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Purpose of Study 

 This piece will summarize a seven-year study conducted by Alexander Astin and a 

research team at UCLA on the spiritual development of college students.  Cultivating the Spirit, 

a recently published text detailing the results of this extensive study, attempts to explore reasons 

for why “spirituality is fundamental to student’s lives” (Astin et. al., 2010, p. 1).  This study 

addresses concerns tied to educational researcher’s neglect of “students’ ‘inner’ development – 

the sphere of values and beliefs, emotional maturity, moral development, spirituality…and self-

understanding” (p. 2).  This study also attempts to bring a sense of legitimacy back to the 

exploration of existential questions being faced by college students, in addition to demonstrating 

that spiritual and religious matters are in fact of great significance to the field of student 

development.   

Ultimately, this piece asserts that the “big questions” that preoccupy students have 

“obvious implications for many very practical decisions that [students] will have to make, 

including their choices of courses, majors, and careers” (p. 1).  Our orientation then, as 

professionals interested in aiding in the development of students, should be focused on greater 

issues surrounding purpose, meaning-making activities and authenticity. 

Methodology 

 This study utilized various survey methods, as well as person-to-person interviews with a 

number of undergraduate students from around the country.  Surveys were distributed in several 

waves over the course of the seven-year study period.  The first four-page questionnaire, referred 



to as the College Students’ Beliefs and Values (CSBV) Survey, was “completed by 3,680 college 

juniors attending a diverse sample of forty-six baccalaureate colleges and universities in Spring 

2003” (p. 17).  Each survey consisted of “175 items having to do with spirituality and religion 

and 50-60 other items covering students’ activities and achievements since entering college” (p. 

17).   

 Based on the results collected from the CSBV, scales, or measures of spirituality and 

religiousness, were established for the purpose of creating “coherent patterns in how students 

responded” (p. 18).   The five spiritual measures crafted, based upon student responses, included 

“Spiritual Quest, Equanimity, Ethic of Caring, Charitable Involvement, and Ecumenical 

Worldview” (p. 18-19).  The five measures of religious qualities created for additional research 

purposes were “Religious Commitment, Religious Engagement, Religious/Social Conservatism, 

Religious Skepticism, and Religious Struggle” (p. 10).     

Using these ten measures, a much larger survey involving 112,232 entering first-year 

students from 236 baccalaureate-granting institutions was drafted  and sent out during the fall of 

2004 (p. 19).  A third and final administration of the CSBV survey was conducted in 2007, 

involving a “longitudinal follow-up of students from 136 of the 236 institutions that had 

participated in the 2004 freshman survey” (p. 19).   Samples of students were randomly selected.  

Said students, who had participated in the 2004 survey, were now being interviewed at the end of 

their third year at university, in hopes of obtaining information on identify solidification and 

change in practices.  Completed surveys were retrieved from 14,527 students.  Based on this set 

of responses, the ten measures utilized in the original 2003 pilot study were easily be reproduced, 

giving the researchers confidence that they “were dealing with measures that carried wide 

application” (p. 20).   



Results 

 A number of results were gathered from the three separate surveys and subsequent trends.  

For the sake of time and space, I will briefly address key findings regarding spirituality and 

religiosity, as well as the role that they play in student development.  Based on their findings, 

Astin et. al establish that roughly 19% of high scorers, in comparison to 12% of low scorers 

(high scorers signifying a high degree to which “the student possesses the quality being 

measured”) responded  by stating that they are “conflicted” when addressing their sense of 

purpose (p. 23, 30).  Additionally, 48% of high scorers (as opposed to 40% of low scorers) were 

more likely to say that they were secure in their sense of identity when attempting to search for 

or define their sense of purpose.  What seems most astonishing is that 90% of high scorers, in 

relation to the Spiritual Quest measure (versus 10% of low scorers) believed that it was 

“‘essential’ or ‘very important’ for their campus to enhance their self-understanding” (p. 31).   

 Toward the end of their junior year, students were more inclined to rate “integrating 

spirituality in my life” as “very important or “essential” when tied to personal goals, increasing 

from 42% to nearly 50% (p. 31).  High scorers regarding the necessity of a spiritual quest also 

increased from 24% to 33%, while the number of low scorers decreased from 31% to 20% (p. 

