentional discussions. 

Sonal emphasizes the important spiritual development action of talking with 

other people about spirituality in both intentional and organic discussion settings. 

Sonal says her organic conversations about big questions in her close relationships 

occur naturally as the relationships deepen: 

I find it easiest to explore my big questions by talking to other people about 
them. I mean, sometimes I think about it to myself, but I feel like it’s usually 
more helpful to talk to other people. I always end up doing this with whoever 
I’m living with, like my roommates at the time, we always end up talking 
about this stuff over dinner or something. It’s just something that comes up 
after you’ve known someone for a certain amount of time. 
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Sonal explains that her spirituality is constantly evolving based on these organic 

conversations about big questions: 

I think talking about big questions and constantly changing what you think 
about them is a practice of spirituality...it would make me ask myself, “Why 
do I believe this, and why doesn’t she believe it, or why do I think this?”, 
because usually you don’t really ask yourself that question...but when you talk 
to other people about it, it’s like you have to stand behind your own words, so 
then you think about bigger things that you didn’t really think about before. 

Sonal values organic discussions with her roommates because they all have different 

religious traditions: 

I would say that talking with my roommates about big questions has made me 
a stronger believer in what I believe in, but it’s also added new ideas. When 
talking to my roommates about things like, sex before marriage...I have three 
other roommates and they’re all different religions. So there’s a lot of 
different viewpoints on it...I feel like it’s a good thing to talk about big 
things...if people make you question it, it lets you hold your ground, or change 
your belief to something else that you think is right. 

Sonal says organic discussions either prompt her to change her beliefs or be more 

confirmed in her opinions. 

During time with friends, Morgan thinks it is important to remove distractions 

like her phone so that she and her friends can enjoy organic conversation about deep 

topics. She explains that the lack of distractions enhances deep conversations: 

Well at home, a lot of times my friends and I go to the beach and we just sit 
and listen to the waves and stuff. That sounds really cliché and everything. 
But I don’t know, It’s really nice because we just sit there and talk. My friends 
and I have really deep conversations all the time. So it’s nice to be out in the 
open without any distractions around. 

Unlike Morgan’s value of eliminating distractions, Taylor says that organic 

conversations occur with his friends when they are sharing an activity together like 
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playing sports. Taylor describes a situation when an organic conversation about big 

questions came up with a close friend: 

I played tennis regularly with one of my friends...we would carry on 
conversations about politics and religion, and he’s also an economics major so 
a lot of economics and stuff. But those conversations with him helped me to 
develop my own personal beliefs on those issues, as well as help me better 
understand other religious views and the ideas behind that. So in that sense, 
it’s given me a greater open-mindedness which I think that whole Zen thing, I 
think open-mindedness is a key part of [spiritual development], and being 
accepting others for what they think, being tolerant of people that are different 
than you. 

Taylor says that it is easier to engage in deep conversations with friends about big 

questions while sharing an activity because it eliminates a certain directness that 

might be awkward. Taylor says bringing up big questions during a shared activity is 

easier: 

It just seems so much more natural and your mind is not really on what you’re 
saying so much. You can be more open with each other when you’re not so 
focused on the conversation at hand or what you’re going to say next. You’re 
just playing tennis, and conversation goes, and you say what comes to mind. 

There is an important organic element in saying “what comes to mind” that allows 

students to explore their spiritual development through this organic discussions. 

Chanse talks about the importance of unstructured conversation with his 

Catholic mentor. Throughout Chanse’s interview, he describes that most of his 

spiritual development conversations at college happened off campus. Chanse got 

involved at the Newman Center, a catholic ministry center for college students, which 

is right across the street from PNW University. Chanse says both the organic and 

intentional conversations he had at the Newman Center supported his spiritual 

development: 
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Meeting with the priest once a week, it’s not structured at all. You just meet 
and you can talk about anything. That was appealing to me because I had so 
many questions. For a priest to just sit down and listen to me and help me find 
answers to these things, as opposed to telling you how you’re doing 
something wrong and how you need to be following these rules and you’re not 
being a good person. 

While most of the participants in this study highlight organic conversations with peers 

and friends, Chanse is the only one to highlight organic discussion with an older 

mentor. 

Chanse also attended a nine-week Catholic course called Fragua. This 

program designed intentional conversations for students to explore their big questions 

and examine Catholic doctrine and theology. Chanse attributes his spiritual 

development during his first year of college to this experience of intentional 

conversations: 

You show up, they give us an awesome free dinner, there’s live music going 
on, everybody’s just hanging out for a little bit. Then they give a talk. In the 
beginning it didn’t hit faith or religion super hard, it just hit big questions, 
like: Why are we here? What orients your life? Why do you do the things you 
do? I think a lot of people connect with that. Then you start applying that to 
how can Christianity help you to find those things. Going through that course, 
it was like nine weeks that we met, having those talks...you really got deeper 
into what Catholicism is about, and how it can apply to your life and how the 
holy spirit works, who Jesus was and why he died, just delving deeper into the 
whole aspect of the faith. 

Morgan says that she really enjoys deep conversations about life’s big questions, both 

with her friends and with people she does not know. Morgan explains that intentional 

discussion is the reason she chose to take the Big Questions class for her first term of 

college: 

Deep conversations and bigger topics are really interesting to me. I just love 
it. So I knew Big Questions, obviously it was Big Questions of life, and that 
definitely was what it was. It was super cool. I loved listening to other people 
and their input on things. Because like we were saying, it helps you open up 
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and think more about the topic. I like learning things through other people and 
all that, so I knew that that’s what it was going to be. 

Morgan was drawn to the structured environment of discussing big questions with 

other college students, even though she did not know her classmates yet. Sonal also 

she values the freedom that often comes in conversations with people she is not close 

to, but says there are risks in revealing a deeper part of herself to people that do not 

know her well. Sonal describes her discussions with her classmates: 

I feel like it’s good to talk about the big questions with people that you’ve 
known for a long time or people that you don’t know at all, because then 
there’s no strings attached, no baggage, they don’t remember you, you don’t 
remember them. That’s why I thought the Big Questions class in Fall was 
really helpful, because you don’t know anyone there, and we’re all freshmen, 
so there wasn’t really anything that was holding people back from saying what 
they actually thought. 

Sonja states she appreciated the intentional conversations structured in the Big 

Questions class. The most impactful part of the class for Sonja was the opportunity to 

discuss new ideas and provocative questions with her classmates: 

Bringing a collection of other students asking the same questions made it a 
bigger pool of reflection, being able to see what other people are saying about 
it, rather than just my own [she laughs] over and over again. Hearing [the 
instructors’] opinions since you have other life experiences, and providing 
different things to provoke different things, like the different assignments 
where you asked a different question, it might be something I never would 
have thought about, but did help me in a different way of realizing things. 

The intentional discussions identified by participants in this theme often point to the 

Big Questions class. However, the common thread in these intentional discussions is 

that students were allowed a structured framework to examine their spiritual 

development and learn from other perspectives. Chanse illustrates his intentional 

discussions through the Fragua course but none of the students reference intentional 

spiritual development discussions in other college environments, identifying that 
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students grow from these intentional discussions but is it not a common occurrence. 

Every participant easily gave examples of organic discussions about spiritual topics 

or big questions with their friends. This theme of intentional and organic discussions 

fluidly intertwines with the following two themes: relationships with friends and 

peers, and reflection to make sense of the world. 

Theme: Relationships with friends and peers. Throughout the earlier 

themes, the participants mention the importance of relationships with their friends and 

peers. Relationships are an integral aspect of the spiritual development of these 

subjects throughout previous themes: Sonja mentions the role of connecting with 

friends during Adjusting and Challenge of Change, Morgan identifies her friends as 

part of her processing and declaring a sense of self, Taylor names the relationships 

with friends when he was encountering and understanding diversity, Chanse got 

involved with the Catholic faith community to confirm his independent spirituality, 

Payton experienced support from her sorority sisters during her transition to college, 

and Sonal has ongoing organic discussions with her roommates. In the examples 

throughout this theme, the participants articulate the importance of relationships with 

their friends and peers. 

Taylor says his relationships with friends and interactions with diverse peers 

at college expand his “open-mindedness,” which is an important component of what 

Taylor calls his “spiritual satisfaction.” Unlike several of the females interviewed for 

this study, Taylor distinguishes that he does not feel the freedom to explore his 

spiritual development with his parents or family members. He asserts that he feels a 

greater freedom to process his spiritual development and atheist views with his close 
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friends. Taylor explains how relationships with close friends advance his spiritual 

development: 

For me, there’s always kind of a reservation in how you act around your 
parents, but your best friends and the way you can act around them, you can 
have these conversations and you can talk about these deeper things, not 
worrying about being judged and there’s no awkward – it’s just part of the 
relationship, you’re open about everything. It’s something you can talk about. 
It’s important to have that, those conversations being facilitated by that 
relationship for personal spiritual development. Not only just being friends 
and having that relational satisfaction, but the experiences you can have with 
your friends and peers in general helping you be more open-minded. 

