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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

The spiritual life of college students has largely been overlooked by many American 

colleges and universities. However, a surge of interest in college student spirituality has emerged 

in recent years. This interest has led to research that has attempted to define and identify aspects 

of spirituality, as well as determine the importance of spirituality to other areas of student 

development. Minimal research, however, has attempted to connect student spiritual 

development to collegiate experiences and influences in the campus environment.  

This study attempted to reduce this gap in the professional literature by examining how 

traditional-aged college student involvement in community service and experiences with diverse 

peers impacts their spiritual quest, a concept which focuses especially on students’ search for 

meaning, purpose and understanding in their lives. Through a quantitative, longitudinal, national 

panel study, college students were surveyed in summer, 2004 and spring, 2007. The survey 

included items that asked students about their spiritual and religious beliefs and practices, and 

related experiences, goals, attitudes, and opinions. Utilizing one public research institution’s data 

from this national study, factor and path analyses were employed to determine if significant 

relationships existed between race, gender, pre-college spiritual quest, community service 

involvement, diversity-related experiences (defined broadly to include interactions across 

race/ethnicity, religion, politics, and other differences), and collegiate spiritual quest.  

Results indicated significant direct effects from pre-college spiritual quest and diversity-

related experiences on collegiate spiritual quest, but not for community service involvement. A 

strong indirect effect for community service involvement emerged however, through diversity-

related experiences. Neither race nor gender exhibited significant direct or indirect effects on 

collegiate spiritual quest. Total effects on collegiate spiritual quest were significant for pre-

college spiritual quest, community service involvement, and diversity-related experiences. The 

strongest direct influence among all variables existed from community service involvement 

towards diversity-related experience, but greatest total influence occurred from pre-college 

spiritual quest to collegiate spiritual quest. 



 xiii

Limitations of the study include a convenience sample of small size, gender imbalance, 

and single institution for all participants. A lengthy, self-report survey and history effect from the 

tragic shooting in April, 2007 at Virginia Tech also may have impacted this study. 

Implications of the findings are considered finally. For developmental theory, the results 

suggest that spiritual quest grows and evolves during college within students’ broader 

spirituality, and that identity development is closely tied to the development of spiritual quest. 

Further research is proposed with an emphasis on in-depth qualitative study to follow up on this 

study’s findings, as well as replication of the study at different types of institutions to examine 

more thoroughly the influences found here. Outcomes regarding educational policies and 

developmental practices are outlined, including the addition of spiritual quest development as an 

explicit and anticipated outcome in institutions’ promotion to students of community service and 

diversity experiences. Means by which institutions can foster spiritual quest in service-learning 

and volunteer initiatives are offered, along with ideas for the enhancement of diversity-related 

programming to highlight the development of spiritual quest.
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

Much of American higher education has neglected the inner, spiritual life of traditional-

aged college students throughout the past century (Astin, 2004; Rogers & Dantley, 2001). 

Although many religiously-affiliated institutions have established some programs aimed at 

students’ spiritual growth and development, their counterparts in the public and non-sectarian 

private institutions have typically not incorporated practices that intentionally and explicitly 

foster undergraduates’ spirituality and related activities of their internal lives (Bryant, Choi, & 

Yasuna, 2003; Dalton, Eberhardt, Bracken, & Echols, 2006; Smith, 1990). In addition, despite 

the acknowledgement by many in higher education that spirituality represents an important 

concern for college students, research has generally avoided or overlooked this vital feature of 

their development (Lee, 2002a). 

Spirituality represents a complex, multidimensional construct that refers to individuals’ 

broad search for purpose and meaning, as well as their transcendent connection to other people, 

humanity, fundamental truths, or divine beings (Chickering, Dalton & Stamm, 2006). It 

encompasses a person’s deep, inner processes of thinking and feeling, and their concern for the 

sacred in life. As defined in this study and elsewhere in the literature (Dalton et al., 2006; Hill, 

Pargament, Hood, McCullough, Swyers, Larson et al., 2000; Love, 2001; 2002), spirituality 

differs in meaningful ways from religion, which is usually grounded in a faith tradition that 

embodies specific rituals and ceremonies, particular beliefs and values, and defined behaviors.  

Within the broad construct of spirituality, spiritual quest is a distinct and separate 

concept. It consists primarily of individuals’ intellectual processes oriented towards seeking 

purpose in life and resolution to some of life’s “big questions” (Dalton et al., 2006; Parks, 2000) 

that are framed in the context of one’s subjective experience of reality (Chickering et al., 2006; 

Parks, 2000). This construct has received further definition and validation through the 

Spirituality in Higher Education research project, a nationwide survey of college students 

undertaken by scholars at the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA ([HERI], 2003, 

2004). Through factor analysis of their considerable data, they identified an important 

component of student spirituality that they labeled Spiritual Quest, which included numerous 
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items related to students’ desire to find meaning and purpose, seek understanding of life’s 

mysteries, attain wisdom, and develop a meaningful philosophy of life. 

Prior to the mid-1990s, education-related literature and professional presentations 

considering college students’ spiritual development and similar concepts were limited. Instead, 

higher education practice and research had commonly focused on somewhat related constructs 

and behaviors, such as ethics, character, and moral development (Rogers & Dantley, 2001). 

While these topics were important and continue to merit much attention, they do not address the 

breadth and depth of internal and observable phenomena that comprise student spirituality nor 

the specific construct of spiritual quest.  

