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Abstract 
 

This paper examines different pedagogical models aimed at enhancing spiritual qualities of 

university student leaders.  Spirituality, as understood by a number of researchers and scholars, is 

in essence the process of pursuing personal meaning and authenticity, and should not be limited 

to religious schools of thought or different philosophical ventures.  This piece then aims to 

establish a more well-rounded understanding of this concept, and how it can be utilized by 

institutions of higher learning in fostering the development of student leaders.    
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Introduction 

 The meaning of life is a complex issue that continues to spark rich conversation and 

contemplation among university students, yet the issue also raises a number of questions tied to 

individual practice and personal fulfillment.  Based on a seven-year study conducted at UCLA, 

Alexander Astin, Helen Astin, and Jennifer Lindholm (2010) state that matters of personal 

meaning and expression have “obvious implications for many very practical decisions that 

[students] will have to make, including their choices of courses, majors, and careers” (p. 1).  In 

examining their findings, it becomes apparent that while institutions encourage individual 

growth, universities have come to neglect what Astin et al. (2010) label as the development of 

the “inner life” of students by lacking tangible avenues through which such awareness can be 

brought to light (p. 139).  Numerous recommendations for enhancing this self-awareness and a 

sense of individual worth involve the pursuit of leadership training, service learning, as well as 

contemplative practices (Astin et al., 2010, p. 145).  The orientation then of student affairs 

professionals interested in aiding in the development of a student’s sense of self should be 

focused on greater issues surrounding purpose, meaning-making and authenticity.  Leadership, 

for the purpose of this piece, particularly in terms of a pedagogical model, will be utilized as the 

primary conduit through which such awareness and contemplation can be pursued. 

 As far as structure is concerned, spirituality (as a pursuit) must be briefly defined and 

distinguished from religiosity.  Second, issues surrounding a lack of tangible leadership models 

which promote spiritual development will be addressed in order to best understand recent trends 

in higher education.  Third, three pedagogical models (as explored by Elizabeth Tisdell and 

Arthur Chickering) will be summarized in an attempt to explore how contemporary educators 

and student affairs professionals are attempting to respond to this “lack” of spiritual 
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development.  Finally, the implications of fostering spiritual development within students will be 

addressed. 

Spirituality Defined 

Spirituality, as a concept and practice, has become shrouded in mystery with respect to 

applicability in higher education.  The term remains ever ambiguous, as spirituality has become 

commonly associated with, or in many cases claimed by faith-based practices or religious 

entities.  Commenting on this ambiguity, Arthur Chickering, Jon Dalton and Liesa Stamm (2006) 

note that the term carries “baggage from the worlds of established religions with which 

[individuals] do not identify,” primarily referencing atheists, agnostics, and secular humanists, 

which has resulted in greater debate on what exactly the term constitutes (p. 6). In essence, 

spirituality, as a human pursuit, is “associated with some of the components included as part of 

religion and is used to describe individual experiences identified with personal transcendence 

and meaning” (Chickering et al., 2006, p. 47).   Religious traditions, if audiences understand 

Chickering’s assertion, can be seen as conduits through which personal significance is realized.   

Both religion and spirituality entail a process aimed at identifying “what is held sacred and 

therefore worthy of devotion or commitment” (Chickering et. al., 2006, p. 47). Spirituality then, 

if seen as the process of solidifying meaning, can be seen as “a central and essential function of 

religion,” but is not necessarily exclusive to religious traditions (Chickering et al., 2006, p. 47).   

Elizabeth Tisdell (2003) offers her own perspective on the matter by stating that 

spirituality is “more about how people make meaning through experience with wholeness, a 

perceived higher power, or higher purpose” (p. 47).  Tisdell’s definition establishes spirituality as 

an invested process on the part of the individual, as it involves active seeking of meaning.  

Tisdell (2003) also adds that spiritual development leads to, based on her work with students, the 
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“courage to take new action,” signifying a sense of empowerment as well as self-confidence (p. 

47).  Alexander Astin (2004) adds to this understanding by asserting that spirituality involves 

“consciousness – what we experience privately in our own subjective awareness” (p. 34).  

Spirituality then also accounts for “the values that we hold most dear,” as well as “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 each other and 

the world” (Astin, 2004, p. 34).   

A Lack of Pedagogy 

Astin (2004) and other researchers suggest that pedagogical models promoting spiritual 

development among student leaders are seemingly absent, as higher education institutions have 

moved away from addressing the spiritual interior of students in favor of what can be labeled a 

“material exterior” (p. 36).  Astin (2004) writes, “while we invest a good deal of our pedagogical 

efforts in developing the student’s cognitive technical, and job skills, we pay little if any 

attention to the development of ‘affective skills’ such as empathy, cooperation, leadership, 

interpersonal understanding and self-understanding” (p. 36).  Competitiveness, Astin claims, is 

now at the core of many American educational endeavors.  The emphasis on the development of 

leaders commands the necessity of material possessions and social status, rather than the need for 

self-understanding or compassion.  Commenting on the state of American higher education, 

Astin (2004) describes the way in which values of institutions, as well as one’s understanding of 

the human condition, is judged “in terms of things,” particularly possessions (cars, professional 

attire, business cards) as well as monetary worth (p. 37).   