Morgan confirms the safety of the close relationships with friends that Taylor 

addresses. Morgan says her friends “know me I feel like better than I know myself” 

and help her grow by pointing out how she can change and improve herself. For 

Morgan friendships contribute to her spiritual development because she enjoys deep 

conversations with friends about her big questions. 

I think my friends just help me learn a lot more about myself just in general 
about my personality. There are friends who know me I feel like better than I 
know myself. But my friends have definitely taught me more and more about 
myself. Because they point out – not negatively – but they’ve pointed out the 
flaws and stuff I need to work on... I just think I like knowing people on a 
deeper level. I really do. Because if you didn’t, you’d just have a bunch of 
surface friendships. I like knowing my friends confide in me and trust in me... 
Because what I was saying about the happiness thing and spirituality and 
those two going hand in hand. Having the deep friendships and the deep 
connections definitely make me happy. And those deep connections teach me 
more about myself. 

Payton talks about her sorority sisters as support for her spiritual development, that 

not only discussions, but just being around close friends on a regular basis can impact 

her spiritual development. She talks about how relationships with her friends, 

learning about their experiences and perspectives, can influence her view of the 

world: 
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I feel like just staying up late and talking and going out for coffee if I wanted 
to get out of my dorm room for a while, or going over to the house and 
[sorority friends] being able to listen to me, but also give me support with [my 
spiritual development]....Just by being around them on a day-to-day basis for 
daily things that happen, I feel that influences you to what you believe and 
what you want to do as well...there’s been a lot of nights where me and a few 
of my sisters will start talking about something really light hearted, and then it 
will go into something a lot deeper. It’s easy to be open with them so I feel 
like we can talk about those topics....There’s a lot to learn about a person, you 
know? So I feel like them being able to be open with me helped me be able to 
be open with them. And you learn from their experiences and different things 
that have happened in their life, and I feel like it definitely influences your life 
as well. 

Relationships are the primary way that Sonal develops her spirituality. Throughout 

Sonal’s interview, she continually mentions relationships with friends, roommates, 

parents, and peers. Sonal explains how the relationships she has with friends and 

peers in a cultural student organization impact her spiritual development: 

I’m part of a cultural group at [PNW University], and I feel like that also helps 
me spiritually just connecting with people that believe similar things as I 
believe. Like I mean, I would say that I’m Hindu but I wouldn’t say that I’m 
not open to other ideas or anything like that. But I think it’s helpful to talk 
about – like we talk about religious things in that club as well. Like when 
we’re having festivals, or when we think about how do we explain our culture 
to someone else that maybe is not familiar with our culture, and then we have 
to think about how to explain certain things to people...I feel like that’s 
another good practice to have, when you think about how do I share my 
beliefs with other people. 

Chanse also talks about the spiritual development experience of being in a community 

of people who share his spiritual views. Chanse is a member of a Catholic fraternity 

at PNW University. Chanse states that his Catholic friends who share his religious 

views have the most influence on his spiritual development because they help him 

understand his meaning and purpose about how he engages in college and prepares 

for his future. Chanse illustrates the importance of surrounding himself with 

relationships that share his spiritual perspective: 
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We’re all Catholic dudes living together, trying to start a fraternity, but being 
able to also look at other religions and see why it is that they do the things 
they do and being able to question those things. If there’s something we don’t 
agree with, to figure out why, why don’t we agree with that. Not just trying to 
do it on my own. 

Later in his interview, Chanse says is creating a Catholic fraternity to provide a 

supportive environment for other Catholic college males to explore their big 

questions within a community of Catholic friends. 

Sonja is the only participant to mention the negative influence her peers have 

on her spiritual development where in her peers present situations that force Sonja to 

make choices in her spiritual development. Sonja says that her peers can be 

challenging for her because it is hard to say no to activities with her friends that 

disagree with her Christian faith. Sonja identifies her academic pursuits as part of her 

spiritual development, and sometimes her friends can be a distraction from her 

academic priorities: 

Probably in terms of if you want to relate it to Christianity, when your friends 
want to do something that you know is not something you want to engage in 
or something, that can be hard to say no to. Or even in terms of from an even 
simpler directive, where I need to do homework which would better me in a 
spiritual way because it will make me smarter, instead of going and hanging 
out with my friends which will do nothing in a beneficial way for that, maybe 
pleasure, joy, company and stuff, but I guess that if it’s more trying to choose 
what is most important with your priorities. 

However, Sonja also describes the positive influence of sharing transitional 

challenges with her peers. She says that her friends are a system of support for one 

another while they are all struggling with their big life questions: 

I think talking to them as well as hearing their opinions about something if 
I’m bothered by it, what they view on it makes me re-take in why I’m thinking 
what I’m thinking, or if I should look at their perspective. 
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Sonja also mentions the relationships she made while she was studying abroad. She 

says these relationships supported her spiritual development because she had friends 

who shared in the challenge of adjusting to culture shock: 

I made friends with people that were in my Study Abroad more so than people 
who weren’t. We would do things together. But they had a huge influence 
because we would talk about what we were struggling with or how we were 
feeling. “Oh, you’re homesick? This is how I got through it”...I think that’s 
what makes you closer with those people too. You’re learning together. 

Relationships with friends and peers at college provide support, challenge, and 

opportunities for growth for these participants throughout their spiritual development. 

Relationships and friends integrated with other themes in this study. Participants often 

talked fluidly about their intentional and organic discussions happening within 

relationships with friends and peers, but they also pointed to relationships or 

discussions propelling their personal reflections. These three themes: Discussions, 

Relationships, and Reflections, often integrated with one another or prompted the 

movement of the others. 

Theme: Reflection to make sense of the world. Reflection to make sense of 

the world is a different theme than discussion and different than the earlier subtheme 

sense of self. Reflection to make sense of the world is a process of observing the 

world around them and a personal synthesis of information. While discussion is an 

external process that is often steered by the perspectives of others, reflection is a 

personal and internal process. For many of these participants, reflection is something 

that is kept to themselves, while others appreciate reflective writing to articulate to 

themselves the way they see the world. 
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Taylor values the opportunity for intentional reflection, which helps him 

synthesize and articulate his understanding of himself and the world around him. He 

highlights reflective writing as an activity that allows him the opportunity to 

synthesize his own personal construct for his spirituality: 

I remember the exact moment when I consciously changed how I thought 
about spirituality and it was the paper or the question that specifically asked 
us how do you define spirituality...It was at that point that I sat there for 45 
minutes, an hour, and just thought over this question and rethought about what 
I thought it was, based upon the stuff we had done in class...the conversations 
that we had in class and the questions that we had, and listening to what other 
people had to say... the weekly writings that you had us do, were really 
important for having me develop, because it helped me have a ton of 
revelations. That’s when you’d have your alone time and go over everything 
you had done. 

Morgan says she considers the Big Questions class as “deeper” than her academic 

courses because of the focus on self-reflection, thinking about her life events and the 

meaning of how the world works. Morgan liked the class because it was not just a 

study in philosophy, but it was a class where she studied herself: 

The Big Questions class was super cool because, we just got to think about 
everything else...We could just think more about the deeper things in life, or 
the meanings of things that have happened to us. 

Morgan says she spends time reflecting on her own. Morgan prefers to self-reflect in 

nature or in environments without distractions: 

I like doing things that have no distractions. I love going camping too, 
because there’s nothing around that can bother me. I love not having my 
phone because I don’t have to listen to anybody else. I can just be me…and 
reflect on everything else that’s going on in my life. 

Sonja takes an unstructured approach to her personal reflection. Sonja connects the 

physical action of running with the internal action of meditation to develop her 

spirituality. While Sonja runs, she has time to listen to music, eliminate other 
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distractions, and clear her mind so she can “concentrate on a problem.” She says she 

figures out her problems while she runs. Sonja writes in a journal every day as a 

practice of meditation and relaxation. Sonja describes her reflection activities: 

I really like running. That’s a huge thing I do to almost do a form of 
meditation in a way. Because a lot of times I can run with music, which just 
takes me away from everything I’m thinking about and just in tunes me to 
music. Otherwise, I run without music, and then it’s more concentrating on a 
problem or something, and figuring it out while I’m running. I also practice 
meditation sometimes. I just like clearing my mind and seeing what I’m really 
thinking about and trying to identify the source of it. And I don’t know, 
there’s just like relaxing and trying to step away, not necessarily full on 
meditation but journaling. I write a lot, and that’s how I go through my 
thoughts. I have a diary/journal that I write in almost every day, and that is 
basically where I write down everything that’s bothering me, everything I’m 
thinking, kind of sort through my ideas basically. 

Morgan and Taylor also mention exercise or physical activity as a good time to 

reflect. These students say that exercise allows their minds to focus on big questions 

or figuring out problems in their lives. 