Over the past dozen years however, a surge of interest in student spiritual life has 

emerged within higher education, and within student affairs in particular, which has recognized 

its importance for student development. Various books have been published covering this topic 

(Cherry, DeBerg, & Porterfield, 2001; Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2006; Nash & Murray, 

2010; Parks, 2000), along with several monographs and special journal issues (Jablonski, 2001) 

and numerous individual articles (Astin, 2004; Love & Talbot, 1999; Mayhew, 2004), 

manifesting the rapidly increasing attention of higher education scholars and administrators 

towards this area of student experience. This surge parallels a growing interest in spirituality and 

related concepts in other fields of study concerned with human behavior as well, including 

psychology (Hill et al., 2002) and health (see Zinnbauer & Pargament, 2005). 

Purpose of the Study 

This research built on the growing scholarly and practitioner interest in college student 

spirituality, with the primary purpose of exploring the influences that community service and 

encounters with diversity have upon students’ spirituality. More specifically, this study examined 

the impact of collegiate involvement in community service and diversity-related experiences on 

the level of spiritual quest of traditional-aged undergraduates. The investigation built upon 

research (Astin & Sax, 1998; Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, & Gurin, 2002) which has found that these 

types of collegiate experiences strongly influence college student development along many other 

dimensions. It also explored whether gender and racial characteristics influence the relationships 

among these important factors. 

Research into this topic has importance because many undergraduates have reported that 

spirituality represents a significant concern to them during their collegiate years.. In a recent 
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survey conducted at Harvard University, 25% of the 1,200 students polled by the researchers 

indicated that they had become more spiritual in college (Institute of Politics, 2006). Among the 

early findings of the Spirituality in Higher Education project (HERI, 2004), researchers noted 

that 80% of their new undergraduate respondents reported they had either some or a great 

interest in spirituality, and 47% considered it very important or essential that they find 

opportunities to develop spiritually. More than 67% of their participants stated that they found it 

important or essential that their institution facilitate their self-understanding and development of 

their personal values, while 48% expected their institution to support their expression of 

spirituality.  

Astin (2004) wrote about the context of students’ growing interest in spirituality and the 

benefits of examining and fostering spirituality through liberal education. Noting initially that 

many philosophies studied in higher education charge individuals to “know thyself” (p. 34), 

Astin pointed to the irony that most of today’s colleges and universities do not encourage such 

reflective behavior by students. He argued that a severe imbalance has developed between higher 

education’s concern with external and observable factors, such as scientific achievements and 

technology, versus attention towards students’ inner lives, indicating that students’ desire and 

expectation for institutional support for their spirituality may grow from this imbalance. Astin 

concluded by asserting that the relatively recent attention to spirituality among students reflected 

a growing need to help students in their search for meaning and purpose in life. 

The contemporary surge of student interest in spirituality likely springs from a number of 

other important factors, as well. One student’s (Geng, 2004) insightful senior thesis described the 

influence of the vast amount of information regarding religious beliefs and spiritual practices 

available to young people today. Students tend not to experience the dominance of one particular 

religious worldview in their environment as they once did according to Geng, but instead are 

exposed to diverse beliefs and experiences. Lacking one defined answer may lead them to 

question and continue to search for resolution to their spiritual concerns.  

Students’ greater attention to spiritual issues may also grow from various personal and 

societal challenges that have impacted them. For example, religious strife, economic 

uncertainties, political tensions, and climate concerns have greatly increased in American society 

and globally over the past decade. In addition, students have witnessed an increase in school 

shootings, terrorist attacks, and other frightening circumstances. Altogether these factors may 
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have led students to both question the broader purpose and meaning of life, as well as seek 

comfort in spiritual practices. Echoing what Levine and Cureton (1998) asserted in their popular 

book, When Hope and Fear Collide, modern undergraduates enter college both excited and 

anxious about their future, and spirituality appears to represent a means of exploring and 

expressing this internal conflict for many college students. 

Connor (2007a, b) also recently discussed liberal education and the need to address 

students’ deep questions. Through his work as former president of the Teagle Foundation, which 

seeks to promote student engagement in liberal arts learning, Connor discovered that many 

college students “are ‘hungry’ and ‘thirsty’ for opportunities to think … in informed and 

systematic ways” (2007a, p. B8) about “Big Questions” (2007b, p. 6). In his view, students’ 

essential questions encompass their own lives, such as what brings purpose to their life, as well 

as broader philosophical issues, like what defines good and evil in a just society. Connor noted 

that liberal education has traditionally sought to foster the “examined life worth living” by 

teaching students about these types of questions that great thinkers have posed and encouraging 

them to think about these issues for themselves as well. He argued that today’s colleges and 

universities need to reinvigorate themselves towards the objective of aiding students in their 

profound questioning. The current study attempts to respond to this call by examining potentially 

important, triggering influences upon students’ spiritually questioning behavior. 

The connection of spirituality to students’ establishment of personal identity and overall 

development represents another important reason for research in this area. Erikson (1950), 

Chickering and Reisser (1993), and Baxter-Magolda (2001) described the stages of late 

adolescence and early adulthood as crucial periods for individuals to experiment with and 

establish the foundation of a self-authored and independent identity. As traditional-aged 

undergraduates progress through their identity and other areas of development, they re-examine 

their values, search for direction and purpose in life, and consider further profound questions 

related to deeply personal aspects of self (Dalton et al., 2006). These identity issues are 

fundamental features of students’ spiritual quest, making their quest an integral component of 

their broader identity formation and personal development (Hill et al., 2000), and making 

research on student spirituality vital to more fully understanding their identity development.  

Student spirituality has been linked to numerous other beneficial student behaviors that 

higher education generally seeks to promote as well. In nationwide research based on the 
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National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE), Kuh & Gonyea (2006) found that senior 

undergraduates who indicated a deeper level of religious and spiritual behaviors also participated 

more often during college in deep learning activities, such as integrating ideas from various 

classes for assignments or discussing course concepts outside of class with faculty or peers. 