31).  In short, Astin’s research suggests that spirituality, as a developmental trend, is of 

increasing importance to students during their collegiate careers.  

 Other details, when addressing how college can affect a student’s search for purpose, 

were also discussed.  Based on their findings, Astin’s team concluded that “interactions with 

faculty, selected academic courses of study and curricular experiences, working, and other 

personal practices that students may partake in during college play influential roles in shaping 

student’s propensity” toward searching for individual meaning (p. 37).   



 In terms of religiosity, Astin’s team concluded that four out of five incoming first-years 

attended religious services, with 44% attending services regularly (p. 83).  This number greatly 

declined somewhat over the course of three years, as 39% of those initially reported less frequent 

attendance, while 54% reported similar trends in attendance (p. 89).   Religiosity, for the purpose 

of this study, involved understanding devotion to, as well as practice of rituals.  In contrast to 

trends regarding spiritual development, religious commitments changed “very little during 

college,” and in specific cases actually showed signs of decline with respect to prayer and 

reading of sacred texts (p. 85).  Ultimately, if one enters university with a medium level of 

commitment, Astin’s team notes that regular practice of prayer or meditation greatly influences 

whether or not one rises or lowers in terms of their religious commitment (p. 87).   

 Attendance at religious institutions did indeed show signs of affecting levels of religious 

engagement.  Least affected were students who attended Evangelical universities (74% of 

freshmen at such schools were deeply religiously engagement, 72% of juniors later surveyed 

expressed similar practices) (p. 97).  In spite of continued commitment to one’s faith or religion, 

Astin’s team noted that, based on interviews, “many students do indeed struggle over reconciling 

their experience with their evolving beliefs” (p. 101).   

Peer groups were shown to affect a student’s beliefs in two ways; first, in terms of 

contagiousness, as well as with respect to regular or required attendance at campus services (p. 

105).  Students showed less anger or frustration directed toward their struggles with faith in their 

junior year, potentially due to growing maturity and understanding (p. 103).    Intercultural 

immersion (through study abroad programs), as well as engagement with and encouragement 

from faculty also affects the degree to which students wrestle with questions of faith (p. 109). 

Implications	  



 The research conducted by Astin and his team testifies that spiritual qualities, such as the 

search for personal meaning, as well as solidification of beliefs and identity-based qualities “are 

enhanced when undergraduates are presented with opportunities to experience multiple 

perspectives and diverse peoples and cultures…service learning, interracial interaction, student 

organizations, and study abroad” (p. 137).  The development of equanimity, signifying level-

headedness, stability or personal confidence, shows signs of greatly affecting other college 

student behaviors, including “grade point average, leadership skills, sense of psychological well-

being,” as well as satisfaction with college (p. 143).  This is just one example of how continued 

efforts aimed at enhancing the inner wellbeing of student can be of great benefit to institutions 

and students themselves.  Based on these findings, Astin and his team advocate the continued 

development of opportunities, such as study abroad experiences, “service learning, philanthropic 

giving, interracial interaction, leadership training, and contemplative practices” (p. 145).  The 

benefits of spiritual development (such as critical thinking, reflective judgment, altruism and 

self-worth), are all notable traits which are desired in many of our contemporary leaders (p. 146).  

A number of recommendations have been put forward in which universities and student affairs 

professionals are being challenged to promote inward reflection and continued conversation on 

the subject of meaning and purpose.  Such initiatives include living-learning communities, 

spaces for reflection, orientation programs, retreats and guest speakers (p. 152).  

Spiritual development is within reach of many institutions of higher learning, and 

coincides greatly with many of the outcomes of contemporary universities and colleges.  

University students often “grapple with issues of authenticity, meaning and purpose,” and yet, 

institutions have come to neglect the development of the “inner life” of students (p. 139).  The 

study then demonstrates that matters of spirituality and religiosity, of meaning and personal 



definition, are important to students and to their personal wellbeing.  The implications for student 

affairs professionals and our practice involves addressing the needs of students who are in 

spiritual crisis, but also establishing ways in which we continue to foster personal growth and 

support.  Our vision of support then must be altered, if ever so slightly, to account for questions 

which seemingly become tossed aside as matters for congregations or religious organizations to 

handle. 
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