Similar to Sonja’s daily journal reflections, Chanse embraces daily reflection 

as an essential component of his religious practice and spiritual development. Chanse 

recited his daily reflection ritual for the beginning of each day: 

I start the day and end the day with prayer. I wake up and go through what we 
call the Daily Offerings. “Alright, Jesus, I’m going to live this day for you and 
try to do the best I can. I offer you my mind, all of my studies, I ask that you 
be present with those and orient them towards the truth. Let me be diligent in 
my studies.” We offer our eyes in a way to ask to see the world through the 
eyes of faith and also through the eyes of service...We offer our mouths in 
asking Him to guide our conversations, whether it’s talking to friends we’ve 
known for a while or someone we’ve just met...We offer our hands, all the 
work we’re going to do today, all the service, all the charity...And last, we 
offer our hearts. And that’s just asking for Him to show others His love 
through us, to be open to loving everybody and not letting prejudices or 
anything like that to hold us back from loving our neighbors and trying to be 
the light of Christ out in the world. You start the day off with that. 
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Chanse also described daily scripture readings of the bible as part of his daily 

reflections. For about 10 minutes a day, Chanse reads the bible and thinks about how 

he can apply its teachings to his personal life. Chanse also recited his reflection ritual 

for the end of each day: 

You reflect on the day, think about how you did a good job of following your 
moral code, thinking about how open you were to sharing with other people, 
trying to help them out, also the times you could have done better, really 
reflect on that, and then … it’s been kind of crazy doing that for a while and 
now you start to see patterns of things and you know you recognize the things 
that you need to work on or try to be better at, and the things you’re really 
good at. 

Sonal says that her reflection is important for her to be open to incorporating 

other beliefs. Sonal regards her spiritual development as dynamic because she is 

constantly reflecting and changing her understanding of the world. Sonal depicts her 

spirituality as a process of rethinking and reflecting: 

I think that my view is always changing, and I think I’m pretty open to new 
things and new ideas, and that’s why when I talk to my friends about it...you 
learn a lot more about them and about why they believe something, and so it 
makes you rethink for yourself, and there’s just a whole process. I think 
you’re constantly in this process of rethinking and reflecting. I feel like it goes 
on your whole life, but maybe actually starts in college. 

The three themes: Intentional and organic discussion, Relationships with friends and 

peers, and Reflection to make sense of the world are the three primary actions that 

students use to develop their spirituality at college. They all work in tandem with one 

another but each has an important role for the spiritual development of these 

participants. However, as illustrated in the next theme, these participants find that 

they are primarily navigating these actions to progress their spiritual development on 

their own and without the support of the university. 
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Theme: Public universities need spiritual development but it is a taboo 

topic. These participants all confirmed that they are experiencing spiritual 

development at a public university, even though spiritual development is not an 

intentional outcome for graduates at their institution. The catalysts of adjusting to 

college and entering young adulthood are forcing these students to navigate this 

process on their own. Aside from the once offered Big Questions class, these 

participants rarely mention on-campus activities that intentionally support their 

spiritual development, rather they are synthesizing their academic and co-curricular 

experiences through their independent processes of discussion, relationships, and 

reflection. These participants discuss that they believe there are opportunities for the 

university to be intentional about supporting student spiritual development, but 

recognize the hesitance that faculty and staff feel with the topic of spirituality. 

Payton thinks there are opportunities for faculty to help students explore 

connections between coursework and their spiritual development because classes 

advance students’ holistic development beyond just academic goals. 

I feel like if you can incorporate [spiritual development] into schools in a way 
that’s not so in your face...that it can help students either realize their passions 
or anything that has to do with spirituality earlier. I feel that could be 
beneficial for the future. For example, if it helps you find what you want to do 
earlier. It can help you be more driven...I feel like part of developing your 
spirituality is finding those things that you want to pursue later in life. 

Taylor also emphasizes that college is the perfect environment for him to explore his 

holistic development, including his spirituality. Taylor says the primary reason he 

chose to take the Big Questions class was that he regards college as an opportunity to 

develop his entire self. Taylor considers his spiritual development and big questions 

as essential components of his holistic and academic development: 



  

 

  

 
 

 

  

 

 

  

 
 

 

  
 

 
 

  

 

  

 

91 WINDS OF CHANGE 

There is an experience for us to explore, consider new things, expand your 
horizons and consider the questions at college. It’s not just career training, it’s 
personal development. And when I saw that class, it fit in with what I wanted 
my college experience to be which was personal development as well, making 
friends but also looking at those bigger questions that I’m going to have to 
address for the rest of my life after these four years... A class where you’re 
just supposed to think about life questions which is not really a politically 
correct thing, it’s a really important thing where you get unique opportunities 
to explore the campus and be a part of the campus is really important. 

Chanse thinks that spiritual development should be a focus of public university 

education and adds that he thinks “it’s the biggest missing link for students.” Even 

though Chanse’s primary component of his spiritual development is his religious 

faith, Chanse emphasizes that spiritual development at public universities can help 

students figure out their individual big questions: 

But I think it’s the, like I said, that foundation is what’s missing, the spiritual 
foundation is what everything else comes out of. So I think there’s more 
focus, like not even just trying to push spirituality on people, but just giving 
outlets for it and bringing it up in classes and just making it a known thing that 
this is where you will find that, like the deep meaning for what you do, and 
without that I think you get really lost on the way. As a college student trying 
to figure out what you want to do for the rest of your life, I think it’s important 
to be in touch with spirituality. 

These students identify that their spiritual development is an important component of 

making meaning of their college involvement and activities. They all agree that 

spiritual development is a foundational element in preparing themselves for their 

future adulthood and careers. 

Morgan says that although her spiritual development is an important 

component of her college experience, there is a lack of depth in her courses, meaning 

that she does not have the opportunities for personal reflection, discussion, and 

relationships outside of her isolated experience in the Big Questions class. Morgan 

explains: 
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I feel like just the classes are so – all the teachers are so overwhelmed with 
everything and the classes are so big that it’s harder to talk to teachers. And all 
the other classes I’ve taken, they’re not deeper classes like [Big Questions]. 

Sonal suggests that faculty do not want to pressure or influence students with their 

spiritual or religious views. Sonal says that instructors do not want to have 

uncomfortable debates or conversations in the classroom because spirituality is a 

“sensitive topic”: 

Faculty don’t want to talk about it or don’t bring it up. It’s not really brought 
up much in class I would say, especially in big lectures and stuff it’s not 
something like, even in smaller classes, it’s not something that they like to 
bring up, because it would maybe would start a debate, would start fights and 
stuff like that. Because it’s a sensitive topic for people, and it’s hard for some 
people to open up to other people. But I feel like the fact that they don’t talk 
about it can be a good thing sometimes, because it lets you know that they’re 
okay with whatever you believe. It’s not like they’re trying to force you to 
believe what they believe or anything like that. They just don’t care about 
what you believe in, because they just want to know you as a person and just 
not have to deal with the hard stuff with you, you know. It’s more like a 
professional relationship 

Sonal continues to say that she enjoyed having the conversations about her spirituality 

in the Big Questions class. She explains that it is possible for instructors to create a 

neutral environment without pressuring students to believe something specific: 

It was nice having conversations about those types of things, because it’s not 
something you would normally talk about in class. Like I said, other teachers 
are professionally neutral about things...no one wants to be the teacher that 
forced you to be a certain religion. No one wants to be the teacher that’s like 
“Oh, don’t talk to them. They’re so this,” or something. So that’s I think that’s 
why it was a good opportunity to talk without having to feel like you were 
being pressured. 

Similar to Sonal’s suggestion about instructors not wanting to bring up spirituality 

because it is a sensitive topic, Payton thinks faculty and staff at public universities are 

hesitant to talk about spirituality because there is apprehension about the association 
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it might have with religion. Payton calls spirituality in the public university classroom 

a “touchy topic”: 

I don’t feel like there’s been a ton of faculty that has really talked about 
spirituality. I feel like you can kind of see that’s a touchy topic when it really 
doesn’t have to be. But a lot of people don’t really want to get into that, 
because a lot of times that means religion and something bad. It can get, well 
this is a public university that, I don’t know, can’t get into those topics. 

These participants insist that it is important to incorporate spiritual development 

topics into their classroom experiences. However, they also express some confusion 

about the appropriateness of talking about religion on a public university campus. 

Sonal names spirituality a “taboo topic” for public university faculty because 

although her instructors discuss many other aspects of her college experience, faculty 

members seem to deliberately avoid spirituality. Sonal explains: 

I think it’s a taboo topic to talk about otherwise maybe, because I don’t know, 
faculty, maybe they don’t want to overstep their boundaries. They don’t want 
to influence you...I’ve gone into office hours and stuff, we’ve never had a 
conversation about spirituality, but we’ve had conversations about you know, 
career goals and stuff like that. But I feel like it’s something maybe they don’t 
want to intrude. 