These authors also discovered that students who engaged in various spiritually-enhancing 

activities, such as prayer and meditation, exercised more often, attended more cultural events, 

and partied less often than the average student. Other research has discovered similar positive 

connections between student spirituality and physical, mental, and emotional health (Constatine, 

Wilton, Gainor, & Lewis, 2002; Hammermeister & Peterson, 2001; see also Zinnbauer & 

Pargament, 2005). While these positive associations are typically correlational and do not 

manifest causal links, the relationships suggest that examining factors which influence and may 

promote student spiritual quest may also encourage benefits in other critical areas. 

Shifting to the specific institutional context for this study, this investigation is aiding 

university officials in determining how they can most effectively clarify and access the spiritual 

needs of their students. As a participant in HERI’s Spirituality in Higher Education project, the 

institution whose students participated in this research has already discovered that its students 

reported needs and expectations comparable to the national sample of undergraduates discussed 

above. For example, 50% of the institution’s incoming undergraduates in Fall, 2004 considered it 

very important or essential that they find ways to grow spiritually, and over 70% stated they 

found it important or essential that the institution encourage their self-understanding and 

development of their values. Based on this data, senior administrators at the institution have 

established a working group of professionals to examine its students’ spiritual needs more 

thoroughly. They are also trying to determine what educational and developmental experiences 

can foster their development in this critical area. Analyses from this study are assisting this 

working group by supplying them with essential information regarding the development of their 

students’ spiritual quest.   

Research Questions 

 The following research questions emerged as most important to this study, with the letters 

in parentheses connecting to corresponding specific paths indicated in the proposed research 

model, displayed graphically below in Figure 1.1. 
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Primary Questions 

- What effect does involvement in community service during college have on college student 

 spiritual quest? (A) 

- What effects do diversity-related experiences in college have on college student spiritual  

quest? (B) 

- What effects do students’ pre-college levels of spiritual quest have on their levels of spiritual  

 quest later in college? (C) 

Secondary Questions 

- Do students’ pre-college levels of spiritual quest influence their degree of involvement in  

 community service activities while in college? (F) 

- Do students’ pre-college levels of spiritual quest influence their degree of experiences with 

diverse peers and ideas while in college? (G) 

- Does race influence students’ spiritual quest during college? (D, mediated by H, I, J) 

- Does race influence students’ pre-college spiritual quest, community service participation,  

 and diversity-related experiences? (H, I, J respectively) 

- Does gender influence students’ spiritual quest during college? (E, mediated by K, L, M) 

- Does gender influence students’ pre-college spiritual quest, community service  

 participation, and diversity-related experiences? (K, L, M respectively) 

Research Hypotheses 

 Connected to these questions are the following hypotheses: 

Primary Hypotheses 

- Engagement in community service during college will result in a greater level of spiritual quest. 

- Exposure to new ideas, information and experiences through interactions with diversity will  

result in a greater level of students’ spiritual quest. 

-Students’ pre-college levels of spiritual quest will tend to be predictive of their level of spiritual  

quest later in college. 

Secondary Hypotheses 

- Students with higher levels of pre-college spiritual quest will tend to be significantly more  

 engaged in community service. 

- Students with higher levels of pre-college spiritual quest will tend to be exposed more  

substantially to diverse peers and ideas during college.  
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- Race will have a significant effect on students’ spiritual quest during college, as well as their  

pre-college spiritual quest, community service participation, and experiences with 

diversity while in college. 

- Gender will have a significant effect on students’ spiritual quest during college, as well as their  

pre-college spiritual quest, community service participation, and experiences with 

diversity while in college. 

Research Model 

This study investigated the influence of collegiate community service involvement and 

diversity-related experiences on college student spiritual quest. It also examined whether gender 

and racial differences affected these variables and their relationships (see Figure 1.1: Proposed 

Research Model of Influences on Collegiate Spiritual Quest). Although grounded in prior 

research and logical relationships, this model represented an exploratory investigation of the 

relationships among these variables because prior work has often provided mixed or limited 

findings regarding their connections, as reviewed and discussed below in Chapter 2.  

A research model of how these variables impact collegiate spiritual quest relied on a 

foundational, theoretical framework in Astin’s Input-Environment-Outcome framework, 

commonly known as the I-E-O model (Astin, 1993b). Through this broad model, Astin described 

the causal relationships among input variables like pre-college student qualities, environmental 

variables that occur in campus settings, and educational outcomes that develop among college 

students. In the model, students’ pre-college characteristics of race and gender provide important 

personal contexts within which students develop spiritually. These demographic variables impact 

students’ level of collegiate spiritual quest directly, and indirectly through influences upon their 

pre-college level of spiritual quest, community service participation, and encounters with diverse 

peers and ideas. For example, the racial composition of the student population at most higher 

education institutions tends to compel minority students into more interactions with peers who 

differ from them racially. Similarly, women have tended to express more interest in spirituality, 

which may lead to stronger connections to service and openness to diversity, which may then in 

turn lead to more substantial quest behaviors later in college. 

Pre-college levels of spiritual quest also serve as an important input variable in 

determining students’ level of spiritual quest several years later in their collegiate experience in 

the research model. Pre-college levels may also indirectly shape collegiate quest levels by 
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influencing students’ participation in service and encounters with diversity while in college. For 

example, students who enter college already high in their quest orientation may be more likely to 

seek out opportunities to serve others or to initiate conversations with individuals different from 

themselves.  

The environmental influences which framed this study were community service 

involvement and diversity-related experiences. As the proposed model depicts, participation in 

volunteer work and experiences with diverse peers and diverse ideas during college are believed 

to represent substantial environmental effects on students’ level of collegiate spiritual quest. 