Chickering et. al. (2006) explore in greater detail the disjuncture experienced within 

higher education between practices and missions aimed at promoting spiritual development.   
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While universities promote the pursuit of personal passions “to create educational experiences 

and environments that will provide others with the inspiration, inner awakening, and 

transformation that brought them to into the academy,” few (if any) programs exist to promote 

such empowerment (p. 246).  The promotion of spiritually-influenced leadership has gone “under 

the radar,” Chickering et. al. note, as the process of solidifying such development is highly 

“individual, focused in one or two courses or co-curricular programs for students,” and is 

generally neglected by institutions as a whole.   The reasoning for this is grounded in an adoption 

of a more business-centered model of leadership - a model rooted in “formal administrative roles 

that have defined responsibilities, areas of decision making, and mechanisms for exerting power 

[italics added for emphasis]” (p. 246).  Spirituality, it appears, has no place in the formal 

structure of education, as it remains a rather abstract an intangible concept with which to work.   

Another barrier to the implementation of spiritually-charged programming or training 

involves how to appropriately categorize such efforts.  Many of the aims of spiritual 

development are left to religious or private institutions, resulting in a lack of spiritual awareness 

on public campuses (despite the obvious draws of secular, unaffiliated or non-dogmatic 

institutions) (Astin et al, 2010, p. 6).  Other work conducted by current faculty and student affairs 

professionals on the subject of spiritual development has cast into the category of 

“transformative education,” which often includes other ventures not necessarily tied to spiritual 

development (Tisdell, 2003, p. 183).   Some perspectives suggest that transformation refers to 

psychological development, while other focus on social interaction (Tisdell, 2003, p. 183).  

Tisdell though advocates that educators engage with student’s hearts (passion-oriented and 

values-centered) and minds (intellectually-grounded) (p. 184).  A number of the models explored 
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in the next section will address ways in which professionals and faculty can engage with students 

in promoting leadership, as well as enhancing self-understanding. 

Current Pedagogical Models 

 In spite of an apparent lack of pedagogical efforts to enhance leadership and spirituality, 

Chickering et al. (2006) advocate that the aim of student affairs professionals should be to “use 

knowledge as a source of inspiration for ourselves and others and to improve the world in which 

we live” (p. 247).  Such knowledge can be understood to mean knowledge of oneself or 

knowledge of others.  Two pedagogical models that will be examined then address this piece by 

promoting said knowledge through civil discourse and reflection.   

In order to accomplish the process of pursuing authenticity in higher education, Tisdell 

provides the framework for a “spiritually grounded and culturally relevant and culturally 

grounded pedagogy” (p. 213).  Culture, if being understood as the culmination of beliefs, values 

and practices of particular groups, is of great significance to this model in exploring the spiritual 

dimensions of individual students.  The model incorporates seven different principles, including 

(to summarize):  

1. An emphasis on spiritual as well as cultural authenticity. 

2. An environment that allows for the exploration of cognitive qualities, affective and 

relational qualities, and symbolic expression. 

3. Readings that reflect cultures of participants. 

4. Exploration of individual and communal dimensions of identity. 

5. Collaborative work that brings about multiple approaches to learning and promotion 

of strategies for change. 

6. Celebration of learning. 
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7. Recognition of the limitations of the higher education classroom, and that 

transformation is process-oriented (Tisdell, 2003, p. 212-213). 

The fifth principle, which emphasizes “Collaborative work that envisions and presents 

manifestations of multiple dimensions of learning and strategies for change,” is where 

leadership, as a practice, might be promoted and developed (Tisdell, 2003, p. 213).   The act of 

empowering individuals and contemplating specific acts of “social transformation” would be of 

great benefit to student leaders seeking deeper understanding of their own beliefs as well as the 

values and practices of others. 

Another model currently utilized by institutions involves the notion of “Teacher 

Formation.”  Based on the work of Quaker educator Parker Palmer, Teacher Formation seeks to 

“discover how we and our institutions can create conditions that sustain, deepen, and nurture the 

self on whom good teaching depends,” inviting students, leaders and faculty to participate in a 

journey to explore “the teacher within” (p. 202).  This particular model, which emphasizes 

recognition of the value of one’s experiences, gifts, and inner dependency, is commonly 

promoted in an ongoing retreat-oriented setting over the course of one-to-two years (p. 203). 