Taylor continues on this theme of spirituality and religion being a “sensitive,” 

“touchy,” and “taboo” topic. Taylor calls the separation of church and state a 

“sketchy area”: 

It’s still a public university, and as important as I recognize it is to be 
spiritually satisfied and as much good it can do to be more happy with your 
religious views, on the same time, separation of church and state I think, and 
all that stuff is important. So I don’t think the university should necessarily 
have –I don’t know, it’s a sketchy area. 

The participants use the terms sensitive, touchy, taboo, and sketchy when they talk 

about how a public university regards topics of spirituality or religion. They express 

that they are unsure about the appropriate place of these topics at a public university 



  

 

 

 

  

  

 

  
 
 

  
 

 
  

  

  

   
 

 
    

   

   
 

  

   

   
 

  

 

94 WINDS OF CHANGE 

campus, although they recognize the importance of spiritual development for their 

personal growth. 

Subtheme: Openness and freedom of inquiry. 

A conversation that happened in the focus group best states the participants’ 

opinion that a necessary component for spiritual development at public universities is 

openness or freedom of inquiry. The words open, openness, and open-mindedness 

occurred frequently throughout all six individual interviews. The three students who 

participated in the focus group best represent why openness is important for their 

spiritual development: 

Morgan: I think certain classes should be a focus and people can make the 
choice to take the class or not...I don’t really think closed off people should be 
taking classes like that. But I think it should be a focus for classes. And people 
can choose to take the classes. If they don’t want to they don’t want to, but it’s 
just so different with everyone. 

Sonal: I think the school should be more open to spirituality and maybe more 
knowledgeable, but what that actually means and I think that that would make 
professors more comfortable talking to students about it...I think having 
conversations about [spirituality] and being educated about it is really important 
for everyone to feel comfortable actually talking about it, so I think that would 
make things better for the emotional well-being for people 

Taylor: But a spirituality class, people can talk about their religion in the open-
minded environment, [Morgan: Oh good. Yeah!] is really important. [Morgan: 
Yeah!] And I think they should definitely offer classes like that. Maybe not 
make it mandatory, but definitely advertise it better, have more options, 
[Morgan: Yeah!] maybe have a little bit of variety in there...choices. 

Morgan: Yeah, but I also feel like if you take a class focusing on spirituality 
and you’re an open person, then you’re open to listening to other people if they 
have different religious views. So it kind of goes [Taylor: Yeah] hand in hand. 
You have to basically be open to other people and other opinions and stuff to 
take those types of classes. 

These students describe that an open environment to allow freedom for them to 

inquire and understand their spiritual development. Throughout the six individual 
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interviews, participants discuss the importance of openness in organic and intentional 

discussions. They describe that personal reflection often prompts them to be more 

open-minded to other perspectives. They also use the terms openness in relationships, 

valuing safe friendships that permit them to explore their identity and belief. This 

conversation in the focus group suggests that perhaps the public university is open in 

all other areas of student exploration and inquiry except their spirituality. 

Summary 

This chapter presented the findings of six students’ experiences of spiritual 

development at a public university. I organized the results in this chapter according to 

five major themes, two of which contained subthemes. These five themes and the 

subthemes inform the inquiry of this study. Taylor, Chanse, Payton, Morgan, Sonja, 

and Sonal had similar experiences of spiritual development at a public university and 

the results reflect their personal stories that illustrate the differences in their 

experiences. The next chapter is an analysis of the findings, my conclusions of the 

research, and suggestions for further research on this topic. 
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Discussion 

In this chapter, I will provide the following: (a) answers to the research 

questions, (b) discussion of the literature review for anticipated and unanticipated 

findings, and (c) my conclusions that include implications for practice and 

recommendations for further research. I designed a qualitative study informed by 

phenomenology to understand the complexity of how these students define their 

spirituality, how they navigate their spiritual development, and look for new 

phenomena that might emerge from the data. Another interest of mine was to identify 

factors that contributed to a successful spiritual development experience at public 

institutions. The research questions that guided this study are: (a) How do public 

university students describe their spirituality? and (b) What are the spiritual 

development experiences of students at a public university? 

As mentioned in chapter four, I recruited six student participants for this 

study. Although this was a small sample size, these student participants presented 

their unique experiences and perspectives on spiritual development at public 

universities. The participants provided a rich source of narrative data because of the 

wealth of knowledge and experience. My hope is that through this study, higher 

education institutions understand the challenges and successes that public university 

students face navigating the spiritual development process. I hope that this chapter 

illuminates ways that public institutions can create support for student spiritual 

development, so students do not have to navigate this process on their own. 

As noted in chapter four, five themes arose from analysis of the data presented 

through the interviews. These themes include: (a) spiritual development as a universal 
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student experience, (b) intentional and organic discussions, (c) relationships with 

friends and peers, (d) reflection to make sense of the world, and (e) public universities 

need spiritual development but it is a taboo topic. Each theme was present throughout 

the experiences of the six student participants. The themes provided answers to the 

research questions, but also raised questions for future research. The research 

questions are: (a) How do public university students describe their spirituality? and 

(b) What are the spiritual development experiences of students at a public university? 

This discussion section will be outlined in the following order: (a) general findings 

regarding the research questions, (b) limitations and questions, (c) conclusions, and 

(d) implications for practice and future research. Each section addresses the research 

questions providing an in-depth view of the spiritual development experiences of 

these participants. This chapter will close with a brief section of my concluding 

thoughts. 

General Findings 

Throughout the process of data analysis, I drew findings that reflect upon and 

answer the two primary research questions. Some findings that emerged were 

anticipated, while others were unanticipated. The general findings section examines 

the data through my own interpretations in two sections: (a) anticipated findings and 

their connections to spiritual, intellectual, and cognitive theory, and (b) unanticipated 

findings. 

Anticipated findings. As I created the proposal for this study and began the 

research, I anticipated that some themes would surface based upon the nature of the 

study and the demographics of the six participants. I expected to find data related to 
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Parks’ (2000) spiritual development theory and Astin, Astin, and Lindholm’s (2011) 

measures of spirituality to emerge through the participants’ stories. I also anticipated 

connections between the spiritual experiences of these students’ and Astin’s (1999) 

student involvement theory. Several of the participants indicated spiritual or religious 

clubs that supported their spiritual development and contributed to their success on 

campus. I expected to find some results that pointed to Tinto’s (1988) stages of 

departure. The subtheme of separation and independence particularly reflected this 

theory of students making a distinct separation from their spiritual background to 

explore their own spiritual development. Perry’s (1970) intellectual and ethical 

development theory was evident in students’ stories. Since students engaged in 

intentional discussions about their spirituality, I believe this prompted them to 

advance further along in Perry’s positions of Multiplicity Correlate or Relativism 

Subordinate, and Relativism Correlate, Competing, or Diffuse because they 

encountered integrated topics that opened their intellectual understanding to be more 

complex than perhaps other incoming first-year students. I observed the students also 

progressing in Baxter Magolda’s (Baxter Magolda, 1992, 2001) self-authorship 

theory. While Baxter-Magolda (1992, 2001) primarily finds self-authorship to come 

to completion in young adults after college, I saw these students take ownership of 

their identity, belief, and contributions to the world through the process of their 

spiritual development. 

Unanticipated findings. Though I anticipated some major findings, a 

phenomenological-informed methodology was chosen to investigate unanticipated 

findings through the data analysis. The first unanticipated finding was even though 
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several participants identified as religious, they did not discuss their religious identity 

as a significant component of spirituality. Previous research shows that religion is a 

component for some student spirituality (Astin et al., 2011). However, I was surprised 

that several students who identified as religious did always rely on their religious 

identity or beliefs to define their spirituality. The second unanticipated finding was 

the themes were very cohesive and dependent on one another. It was difficult to 

isolate the themes of discussion, relationships, and reflection because they informed 

and stimulated one another. Just when I began to think that one of those three themes 

was THE central theme, I realized each one was too closely integrated with the other 

two. The final unanticipated finding was the participants were very uncertain about 

the incorporation of spiritual development in public higher education even though 

they identified spiritual development as a foundational aspect of their college 

experience. The literature indicates that student affairs professionals, faculty, and 

administrators are often uncertain of the legal parameters of spirituality in higher 

education, but I was surprised how often these six participants expressed their own 

hesitation. 