Returning to the broader I-E-O framework, these environmental factors are thought to influence 

and mediate students’ pre-college variables, together leading to the educational outcome of the 

level of students’ spiritual quest later in their collegiate experience. 

Definition of Variables 

 A number of constructs or variables are involved in the current investigation, which are 

understood according to the se brief definitions: 

 Pre-College Spiritual Quest: This variable represents individuals’ engagement in 

intellectual activities directed at seeking purpose and meaning in life and asking deep and 

profound questions about life, just prior to their enrollment as undergraduates. Within this study, 

Pre-College Spiritual Quest is operationally defined by a factor of multiple survey items, 

including questions about individuals’ desire to find meaning and purpose, seek understanding of 

life’s mysteries, attain wisdom, and develop a meaningful philosophy of life. 

 Collegiate Spiritual Quest: This variable is identical in definition to Pre-College Spiritual 

Quest, but covers students’ engagement in spiritual quest several years into their undergraduate 

experience. The same questions which came from a survey administration three years after the 

initial survey comprised the factor that defined Collegiate Spiritual Quest. 

 Community Service Involvement: This construct encompasses the degree of time and 

energy that students invested in activities related to serving the needs of others in community. As 

another variable defined in the study by a factor of related questions, it contained specific items 

which related to the amount of time that students spent engaged in volunteer work as well as how 

often they participated in different types of service, such as food and clothing drives and 

donating money to charity. 
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 Diversity-Related Experiences: This variable involved individuals’ interaction with 

diverse people and activities which exposed them to new perspectives and ideas which differed 

from their own views. Areas of difference within Diversity-Related Experiences included race 

and ethnicity, but expanded to include political and religious differences, as well. The various 

items which combined to create this final factor included questions about discussing religion and 

spirituality with friends, faculty, and college staff members, encountering new ideas in religious 

studies classes, and socializing with people from different racial and ethnic backgrounds. 

 Race: The racial and ethnic background under which individuals categorized themselves 

defined this variable, with individuals falling either within a White/Caucasian or Minority/Multi-

racial classification. 

 Gender: This variable was simply defined as either male or female for all participants. 

Assumptions and Limitations  

 The current study emerged from the personal and professional interests of the author 

regarding students’ spiritual development. Coming from a background of religious faith and 

having experienced spiritual quest personally during his collegiate experience, the author has 

maintained an interest in this area throughout his professional work in Student Affairs. Rooted in 

this context, this study grew from an assumption that individuals’ spiritual quest is a natural and 

innate process which individuals engage in to varying degrees, based on their level of desire to 

establish a sense of meaning and purpose for their lives and seek answers to profound questions 

they encounter. This search process is assumed to be beneficial to individuals ultimately, even as 

challenges in finding purpose in life or understanding difficult questions occur which may lead to 

moments of religious doubt or spiritual crises. In addition, assumptions were made regarding the 

likely positive impact on students’ spiritual quest from their participation in community service 

and from their interaction with individuals who differed from themselves in various ways. 

 Limitations on the findings in the current study and their generalizaiblity encompass 

several areas. First, a convenience sample of volunteer participants, small in number and 

exhibiting gender imbalance among them, restricted the applicability of the study’s findings 

beyond its participants. Possible survey fatigue, in addition to potentially heightened levels of 

interest in religion and spirituality among individuals who completed the study’s surveys, may 

have further impacted the results of the study. Finally, potential maturation effects due to the 

passage of time during this longitudinal study and unique events which occurred during the 
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investigation period may have also diminished the confidence which can be placed in the 

findings and conclusions. 

Summary 

Grounded in the findings from recent national surveys that large majorities of 

undergraduates have a substantial interest in developing spiritually while in college, the current 

study sought to respond to this desire by examining how community service involvement and 

diversity-related experiences influenced students’ spiritual quest. A number of assumptions 

established a foundation for this study, including the belief that spiritual quest is an innate 

process which benefits individuals and can be impacted by numerous influences. As displayed in 

a proposed research model, several primary research questions developed in this study centered 

on the influences on spiritual quest, along with various secondary questions about the 

relationships among all the variables, which are further explored in a literature review in Chapter 

2. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
 

Spirituality 

 A substantial portion of the recent literature on spirituality and spiritual development, 

found within the disciplines of psychology, religion, counseling, higher education, and other 

fields, has been devoted to defining this complex phenomenon and its various features more 

clearly. Scholars have generally sought to explore the internal realm of thoughts, feelings, 

behaviors, ideals, perceptions, and other specific subjective features which comprise spirituality, 

sometimes by attempting to understand how it differs from and overlaps with common notions of 

religion and religious behavior. 

Within the field of psychology, theorists have commonly adopted an extensive, 

multidimensional approach to examining spirituality. Greenwald and Harder (2003) attempted to 

understand spirituality by having a large, diverse sample of people rate over 100 words which 

they deemed were related to this construct, and then factor analyzing their responses. They found 

four distinct factors of terms associated with spirituality, which they gave the following labels 

(with some associated words italicized in parentheses following each one): Loving Connection to 

Others (loving, hopeful), Self-effacing Altruism (ethical, charitable), Blissful Transcendence 

(reverent, full of awe), and Religiosity/Sacredness (holy, sacred). Unfortunately, their brief 

report did not provide fuller disclosure and examination of the diverse words and concepts which 

comprised each factor.  