The aims of this particular model include (to again summarize): 

1. Nurturing identity and integrity. 

2. Honoring individual as well as group-based gifts. 

3. Resisting others’ pressures and projections. 

4. Acknowledging lifelong learning. 

5. Recognizing that individuals teach who they are. 

6. Creating safe spaces and relationships where individuals can rediscover passions and 

purpose (Chickering et al., 2006, p. 203). 
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The Teacher Formation approach has recently been altered to promote faculty 

development, and is currently used by the Dallas County Community College District. Focusing 

on teachers and mentors as leaders, DCCCD began organizing a series of retreats to train 

facilitators on the topic of “shifting institution culture” by altering “perceptions of who they were 

as teachers and vision of what ‘the teacher’ could mean in the DCCCD” (p. 208).   Much of this 

adaptation of Palmer’s model incorporates elements of transformative learning as found in the 

work of Paulo Freire (2005), in which students are taught, through a particular pedagogical 

model, that they possess valuable experience and can in turn use said experience to educate 

others (p. 32).    

Much of Palmer’s work through Teacher Formation addresses the need to empower 

others through recognition of personal strengths, as well as a rejuvenated sense of individual and 

group purpose.  Questions utilized during these retreats involved community development, 

individuals affecting institutional change, as well as one’s purpose for pursuing the work that 

they do.  Facilitators at these retreats were trained on how to appropriately lead formation-

centered activities for other campus groups and organizations, again focusing on the 

development and support of the individual.  It’s safe to say that a similar retreat format can also 

be adapted to accommodate student leaders and the questions that they face as both young 

individuals and as aspiring leaders in their respective campus communities. The process-oriented 

approach in which individuals gather together over the course of a year or two is also highly 

beneficial, as it provides space in which students may be able to retire (briefly) from their regular 

routine and find intentional space in which they are able to reflect openly with others about their 

experiences. 
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A number of other models that utilize in-class methods for promoting spiritual 

development are also discussed in Encouraging Authenticity and Spirituality in Higher 

Education, including the work of educator Patrick Morton at Wellsley College.  In terms of 

course curriculum, Morton feels that “many problems students have with math flow from the 

absence of connections to their own ‘inner life’ or ‘wholeness”’ (Chickering et al, 2006, p. 118).  

Morton then has crafted six key learner oriented pedagogical strategies throughout his 

mathematics courses, which include choosing topics that students really want to learn about, 

addressing a problem that is “sufficiently large and difficult so as to challenge [their 

imagination,” providing readings that supply contextual information, allowing time to be 

“playful and to explore,” meeting regularly to address questions and discuss problems, and 

finally to “continually plant seeds related to the overall problem” (Chickering et al., 2006, p. 

119).  Though Morton’s efforts do not address leadership, much of this model could be used as a 

foundation for promoting leadership development in other course settings.  By laying out 

problems and granting students the opportunity to work together in efforts to enact change, 

leadership, as well as greater self-understanding, could be realistic outcomes for such efforts. 

The greatest implication stemming from these examples involves the creation of space in 

which individuals are able to reflect and ask questions as they pertain to their values, interests 

and overall sense of purpose.  Though such pedagogical models are somewhat rare, it’s evident 

that a number of educators (particularly Astin and Chickering) are advocating institutional 

reform, in which universities and colleges intentionally craft experiences which foster the inner 

growth within students. 

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

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

however, universities have yet to establish a more common practice or teaching approach for 

addressing the spiritual concerns of students.  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 in favor of career preparation or other ventures that do not 

appropriately address questions of individual significance (Astin et al, 2010, p. 139).  The work 

done by Astin and his team at UCLA demonstrates that matters of spirituality and religiosity, of 

meaning and personal definition, are important to students and to their personal wellbeing; 

therefore, institutions should assume a greater role in developing such wellbeing.   

The pedagogical models referenced in this piece can be utilized in such a way to provide 

space (both in a traditional classroom setting as well as outside of the classroom) to enhance 

student and student leader experiences, thereby promoting a greater sense of self-worth and 

perhaps vocational calling.  Other values can also be enhanced through these efforts.  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 (Astin 

et al., 2010, p. 143).  This is just one example of how continued efforts aimed at enhancing the 

inner wellbeing of students and student leaders can be of great benefit to institutions and students 

themselves.  The benefits of spiritual development (such as critical thinking, reflective judgment, 

altruism and self-worth), are all notable traits which are actually desired in many of our 

contemporary leaders, and should be fostered through coursework as well as leadership training 

opportunities (p. 146).   



SPIRITUALITY & LEADERSHIP 12 
	  

Leadership, because of its ability to promote greater self-awareness with respect to 

communicative practices, collaborative approaches, ethical practices and personal values, can be 

utilized as a conduit through which spirituality is enforced.  Because of the transformative 

quality of leadership training efforts, it seems only natural to address issues of spirituality and 

personal meaning within settings that address matters of leadership style.  The implications then 

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 meaning-making endeavors.  Leadership, again, can be the route by which we 

accomplish this task.  Though many programs have yet to manifest themselves, it’s evident by 

the amount of research that has emerged throughout the past decade that spirituality is an 

increasing area of concern for students.  Our vision of support then must be altered, if ever so 

slightly, to account for questions which seemingly become set aside as matters for religious 

organizations to handle.   
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