Limitations 

Apart from the inherent limitations of qualitative studies addressed briefly in 

chapter three, the discussion process of this study revealed several limitations. Some 

of the possible limitations in this research are: (a) a limited sample size population, 

(b) coordinating interviews and the focus group, and (c) the semi-structured interview 

format. These limitations must be examined in inform the structure of future studies. 
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Limited sample size population. The first limitation was the small number of 

student population that fit the participant criteria. Since the Big Questions class was 

only offered once, only 22 students qualified for this study. This study did not 

incorporate the spiritual development experiences of students that did not take the Big 

Questions class. Had the Big Questions class been offered more than once, the 

student sample size would have been larger and possibly provided more rich data 

from diverse perspectives. Also, a different methodological approach such as inviting 

a random sample of students or engaging in snowball sampling might produce 

different results. This was also a single-site study chosen to allow me greater access 

to the study participants and provide a consistency of context. However, replication of 

this study at additional sites that vary in institution type such as community colleges 

or non-land grant public institutions, would allow a greater ability to generalize the 

spiritual development experiences of public university students. 

Coordinating interviews and the focus group. The second limitation was 

coordinating interviews and the focus group. The participants had busy schedules, 

which made it challenging to set a time block for interviews and to assemble all six 

participants for a focus group. While all six participants initially said they would be 

available to attend the focus group, only three showed up for the agreed time. 

Semi-structured interview format. The third limitation was the semi-

structured interview format. I developed 18 semi-structured interview questions and 

17 semi-structured focus group questions (Appendix). These questions were designed 

to be open-ended and allow participants to share as much of their experiences as they 

wanted. Some participants felt comfortable sharing their personal stories, while others 
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seemed rushed and answered questions in brief responses. Several interviews ran over 

an hour while others lasted less than 25 minutes due to the length of students’ 

responses. I observed that the participants who answered briefly, primarily Payton 

and Sonja, may not value verbal story telling as much as others. However, I 

remembered that both of these students offered rich written reflections in the Big 

Questions class. In future research, collecting data in multiple formats would allow 

participants to be reflective of their experiences in the expression that resonates with 

them. If I do similar research in the future, I would like to invite students to submit 

some of their written reflections from the Big Questions class and offer verbal 

reflections after they re-read these written reflections that they completed a year ago. 

Conclusions 

The themes that emerged within the result data for this study overlapped and 

interconnected with one another that often times it was difficult to isolate quotes from 

the data that spoke directly to one theme. The experiences of Taylor, Chanse, Payton, 

Morgan, Sonja, and Sonal speak to the universal experience of spiritual development 

for students at public universities. The students explain that engaging with their big 

questions and exploring their spiritual development helps their identity development, 

intellectual development, and their university involvement. However, their 

experiences demonstrate that students are often navigating the spiritual development 

process on their own, without the institutional support of the university. 

The relationship between the themes of the participants’ stories brought to 

mind an image of harnessing energy, like a windmill. Students are experiencing rough 

winds of the college environment that prompt all college students to explore their 
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spiritual development. The participants in this study identified that they experienced a 

combination of four rough winds: (a) adjusting and challenge of change, (b) sense of 

self, (c) separation and independence, or (d) encountering and understanding 

diversity. Students did not know what to do with these four rough winds when they 

first entered the college environment. 

Students began to use three wind blades to help them harness and understand 

how the rough winds would shape the terrain of their lives. These three blades are: (a) 

intentional and organic discussions, (b) relationships with friends and peers, and (c) 

reflection to make sense of the world. Students began using these three wind blades in 

tandem to capture the winds of their young adulthood and discover how the winds 

would change them. All six students gave examples of all three of these wind blades. 

These wind blades always happened in tandem. Oftentimes the wind would hit one 

before beginning the rotation of all three, but sometimes the wind was so rough that it 

launched all three blades into rotation at once. 
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Many of the students’ examples of these wind blades occurred in the college 

environment, but were not specifically built by the university. Students were 

assembling the wind blades themselves and attempting to put them up on a 

foundation to capture the rough winds. The students saw the potential to turn those 

gusts into useful energy for their futures. For some students, it sounds like they were 

trying to capture gale force winds with a pinwheel. However, these participants said 

the Big Questions class was the only university structure that allowed them to put 

together these three blades in a formal university setting. 

While the participants expressed that spiritual development support systems 

could produce positive outcomes for college students, they communicated confusion 

and concern about how this could happen. Students voiced their uncertainty about the 

separation of church and state, but said that if the university does not help students in 

this process, students will continue to attempt to navigate it on their own. Part of their 

uncertainty was incorporating openness and freedom of inquiry in their spiritual 

development windmill. This element must be the tie that binds the three wind blades. 
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The participants used the words “open” and “freedom” when they described their 

process of all three wind blades. They were unsure about the legal and social 

parameters of allowing openness and freedom of inquiry about spiritual development 

at a public university, but communicated that spiritual development cannot progress 

without it. Openness and freedom of inquiry allows students to fully utilize their wind 

blades. Openness and freedom of inquiry permits them to have relationships without 

judgment of their beliefs or opinions, discussions where they can hear diverse 

perspectives, and reflection without limitations. Openness and freedom of inquiry are 

foundations of public research universities, but students feel that are currently limits 

to the openness or freedom of inquiry for their spiritual development. 

Rather than forcing students to construct their own pinwheels to capture the 

energy of their spiritual development, universities could construct wind turbines. 

Programs need to anchor discussion, reflection, and relationships with the openness 
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and freedom of inquiry of a public university. These wind turbines could be a 

powerful way for students to convert their spiritual development experiences into 

meaningful energy that prepares them for a future of an interfaith global society. If 

students are figuring out how to discuss, reflect, and make relationships regarding 

their spiritual development, it will prepare them to be engaged global citizens. The 

participants in this study emphasized that spiritual development has the potential to 

create public university graduates that are: (a) mindful of their inner values and (b) 

able to engage in relationships with diverse people and consider different belief 

systems. These outcomes are essential to our world that does not prioritize time for 

reflection and is increasing in spiritual diversity. 

Implications for practice. In order for public institutions to better support 

student spiritual development, assessment and further research is necessary. One of 

the important factors that contributed to the spiritual development experiences of 

these participants was the Big Questions class that allowed for open discussion, 
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relationships, and freedom of inquiry in reflection. While this study was not 

specifically an assessment of the Big Questions class, the results of this research 

reveal the impact that intentional programming can have on student spiritual 

development. 

Assessment and research on spiritual development programs like the Big 

Questions class could illuminate how students are interested in exploring their 

spiritual development on campus. This could allow institutions to explore addressing 

issues of spiritual development through established organizations such as personal 

wellness programming or multicultural student services. Assessment of the campus 

climate could also give institutions a more accurate picture of the spiritual make-up of 

the campus culture. As discussed in chapter three, while PNW University resides in a 

“none-zone” state the student body represents much greater religious diversity than 

perhaps the rest of the state. Campus climate assessment can establish a foundation 

for an institution’s future for spiritual development support systems. 

Further research is required to provide information to higher education 

administrators about best practices to support student spiritual development. I 

recommend the use of a longitudinal study to monitor student spiritual development 

from college through young adulthood. This could yield valuable information about 

how to incorporate spiritual development programming into the public university 

higher education that supports young graduates after their college experience. Early 

interventions are necessary for incoming or first-year college students to support their 

holistic well being, rather than leave them to figure out their spiritual development 

alone or off campus. However, classes like the Big Questions may not support 
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students as they grow in their spiritual development throughout college. Can public 

universities create spiritual development support systems that will dynamically adjust 

to different stages of student learning and development? Spiritual development is an 

ever-changing process (Fowler, 1981; Love & Talbot, 2009; Love, 2001; Parks, 

2000). Therefore, young adults will continue to visit and revisit their big questions, 

encounter new definitions of belief and spirituality, and face new challenges of 

change that will prompt them to reexamine their spiritual development. Public 

institutions must support this evolutionary process and prepare graduates to continue 

their growth after they leave the college environment. 

Another important factor that also needs more research is how faculty, staff, 

and administrators can provide open spiritual development environments. Faculty, 

staff, and administrators need to be aware of the legal parameters and figure out how 

to be comfortable to explore these topics themselves while also supporting students in 

their personal journeys. If faculty, staff, and administrators are communicating 

uncertainty and avoidance of spiritual development as a topic in public higher 

education, it can compound the students’ uncertainty. Uncertainty and avoidance 

communicates that students cannot explore this component of their identity and 

diversity on campus. While some research on this topic has been explored, more 

research will create conversation about spiritual development in public university 

settings. Perhaps some big questions to ask public universities are: What big spiritual 

questions are appropriate and compelling for our public institutions? And how can 

public universities be the primary open forum for taboo topics of religion and 

spirituality? If we do not tackle these big questions, who will? I am concerned about 
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the avoidance that faculty communicate to students regarding spirituality. The student 

participants recognize that their spiritual development exploration does not just 

happen in places of religious worship or in religion/philosophy classrooms. These 

students identify that their spiritual development is an ever-present component of 

their learning process. Faculty members need clarity on how they can incorporate this 

learning process into their classrooms. 