 Piedmont (1999) provided a similar multidimensional, psychological perspective on 

spirituality through research into personality. Stressing the need for a conceptually clear and 

functional understanding of spirituality, he investigated how the phenomenon related to the 

dominant and comprehensive Five Factor Model (FFM) of personality. The FFM holds that 

individuals maintain relatively stable behaviors and tendencies along several primary 

components of their personality, involving their levels of Extraversion, Neuroticism, Openness, 

Agreeableness and Conscientiousness. Through a series of complex factor analyses, Piedmont 

exhibited that a factor he labeled Spiritual Transcendence showed solid potential for describing 

and predicting behavior beyond the ability of the current FFM, possibly making it an important 



 13

sixth dimension to be considered in future personality research. Within the Spiritual 

Transcendence component, he also asserted that three principal sub-factors existed, which he 

described as Connectedness, a sense of belonging to a larger humanity; Universality, a belief in 

an underlying union of all life; and Prayer Fulfillment, deep, rewarding emotions arising from 

connection with a transcendent being or ideal.  

 Hill et al. (2000) and Zinnbauer and Pargament (2005) have attempted to develop 

psychological definitions of spirituality by exploring its distinctions and intersections with 

religion and religious behavior. In reviewing much previous literature, both Hill et al. and 

Zinnbauer and Pargament noted that the understanding of spirituality and religion has changed 

over time, from a relatively similar view to a contemporary perspective that emphases some 

separation between these complex, multidimensional constructs. They found that spirituality has 

been described by researchers most recently in terms of individuals’ subjective experiences; 

transcendence of self; finding meaning, purpose and wholeness; connectedness to other 

individuals and divine beings or powers; beliefs about ultimate truths and reality; and an overall 

personal quest or seeking orientation toward these aspects of spirituality. In discussing religion, 

they explained it has generally become viewed as encompassing individuals within traditional, 

organized communities of faith which express commitments to particular transcendent beings 

through prescribed sets of beliefs or doctrine, common practices and rituals, and expectations for 

adherents.  

 Finding much complexity and difference within the previous research definitions of 

spirituality and religion, Hill et al. (2000) and Zinnbauer and Pargament (2005) sought to provide 

a more concise understanding that would describe the fundamental features of spirituality and 

religion and identify their areas of overlap and difference. Through their analyses, these scholars 

asserted that the essence of both spirituality and religion involves “the subjective feelings, 

thoughts, and behaviors that arise from a search for the sacred” (Hill et al., p. 68). Their 

explanation indicated that “sacred” encompasses divine beings or ultimate realities and truths as 

understood by an individual, and “search” emphasizes efforts to discover, express oneself, and 

connect with whatever is seen as sacred. They asserted that religion becomes distinct from 

spirituality in various ways, including by placing spirituality within a specific group context that 

generally fosters, directs and validates individuals’ spiritual experiences.  
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Of particular importance in the definition of spirituality for Hill et al. (2000) is the focus 

on the sacred, as they argued this provides the essential difference between spiritually-related 

behaviors and actions that simply bring meaning to individuals’ lives in and of themselves. In 

their view, spiritual behaviors must be connected meaningfully to a sense of the sacred, either 

seeking connection with it or being influenced by it. With this perspective, they differentiate 

someone’s passion for cooking or for participation in athletics, for example, which may provide 

meaning to life but would not typically connect someone to the sacred, from behaviors motivated 

by spirituality, such as serving individuals in need or meditating upon truths which someone is 

becoming aware of and exploring further.  

Shifting to a perspective offered by religious studies, LaPierre (1994) also articulated a 

multifaceted perception of spirituality. Based on his experiences observing the various 

components within individuals’ spiritual activity, he specified six separate elements of 

experience and behavior, which he distinguished as: 1) seeking to find life’s meaning or purpose, 

2) connecting or interacting with transcendence, 3) feeling connected to a community of others, 

4) seeking fundamental and essential truths, 5) sensing awe or reverence at creation, and 6) 

developing further through spiritual experiences. 

 With this study’s focus on college student spirituality, developmental theorists who have 

considered the general construct of spirituality within the context of traditional-aged students 

held the most relevance. Parks (2000) defined the common religious term “faith” rather broadly, 

describing it as a spiritual activity involving the meaning-making thoughts and behaviors which 

individuals exhibit. Regarding college students and young adults specifically, she portrayed their 

spirituality as searching for understanding in an attempt to make sense of their life experience 

and develop meaning for themselves. Chickering et al. (2006) extended this definition as they 

discussed numerous complex issues and challenges in defining spirituality, particularly in 

contrasting it with religious connotations. While they did not develop a straightforward 

definition of spirituality as it relates to college students, they generally conceived of it as 

students’ inward search for meaning, purpose, depth, identity and wholeness, in which they 

develop their beliefs and values, and often try to connect to something beyond themselves, 

whether that represents a transcendent being or personal cause.  

Scholars at HERI (2003) extended these definitions of spirituality through their recent 

research efforts in the Spirituality in Higher Education project. Based on their development of 
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the College Student Beliefs and Values Survey (CSBV) and its use in a national survey of over 

100,000 incoming first-year students from diverse institutions (HERI, 2003; 2004), these 

researchers found numerous factors that described and categorized student spiritual and religious 

behavior. They labeled one of these factors Spirituality, which they generally identified as 

students “believing in the sacredness of life, seeking out opportunities to grow spiritually, and 

believing that we are all spiritual beings” (p. 8).  

Based on these prior definitions and research, in this study spirituality was conceived as a 

complex, multidimensional aspect of individuals’ identity, which describes and guides both 

internal and observed aspects of their behavior. Spirituality develops through an individual’s 

subjective experience of reality. Based on personal experience, individuals may exhibit strong 

tendencies toward particular areas of spirituality, or may express themselves within each of its 

various features. Its principal dimension and developmental process includes a continual quest 

for meaning, purpose, and understanding of life experience, which defines the primary construct 

of interest in this study of spiritual quest, as detailed below. Spirituality also involves a 

deepening sense of connection with other individuals and humanity in general; an increasing 

desire to understand oneself and live authentically; and an expanding awareness of a 

transcendent reality beyond human experience, whether perceived as a particular divine being or 

fundamental truths.  