These recommendations are crucial to continue to learn about the experiences 

of public university student spiritual development. Spirituality is a personal construct 

that is contextual to individual journeys and therefore is an area of research that has 

limitless diversity. One cannot generalize or assume that the experiences of this small 

sample population encompass the entire first year, public university, Pacific 

Northwestern student experience. This is why further research is needed to shape the 

best practices of institutions and create policies that allow for the openness and 

freedom of inquiry in student spiritual development. 
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Appendix 

The appendix contains five documents: (a) the invitation to participate letter, (b) the 

informed consent form, (c) the individual interview questions, (d) the focus group 

questions, and (e) the Big Questions first year seminar class syllabus. These 

documents were utilized with each participant. Each participant read and signed the 

consent form prior to the interview and received a copy. The participants were also 

provided a sheet with the interview questions, so they could read the questions prior 

to their interview. 
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Invitation to Participate Letter 

Office of the Dean of Student Life 
Oregon State University, A200 Kerr Administration Building, Corvallis, Oregon 97331-2133 
Telephone 541-737-8748 | Fax 541-737-9160 | http://oregonstate.edu/deanofstudents/ 

Public University Student Spiritual Development 

Dear Student: 

My name is Hannah Pynn and I am a graduate student in the College of Education. This 
academic year, I plan to study the spiritual development experiences of public university 
students. 

I would like to invite you to participate in this study since you took the Big Questions UEngage 
class during Fall 2012, which explored student spiritual development. Participants in this study 
will be asked to have an individual interview with the student researcher (Hannah Pynn) and 
participate in a focus group with the other participants in this study. The interviews and focus 
group will be audio-recorded. 

The results of this study will be used to write a Master of Science thesis in partial completion of 
a Master of Science (M.S.) degree in College Student Services Administration at Oregon State 
University. 

Qualifications to participate in this study are: 

1. Must be currently enrolled at Oregon State University. 
2. Must have taken the Big Questions UEngage class during Fall 2012. 

If you meet the qualifications for participating in this study, and wish to do so, please email me 
at hannah.pynn@oregonstate.edu. I look forward to hearing from you and appreciate your 
consideration of this request. 

If you have any further questions, please feel free to email me. 

Sincerely, 

Hannah Pynn 
Dean of Student Life GTA 
Interfaith Community Service Coordinator 
Oregon State University 

Study Title: Public University Student Spiritual Development 
Principal Investigator: Larry Roper – larry.roper@oregonstate.edu 
Student Investigator: Hannah Pynn – hannah.pynn@oregonstate.edu 
Invitation to Participate 

mailto:hannah.pynn@oregonstate.edu
mailto:larry.roper@oregonstate.edu
mailto:hannah.pynn@oregonstate.edu
http://oregonstate.edu/deanofstudents
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Informed Consent Form page 1 of 4 

CONSENT FORM 

Project Title: Public University Spiritual Development
Principal Investigator: Larry Roper 
Student Researcher: Hannah Pynn 
Co-Investigator(s): None 
Sponsor: None 
Version Date: 10122013 

1. WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS FORM? 

The purpose of this form is to provide you with information that will help you decide whether to 
participate in this study or not. Make sure to read this form carefully and thoughtfully. If you 
have questions please ask the study team member(s) for further clarification. 

2. WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? 

The purpose of this study is to illuminate the ways in which public university undergraduate 
students discuss their own spiritual development definitions and experiences. This qualitative 
research is informed by interpretive epistemology, as well as critical social science epistemology 
with the intention to understand themes that emerge from student experiences of applied young 
adult spiritual development theory (Fowler, 1981; Parks, 2000). The research will capture the 
subjective perceptions of you both individually and as a focus group. Individual interviews will 
explore personal stories and backgrounds, allowing the students to express their independent 
perspectives. The focus group aims to enrich the data with opportunities for you to discuss 
shared themes and perspectives of spiritual development. The data will be analyzed through the 
interpretations of the  researcher  while  comparing the emerging  themes  to Parks’  (2000)  spiritual  
development theory. 

Up to 22 students may be invited to take part in this study. 

3. WHY AM I BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 

You are being invited to take part in this study because you meet the following requirements: 

x You are currently enrolled at Oregon State University. 
x You have taken the Big Questions UEngage class during Fall 2012. 

4. WHAT WILL HAPPEN IF I TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY?  

You will be selected based on your availability to participate in both a personal interview and in 
the focus group. Participants will be selected based on diverse spiritual or religious background 
and current spiritual or religious affiliation. According to the literature, there is differentiation in 
student spiritual development according to gender and field of study. This study will choose a 
sample of participants to account for variety of gender and field of study. 

OSU IRB Study # 5903 Expiration Date: 11/12/2014 
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Informed Consent Form page 2 of 4 

Your participation in this study and the information gathered from this will be used as a basis for 
a Masters Thesis in College Student Services Administration. 

The activities include in this study are one-on-one interviews and a focus group with the other 
participants. As the participant, the student researcher will interview you and will facilitate the 
focus group. 

Study duration: The one-on-one interview process will take no longer than two hours. The 
focus group will take no longer than two hours. To ensure validity of recorded transcriptions, the 
researcher will offer member checking as a possibility should you desire review of your answers. 

Recordings and photographs: This study requires that you be audiotaped. This process is 
mandatory; do not enroll if you do not want to be recorded. 

Storage and Future use of data or samples: Your information gathered from this study will be 
stored in a password protected digital file, only accessible to the principal investigator and 
student researcher. Any notes taken during the study will also be kept in a secure storage file. 
The researcher will keep your information for three years before it is disposed. 

Sample language for data: Because it is not possible for us to know what studies may be part of 
our future work, we ask that you give permission for us to use your personal information without 
being contacted about each future study. Future use of your information will be limited to studies 
about experiences of public university student spiritual development. If you agree now to future 
use of your personal information, but decide in the future that you would like to have your 
personal information removed from research database, please contact Larry Roper at 
larry.roper@oregonstate.edu. 

______You may store my interview answers for use in future studies.
Initials 

______ You may not store my interview answers for use in future studies.
Initials 

Future contact: We may contact you in the future for another similar study. You may ask us to 
stop contacting you at any time. 

Study Results: You will receive the completed study once it has been compiled and converted to 
a Masters Thesis. 

5. WHAT ARE THE RISKS AND POSSIBLE DISCOMFORTS OF THIS STUDY? 

You have all previously been in a class together and will know each other during their 
participation  in this  study’s  focus  group. 

Since you are a student at Oregon State University, there is a risk that you could be identified 
based upon their interview responses. To minimize this risk, pseudonyms will be used during the 
study. 

OSU IRB Study # 5903 Expiration Date: 11/12/2014 
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Informed Consent Form page 3 of 4 

Please choose a pseudonym for the records of this study: _______________________ 

We will ask members of the focus group to maintain the confidentiality of comments made 
during the discussion. However, there is still a risk that comments you make during the 
discussion may be shared outside of the group. 

Potential risks, though low, may include emotional reactions with regard to reflecting upon your 
personal opinions and beliefs about spirituality. 

The researcher is using email to communicate with you in this study. There is a risk that the 
security and confidentiality of information sent by email cannot be guaranteed. Information sent 
by email can be intercepted, corrupted, lost, destroyed, arrive late or contain viruses. To 
minimize these risks, the researchers will not open any email accounts, or data files on any 
public computers. Only private password-protected computers and/or OSU computers with 
authenticated password logins will be used to access any materials related to this study. This 
study will not collect any private information via email. Email will only be used for scheduling 
interviews/focus groups. 

6. WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF THIS STUDY? 
The benefits of this research will fill a gap in the existing literature for qualitative research of 
public university student spiritual development. This study could give professionals a framework 
for how to support spiritual development at public universities. 

This study is not designed to benefit participants directly. This study has foreseeable benefits in 
understanding and knowledge about student spiritual development. 

7. WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY? 

You will not be paid for being in this research study. 

8. WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION I GIVE? 

The information you provide during this research study will be kept confidential to the extent 
permitted by the law. Research records will be stored securely and only researchers will have 
access to the records. Federal regulatory agencies and the Oregon State University Institutional 
Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves research studies) may inspect and copy 
records pertaining to this research. Some of these records could contain information that 
personally identifies you. 

If the results of this project are published, your identity will not be made public. 

To help ensure confidentiality, you will select your own pseudonym. You will have the same 
pseudonym through the entire research to ensure your confidentiality. All materials, including 
voice recorded interviews and notes, will be kept in a secure location only available to the 
researchers. Also, digital information will only be accessible to the principle investigator and 
student researcher. Following the interviews, either the student researcher or a professional 
transcriber will transcribe the recorded interviews. To ensure validity of taped transcriptions, the 

OSU IRB Study # 5903 Expiration Date: 11/12/2014 
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Informed Consent Form page 4 of 4 

researcher will offer member checking as a possibility should you desire review of your answers. 

The answers given during the interviews will be used by the researchers to complete a Master 
thesis. The Master thesis will be accessible to the public through Oregon State University library. 

9. WHAT OTHER CHOICES DO I HAVE IF I DO NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 

Participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at 
any time. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop taking part in the study. If you 
choose to withdraw from this project before it ends, the researchers may keep information 
collected from you and that information may be included in study reports. 

10. WHO DO I CONTACT IF I HAVE QUESTIONS? 

If you have any questions about this research project, please contact: Larry Roper 
Email: larry.roper@oregonstate.edu or Hannah Pynn Email: hannah.pynn@oregonstate.edu 

If you have questions about your rights or welfare as a participant, please contact the Oregon 
State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) Office, at (541) 737-8008 or by email at 
IRB@oregonstate.edu 

12. WHAT DOES MY SIGNATURE ON THIS CONSENT FORM MEAN? 

Your signature indicates that this study has been explained to you, that your questions have been 
answered, and that you agree to take part in this study. You will receive a copy of this form. 

Participant's Name (printed):  _________________________________________________ 

(Signature of Participant) (Date) 

(Signature of Person Obtaining Consent) (Date) 

OSU IRB Study # 5903 Expiration Date: 11/12/2014 
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Interview Questions 

Office of the Dean of Student Life 
Oregon State University, A200 Kerr Administration Building, Corvallis, Oregon 97331-2133 
Telephone 541-737-8748 | Fax 541-737-9160 | http://oregonstate.edu/deanofstudents/ 

Interview Questions 

1.	 Can you please introduce yourself? 

2.	 How do you define spirituality? 

3.	 Do you identify yourself as spiritual? Please describe. 

4.	 What actions or activities do you practice to develop your spirituality or explore your Big Questions? 

5.	 Why did you choose to take the Big Questions class during your first term at OSU? 

6.	 Is your spiritual development something that is a continuation from your life before college, or is 
college the first time you engaged with this topic? 

7.	 Do you consider your spiritual development as part of your holistic college experience? Please 
describe. 

8.	 What support did you receive during this last year for your personal spiritual development? 

9.	 How do your peers influence your spiritual identity or your spiritual development? 

10. Did staff, faculty, and administrators talk to you about your spiritual development? What impact, if 
any, did these individuals have on your experience? 

11. Have you had any unique spiritual development experiences during your first year at OSU? Please 
describe. 

12. Was there any situation(s) at the university that affected your perception of spirituality? 

13. Did you receive support for your spiritual development after the Big Questions class? 

14. Do you think that spiritual development should be a focus of a public university education? Please 
describe. 

15. Has the university been positive, neutral, or negative to your spiritual development? 

16. What are your opinions about the general spiritual development experiences you had at OSU? 

17. What suggestions would you like to make to public universities regarding the spiritual development 
you experienced? 

18. Do you have a religious, spiritual, or philosophical identity that influences your spiritual 
development? 

Study Title: Public University Student Spiritual Development 
Principal Investigator: Larry Roper – larry.roper@oregonstate.edu 
Student Investigator: Hannah Pynn – hannah.pynn@oregonstate.edu 
Interview Questions 

mailto:hannah.pynn@oregonstate.edu
mailto:larry.roper@oregonstate.edu
http://oregonstate.edu/deanofstudents
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Focus Group Questions 

Office of the Dean of Student Life 
Oregon State University, A200 Kerr Administration Building, Corvallis, Oregon 97331-2133 
Telephone 541-737-8748 | Fax 541-737-9160 | http://oregonstate.edu/deanofstudents/ 

Focus Group Questions 

1.	 How do you define spirituality? 

2.	 Do you identify yourself as spiritual? 

3.	 What actions or activities do you practice to develop your spirituality or explore your Big 
Questions? 

4.	 Why did you choose to take the Big Questions class during your first term at OSU? 

5.	 Is your spiritual development something that is a continuation from your life before college, or is 
college the first time you engaged with this topic? 

6.	 Do you consider your spiritual development as part of your holistic college experience? 

7.	 What support did you receive during this last year for your personal spiritual development? 

8.	 How do your peers influence your spiritual identity or your spiritual development? 

9.	 Did staff, faculty, and administrators talk to you about your spiritual development? What impact, if 
any, did these individuals have on your experience? 

10. Have you had any unique spiritual development experiences during your first year at OSU? 

11. Was there any situation(s) at the university that affected your perception of spirituality? 

12. Did you receive support for your spiritual development after the Big Questions class? 

13. Do you think that spiritual development should be a focus of a public university education? 

14. Has the university been positive, neutral, or negative to your spiritual development? 

15. What are your opinions about the general spiritual development experiences you had at OSU? 

16. What suggestions would you like to make to public universities regarding the spiritual 
development you experienced? 

17. Do you have a religious, spiritual or philosophical identity that influences your spiritual 
development? 

Study Title: Public University Student Spiritual Development 
Principal Investigator: Larry Roper – larry.roper@oregonstate.edu 
Student Investigator: Hannah Pynn – hannah.pynn@oregonstate.edu 
Interview Questions 

mailto:hannah.pynn@oregonstate.edu
mailto:larry.roper@oregonstate.edu
http://oregonstate.edu/deanofstudents
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Big Questions Syllabus page 1 of 5 

Fall 2012 Big Questions 

Class Description - ALS 199 - CN 15968 Section 010 - 2 Credits 
“Big Questions.” What is my purpose? Why am I here? When will I fall in love? Is happiness a way of life, or a state of
being? Will I take risks in my life? Students come to college asking all kinds of questions about who they are, what they 
believe, and where they belong in the world. What are your “Big Questions” and will college at OSU provide you answers?
Students will immerse themselves in experiences that promote self-reflection and give definition to how they can find a
place for meaning, purpose, and spirituality on campus. 

Co-Instructor:! !  !  !  !  !  Co-Instructor: 
Mamta Motwani Accapadi! ! ! ! Hannah Pynn 
mamta.accapadi@oregonstate.edu! ! ! hannah.pynn@oregonstate.edu 
Phone: 541.737.2382! !  !  !  !  Phone: 541.737.8748 opt. 5 to leave a msg. 
Office Location: A200 Kerr Admin. Bldg! !  !  Office Location: A200 Kerr Admin. Bldg 
Office Hours: upon request! ! ! ! Office Hours: W & F 9am-10am 

Required Text - Wilson, R., Gundry, D., Lucina , G., & Mogharabi, S. (2010). Soulpancake. Hyperion. 

Learning Outcomes 
By the end of this term, U-Engage students will be able to:
• Reflect on educational activities to make meaning of learning experiences
• Practice critical analysis
• Identify campus resources
• Develop a sense of belonging and contributing to a diverse community
• Learn collaboratively in a classroom setting
• Articulate in civil dialogue about topics of spirituality
• Engage in inquiry

(including developing a research question; collecting, analyzing and synthesizing information; understand citations etcs)
• Understand the shape and purpose of an OSU education 

Community Expectations 
We are a learning community. While you may certainly have cell phones, laptops, and anything else you need to feel comfortable in 
class, we expect that you will create a learning environment of mutual respect, critical inquiry, and academic excellence for each other. 
Attendance Policy 
Students are expected to attend class. There is direct correlation between your presence in this class and the success of this course. 
Absences will only be excused for documented illnesses and emergencies - please submit documentation to your instructor. If you 
need to be absent, you should notify your instructor ahead of time. Missed classes will result in a lower grade. 
Disability Statement 
“Students with documented disabilities who may need accommodations, who have any emergency medical information the instructor 
should know of, or who need special arrangements in the event of evacuation, should make an appointment with the instructor as early 
as possible, no later than the first week of the term.” Contact DAS for accommodations http://ds.oregonstate.edu/contact/index.php 
Equality Statement 
“The instructors are dedicated to establishing a learning environment that promotes diversity of the student’s race, culture, gender, 
sexual orientation, and physical disability. Anyone noticing discrimination behavior in this class, or if you feel discriminated against, 
please bring it to the attention of the instructors.” 
Academic Integrity Statement 
Please refer to the Student Conduct website, for the Oregon State University policy on academic dishonesty. I believe in your intellect 
and intelligence, so should you choose to compromise your belief in yourself by engaging in behaviors that are in violation of university 
policy, then you will be held accountable for those behaviors as outlined in our student conduct policy. Please refer to the OSU Student 
Code of Conduct (which you have agreed to by attending this institution) for more information on Academic Integrity oregonstate.edu/
studentconduct/home/. 

Big Questions - Syllabus Fall 2012 1 
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Big Questions Syllabus page 2 of 5 

Fall 2012 Big Questions 

Date Class Topic/Activity Due 
Week 1 

9/26 
Fur 105 

Find your “Big Questions”
What is spirituality?
Create our classroom definition 

9/28 
Fur 105 

University Resources
Pearls from the Dean 

Compose a list of your “Big Questions”
Reading - SoulPancake pgs. VI-XV, 198-199 

Week 2 
10/3 

Fur 105 

SELF EXPRESSION 
Guest musicians - 
Robert Brudvig
Jan Michael Looking Wolf 

Describe your meaning and purpose (100 words min.)
Describe your definition of spirituality (100 words min.)
Are your meaning/purpose and your definition of spirituality related? How or 
why? (100 words min.) 