Spiritual Quest 

Within the broad, multi-dimensional construct of spirituality, the specific notion of 

spiritual quest emerges as an essential component. Hill et al. (2000) and Zinnbauer and 

Pargament (2005) highlighted a search for the sacred as the vital, common feature of spirituality 

among the many definitions that have been utilized in prior research. Chickering et al. (2006) 

elaborated further on quest, describing it as a primarily cognitive exercise, in which individuals 

seek to understand challenging issues and contemplate answers to profound and meaningful 

questions. This activity “leads to a search for truth and meaning in life” (p. 45), and results in 

individuals’ ongoing learning and development of their beliefs, morals, ideals and other 

important parts of their worldview and personal philosophy. Parks (2000), in talking about the 

faith development of young adults, similarly conceived of their spiritual quest as asking deep 

questions as they try to make meaning and find purpose and understanding in their often 

complicated and fragmented lives. These questions represent some of the “Big Questions” that 



 16

Connor (2007b, p. 6) noted as well, which he deemed essential for developing college students as 

they enhance their willingness and ability to lead an examined life. 

In terms of actual student behaviors, quest finds expression in numerous search-related 

activities. For example, students often engage in informal conversations with their peers, 

mentors, and even faculty and staff members about the challenging questions they encounter. In 

addition, when students read philosophical or religious texts, meditate, contemplate meaningful 

issues, or write in journals, they are often trying to understand their life experience more fully as 

part of their spiritual quest.  

As noted in the introduction, the national Spirituality in Higher Education research 

project (HERI 2003; 2004) has validated and extended these aspects of college students’ spiritual 

quest. Among the factors they found related to student spirituality in their development of the 

CSBV and initial nationwide data collection with over 100,000 incoming, first-year 

undergraduates, these scholars labeled one set of items Spiritual Quest. They broadly defined 

this factor as students’ “reflect[ing] interest in the meaning/purpose of life, finding answers to 

the mysteries of life, and developing a meaningful philosophy of life” (p. 8). This operational 

definition of this concept was particularly important for the current project, as the methodology 

utilized the HERI spirituality data from one large, public, Research-Extensive university which 

participated in this national study. 

Spiritual Development  

 Spiritual development represents students’ progress along the dimension of spirituality, 

and spiritual quest in particular. Zinnbauer and Pargament (2005) emphasized the importance of 

viewing spirituality through a developmental lens, suggesting that an individual may advance 

from “a child at a magical thinking level” to someone who “grows and matures cognitively, 

[whose] beliefs will likely become more sophisticated” (p. 33) as they develop across their 

lifetime. Connor (2007b) and Dalton et al. (2006) elaborated on this dimension of development 

specifically within the context of traditional-aged college students, discussing the personally 

meaningful questions they often ask as they progress through their collegiate experiences. These 

questions include matters of identity, when students seek to understand themselves by asking, 

“Who am I?” (Dalton et al., p. 4). In addition, students express concerns for their life purpose, 

meaning, and direction when they question, “Where am I going?” (p. 4), and “Can I figure out 

how to lead a meaningful and satisfying life?” (Connor, p. 8). While defining and describing a 
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firm, structured developmental path for spirituality remains challenging, profound questions like 

these indicate that students are indeed considering their purpose, meaning, life direction, and 

other aspects of self as they progress through their spiritual quest. 

 This spiritual questioning and development tends to occur in a broader context of changes 

in religious identities, beliefs, and practices for traditional-aged college student from religious 

backgrounds. Various researchers have discovered through small qualitative investigations (Lee, 

2002b) and larger quantitative surveys (Astin, 1993a; Bryant et al., 2003) that religious 

behaviors, like attendance at religious services and prayer before meals, as well as commitment 

to religious doctrines tends to decrease among undergraduates (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 

While these changes have led some scholars and practitioners to conclude that students’ religious 

beliefs and commitments typically decrease during college, other research has provided a more 

complex picture of students’ religious lives. For example, Lee (2002a) indicated that one-third of 

the college students surveyed in her national longitudinal study actually increased the strength of 

their religious beliefs compared to 14% whose beliefs weakened, and Lee (2002b) found that 

several students’ beliefs became deeper and more complex through their collegiate experiences.  

These diverse findings led Pascarella & Terenzini (2005) to conclude that undergraduates 

religious beliefs do not tend to be rejected, but rather are often “reexamined, refined, and 

incorporated in subtle ways with other beliefs and philosophical dispositions” (p. 285) as they 

become more complex and internalized. While they did not label these changes in belief as part 

of a spiritual process, the literature that points to the overlap in spirituality and religion suggests 

that an integration or at least intersection of these transformations may be occurring. Students 

may be shifting in their religious identities, beliefs, and practices as they progress through a 

spiritual quest for meaning and understanding of profound questions in their life. While this 

investigation is not intended to explain the religious change process further, it does attempt to 

examine how students’ initial or pre-college level of spiritual quest influences their quest 

behavior later in their collegiate experience. 