10/5 

Fur 105 

Who am I...? 
Class discussion/reflection
TED talk - Julian Treasure 
Listening 

Reading - SoulPancake pgs. 1-21 

Week 3 Fireside Chats happening this week - pick a date! 
10/10 

Snell 
Loading

Dock 

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT 
HSRC Volunteer Activity
HSRC Emergency Food Pantry 

Watch this video: http://www.youtube.com/watch?
feature=player_embedded&v=NKDXuCE7LeQ#! 
Write down your personal playlist.
Why are these songs significant to your inner-self or your identity? (300
words min) 

10/12 

Fur 105 

What am I...? 
Class discussion/reflection
Clare Cady - HSRC Coordinator
Group Project Description 

Reading - SoulPancake pgs. 23-43 

Week 4 Fireside Chats happening this week - pick a date! 
10/17 

MU
Quad 

MINDFULNESS 
Forestry Nature Walk
(wear appropriate clothing)
Ed Jensen - College of Forestry 

What other experiences have you had in volunteerism/social justice/
activism? Describe that past experience and how it impacted you.
Describe your volunteer experience (see, hear, smell, feel, taste) in our last
class activity. (300 words min) 

10/19 

Fur 105 

Where am I...? 
Class discussion/reflection
Pinecone activity - mindfulness 

Reading - SoulPancake pgs. 45-65 

Week 5 Fireside Chats happening this week - pick a date! 
10/24 

TBA 

ENGAGEMENT 
Mamta’s yoga class 
(wear appropriate clothing) 

Where is a special place that resonates with your spirit? Describe that place
and why that place it is important to you.
Describe your nature walk experience (see, hear, smell, touch, taste) in our 
last class activity. (300 words min) 

10/26 

Fur 105 

How do I...? 
Class discussion/reflection
Everyone Matters @ OSU 

Reading - SoulPancake pgs. 111-131 

Submit questions via Blackboard for the Religious Experts Panel 

Big Questions - Syllabus Fall 2012 2 
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Big Questions Syllabus page 3 of 5 

Fall 2012 Big Questions 

Date Class Topic/Activity Due 
Week 6 

10/31 

Fur 105 

RELIGION & SPIRITUALITY 
Religious Experts
Guest Panel 

How do you engage with your inner-self? Is there a physical action of
worship, exercise, community, food, or creativity that you practice? Describe
your yoga experience (see, hear, smell, feel, taste) in our last class activity.
(300 words min) 

11/2 

Fur 105 

Why do I...?
Chris Stedman - Faitheist 
Skype class discussion
Speed faithing 

Reading - SoulPancake pgs. 133-153 

Fireside Chat reflections due. (300 words min)
You can also turn them in any time before this date. 

Week 7 SPISPIRRIITTUUAALL WWELELLLNNESSESS WWEEKEEK aatt OOSUSU 
11/7 

Fur 105 

HAPPINESS 
The Happy Movie Viewing
(Hannah at NASPA) 

Do you think there is a difference between spirituality and religion? Do you
have a history of religious involvement? Describe your thoughts on the
Religious Experts guest panel. (300 words min) 

11/9 

Fur 105 

When am I...? 
Happy Movie Viewing cont.
(Hannah at NASPA) 

Reading - SoulPancake pgs. 89-109 

Week 8 

11/14 

Fur 105 

LOVE 
The Love Competition Video
http://vimeo.com/33698394 

Describe that moment you were happy. Describe your perfect world. If you 
had a time machine, where in your life would you go? Reflect on the movie. 
(300 words min) 

11/16 

Fur 105 

Love questions...?
Class discussion/reflection 

Reading - SoulPancake pgs. 67-87 

Week 9 
11/21 

Valley
Library 

Designated time to work on
your Final Group Project
Make a group appointment with
Hannah for a project check-in 

Describe love. Describe your thoughts and reflection on The Love
Competition Video. What would you concentrate your thoughts on during
the Love Competition? (300 words min) 

11/23 NO CLASS 
(Thanksgiving Week) 

Week 10 
11/28 

Fur 105 

Spirituality in Higher
Education 
Class discussion/reflection 

Interview 3 diverse individuals (age, class, culture, race, etc) asking them 
“What are your Big Questions? How do you go about finding answers to your
Big Questions?” Describe each interview and your personal reflection about
the experience. (1000 words min) 

11/30 

Fur 105 

Spirituality in Higher
Education 
Class discussion/reflection 

Group Presentations of Final Group Project Brochures 

GROUP PROJECTS DUE by 12/7 10am 

Big Questions - Syllabus Fall 2012 3 
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Big Questions Syllabus page 4 of 5 

Fall 2012 Big Questions 

Grading 
ALS 199 is a 2-credit graded course. 

List of Big Questions ! !  !  !  !  10 points 
Meaning, Purpose, and Spirituality Paper! ! 10 points 
Weekly Reflections! ! ! ! ! 15 points each/7 reflections 
Fireside Chat Reflection!! ! ! ! 15 points 
3 Interviews! ! ! 20 points 
Final Group Project! ! ! 20 points 
Class Attendance, Discussion! ! 20 points 
! ! TOTAL! !  200 points 

Three Interviews 
Interview 3 diverse individuals (age, class, culture, race, etc) asking them:

! What are your Big Questions?
 
! How do you go about finding answers to your Big Questions?
 
! What is your definition of spirituality?!
 
Describe each interview and your personal reflection about the experience. (1000 words min)
 

Final Group Project 
OSU guide to pursuing student spiritual development and answering Big Questions 
- As a group, choose 1 Big Question or Big Question topical area 

- Write a 10 page Big Question guide as a group 
- What is the Big Question? 
- Who is this Big Question important to on campus? Students, faculty, staff, OSU community? 

- Include quotes and some conversations that you have had with your 3 interviews. 
- Who else examines this question? Researchers, artists, philosophers? Cite your sources. 

- Where are the resources on campus that will help you find meaning and purpose in this Big Question? 
- When does this question arise in your life? 
- Why does this question matter to you as an OSU student? 
- Why does this question matter to your generation? 
- How do you pursue the answer to this Big Question? 
- How has this class affected your perspective of spirituality? 

- Condense your information down into a brochure that can summarize your Big Question guide 

Big Questions - Syllabus Fall 2012 4 



  

 

     

                
              

          
           

          
           

               
             

           
   

         
   

            

 
    

    
 

   
    

    
    

    
 

      
    

    
    

 
     

    
 

    
    

    
    

    

WINDS OF CHANGE 130 

Big Questions Syllabus page 5 of 5 

Fall 2012 Big Questions 

Religious Accommodation Policy of Oregon State University 
http://oregonstate.edu/oei/osu-policy-nondiscrimination-basis-religion 

It is the policy of the Oregon University System and Oregon State University that no one shall be subject to discrimination
based on age, disability, national origin, race, color, veteran status, marital status, religion, sex or sexual orientation. 

With regards to religion, this policy prohibits the University, and its employees while at work or representing OSU, from 
taking action that promotes religion or promotes one particular religion over another. The University may not create an
atmosphere which in anyway suggests it favors one religion over another, or religion over non-religion. As a public 
university, it is equally important not to inhibit voluntary religious expression. The University's obligation is to balance
these two elements -- to refrain from promoting and at the same time to refrain from inhibiting. This policy is premised on
respect for each individual's right to make personal choices regarding the nature, if any, of his or her religious beliefs and 
practices. 

This policy does not preclude a faculty member or employee from being an advisor to a recognized student organization
which may have a religious affiliation. 

Fireside Chat Speakers and Dates - Plan which one you will attend

Location: Valley Library Rotunda.

(Try asking them one of your Big Questions or asking what are their Big Questions.)

http://oregonstate.edu/newstudents/fireside-chat-bios-and-dates 

President Ed Ray
Thursday, October 18th at 10 AM
Tuesday, October 23rd at 3 PM 

Dean of Students Life- Mamta Accapadi
Wednesday, October 17 at 12 PM (noon)
Friday, October 19th at 11 AM
Wednesday, October 24th at 2 PM
Thursday, October 25th at 11 AM 

Associate Provost for Academic Success and Engagement-Susie Brubaker-Cole
Wednesday, October 10th at 10 AM
Monday, October 15th at 10 AM
Monday, October 22nd at 4 PM 

Senior Vice Provost for Academic Affairs- Rebecca Warner 
Tuesday, October 23rd at 10 AM 

Vice Provost for Student Affairs Larry Roper
Wednesday, October 10th at 2 PM
Friday, October 12th at 10 AM
Monday, October 15th at 3 PM
Thursday, October 25th at 3 PM 

Big Questions - Syllabus Fall 2012 5 
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