Community Service Involvement  

College student involvement in community service represented one of the independent 

and potentially influential environmental variables investigated in the current study. Community 

service has become a major feature of student life for many undergraduates on American 

campuses. According to the most recent annual report from NSSE, 59% of undergraduates had 
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participated in community service at some point during their undergraduate years (Center for 

Postsecondary Research [CPR], 2006). Another major report by the Corporation for National and 

Community Service (Dote, Cramer, Dietz, & Grimm, 2006), based on data from the Current 

Population Survey and compiled by the United States Census Bureau and the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, estimated that 30.2% of college students volunteered during 2005, which represents a 

total of 3.3 million traditional-aged undergraduates. In comparison, 27.1% or 2.7 million 

undergraduates volunteered in 2002, which suggests that community service has grown rather 

rapidly among the current generation of college students, according to these authors. They also 

noted that this data was collected prior to Hurricane Katrina and similar disasters of 2005, when 

thousands of college students traveled to the Gulf Coast region or donated time and money in 

their local communities to help victims, making this percentage lower than the actual amount of 

students who participated in community service work in the most recent years. 

Motivations for community service involvement vary among individuals, but research 

has found a number of particular influences that emerge as important in fostering such activity 

by undergraduates. Included among these factors are conceptions of moral duty and religious 

commitments to serve others in need, along with a religiously-affiliated sense of thankfulness, 

compassion and love for other human beings (Braskamp, Trautvetter, & Ward, 2006; Jones & 

Hill, 2003). Some students have also noted being marginalized from social groups or recipients 

of service themselves, which then fueled a desire to respond by “giving back” (Braskamp et al., 

p. 185) and serving others in some compassionate way (Jones & Hill). The establishment of 

personal connections to other individuals, particularly those in need, and the personal rewards 

and satisfaction that students receive from helping others have also been discussed as meaningful 

influences upon students’ volunteer behaviors (Serow, 1991). 

When college students participate in community service, many do so in ways that differ 

from a traditional volunteer model that most adults fall within (Dote et al., 2006). As the national 

report stated, 44.1% of student volunteers engaged in service more than 12 weeks of the year, 

while 47.1% of them participated either episodically (two weeks or less within a year) or 

occasionally (three to eleven weeks within a year). Rather than displaying sustained service to an 

organization over time, which is the more common type of service that most adults exhibit, these 

latter students tend to engage in particular events or programs that may be more intensive in 

nature, but of shorter duration. For example, rather than spend spring break in a vacation spot 
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with peers, some students choose to travel in small teams to urban and rural locations to serve 

communities in need through what are commonly called “Alternative Spring Breaks” (Rhoads & 

Neururer, 1998). According to one national organization for such trips, 36,000 students 

participated in its affiliated service breaks during Spring term, 2006 (Break Away, n. d.). 

However, as the percentage of those students who participate at least 12 weeks per year shows, 

almost half of the undergraduate volunteers maintain relatively continuous participation in 

service among their diverse collegiate experiences.  

Whether involved on short- or long-term bases, college students perform community 

service in numerous areas of need and through various methods, as well. According to the 

national service report (Dote et al., 2006), the primary area of service for 31.6% of college 

students was in educational and youth services, and another 23.4% served in various ways 

through religious organizations. The remaining students were spread throughout civic and 

political associations, health-care centers, environmental or animal-oriented causes, and other 

social and cultural service areas for their major service work. Students’ actual volunteer activities 

included tutoring, teaching, and mentoring most commonly, followed by diverse fundraising 

efforts, collecting and distributing food, serving as laborers in construction and similar projects, 

environmental work, and further activities related to the areas noted above.  

When performing community service, students generally serve on a strictly volunteer 

basis in a college-affiliated extra-curricular activity or elsewhere in a surrounding community. A 

growing number of students at American institutions of higher education engage in service 

through their academic coursework, commonly labeled service-learning. In this type of work, 

students typically study issues and topics from a particular academic disciplinary perspective, 

gain experience with their course content through service and research in an actual community 

setting, and then reflect upon their experience to enhance their learning (Speck, 2001). 

Within higher education research, Astin’s (1999) principle of student involvement 

provides a significant foundation and basic framework for investigating students’ participation in 

academic or co-curricular programs. He defined student involvement as “the amount of physical 

and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience” (p. 518), though 

he described the “academic experience” to include both traditional academic and diverse 

extracurricular activities. The following premises outline Astin’s involvement principle: 1) 

involvement entails the investment of time and energy in educational activities, 2) each student 
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invests different amounts of time and energy in diverse activities to varying degrees, 3) 

involvement can be examined quantitatively, such as the number of organizational meetings 

attended, or qualitatively, such as the level of participation in meetings, and 4) the level of time 

and effort invested in educational activities determines the degree of learning and development 

that students attain.  

 Focusing Astin’s (1999) general theory on the community service activities discussed 

above, undergraduates’ community service involvement can be conceived of as students’ 

investment of their time and energy in programs, activities and events oriented to serving societal 

needs, including other individuals and groups of people, as well as special causes, like the 

environment. Students expend varying amounts of time and energy in community service 

activities, which influences the degree of development that students attain through them. In 

examining students’ community service involvement, the construct can be viewed quantitatively, 

such as the number of hours of service completed, or qualitatively, such as the degree of 

engagement and subjective level of commitment expressed for community service. 

Diversity-Related Experiences  

 Experiences with diverse individuals and ideas represented the other independent, 

environmental variable of interest in the current research. Diversity in higher education has 

received much popular and scholarly attention in the past decade due to various legal and social 

challenges to colleges’ and universities’ affirmative actions policies. In the professional literature 

that has emerged from this attention, diversity has been conceptually defined and operationally 

measured in various ways. Some authors (Gurin, 1999) have focused on structural diversity, 

meaning simply the presence of a demographically diverse student body based on its racial and 

ethnic composition. Another form of diversity considered in the literature is classroom diversity 

(Gurin et al., 2002), which develops from students’ enrollment in academic courses which study 

diverse peoples and cultures, such as ethnic studies classes, and in which discussions with 

diverse peers regarding differences often occur. Other research (Chang, 2001; Hu & Kuh, 2003) 

has focused on outcomes related to informal interactional diversity, which “involves both the 

frequency and the quality of intergroup interaction as keys to meaningful diversity experiences 

during college” (Gurin et al., p. 335). This informal conception of diversity tends to emphasize 

activities beyond the classroom, through which students become acquainted with individuals 
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different from themselves and engage with them at social events or have serious discussions 

regarding their racial, political, religious and other differences. 

Milem and Umbach (2003) provided further elaboration on diversity-related experiences, 

as they emphasized the importance of “diverse ideas, information, and experiences” (p. 613) in 

meaningful student learning. Simple contact with individuals who are demographically different 

offers basic learning opportunities, but discovering new ideas and information related to personal 

differences and having experiences which differ from their own background comprise the most 

critical student encounters with diversity. For example, Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant students 

who live together in a residence hall or take a class together will commonly have basic 

interactions through which they may learn some things about each other. However, when these 

same students have a deeper, challenging conversation about how their religious beliefs affect 

their perspectives on a particular issue, each individual will likely learn about spiritual concepts 

and belief patterns from the others’ religion. Meaningful interactive experiences with diverse 

peers often revolve around deeper sharing of different ideas and personal perspectives, which 

altogether tends to produce important learning moments for students. 

In addition to these defined areas of diversity, one final consideration encompasses 

students’ identification or subjective definition of themselves in relation to their peers. People 

perceive themselves along numerous dimensions. Many of these dimensions fit within the more 

commonly researched types of diversity, such as individuals’ race or ethnicity, gender, sexuality, 

or socioeconomic status. Other forms of self-identification may emerge from areas of difference 

that are not commonly examined in the diversity literature but are still immensely powerful, as 

they represent meaningful groups in which individuals consider themselves members. For 

students, these less notable classification groups arise from qualities like being an athlete or a 

participant in Greek social organizations. From this perspective, diversity experiences occur 

when students interact with peers who differ from themselves on personally meaningful 

characteristics, whether or not these qualities fall within common research frameworks. 

In this study, the conceptualization of diversity and related experiences emerged from the 

different definitions and perspectives discussed above. As Gurin et al. (2002) noted, diverse 

student populations are necessary for interactions with peers of difference to occur, but the 

simple presence of diverse peers within the campus environment does not inherently mean they 

will relate to each other in a meaningful way. Instead, diversity-related experiences are viewed as 
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encompassing exposure to new ideas, information, and experiences, which occur through 

significant contact between individuals across personally meaningful areas of difference, 

including race/ethnicity, political, socioeconomic, religious, and many other areas of individual 

variation. These interactions include those based in academic coursework and beyond, in both 

informal student relationships and formal connections that develop through numerous campus 

programs. 

Many students embrace these interactions across diversity, according to Richard Light in 

his popular book, Making the Most of College: Students Speak Their Minds (2001). With a 

research team of colleagues from Harvard University and numerous other institutions of higher 

education, Light obtained data from interviews with hundreds of students to determine how 

effectively colleges and universities were educating students, and what influenced their learning. 

Among the many findings he identified, Light asserted that “an enthusiasm about interacting 

with students whose backgrounds differ from their own is widespread among undergraduates 

from all ethnic and racial groups” (p. 131).  

When these diversity encounters occur, they tend to become a significant feature of 

students’ collegiate learning experiences. According to NSSE data, (CPR, 2006), half of their 

first-year and senior undergraduate respondents indicated that their interactions with peers who 

differed in their religious beliefs, political and personal values, and racial heritage, “often” or 

“very often” led to serious conversations, and another third of the students responded that they 

“sometimes” had these types of contacts. Although the NSSE report did not relate particular 

outcomes to these meaningful conversations, this data manifests that encounters with diversity 

represent a frequent occurrence among many students’ collegiate experiences, which often leads 

to significant discussions and potential learning on important topics. 

Community Service and Spirituality 

While many individuals may argue, based on their personal experience and observations, 

that spirituality motivates individuals towards volunteer work which in turn spurs greater 

spiritual commitment and development, limited empirical research has directly examined the 

relationship between these variables, particularly with a focus on student spiritual quest. Instead, 

scholars and practitioners have tended to theorize about the connection between broad 

spirituality and community service work, with an emphasis on how spiritual and religious factors 
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precede and motivate students’ volunteer efforts (Braskamp et al., 2006; O’Grady & Johnson, 

2006).  

Some scholars have discussed influences that occur in the opposite direction however, 

looking at how service work impacts spirituality (Dalton, 2006; Johnson & Buhmann, 2006; 

Koth, 2003). Koth in particular offered reflections and insights from his personal experience on 

the impact of service on student spiritual and overall development. He noted that his early 

collegiate involvement in community service led him to participate in numerous service-learning 

programs, like many of his peers who attended college in the 1990s and students who are 

enrolled today. He also noted the ways that his sense of spirituality and service interacted to 

develop his search for meaning and eventually deepen his commitment to serve others. 

Disappointed that he found minimal research which had examined the interaction between 

spirituality and service work which he experienced, he discussed previous studies of moral 

exemplars who found their commitments to service strongly connected to their sense of 

spirituality. Based on these findings, he concluded that community service and service-learning 

activities held much potential for encouraging students to search for meaning and purpose, to 

encounter different perspectives, and ultimately to grow deeper in their reflective approach 

toward their life experience.  

While the theoretical literature has shared meaningful insights about the relationship 

between service and spirituality, several empirical studies have also investigated this connection. 

Bryant et al. (2003) discussed this relationship when they conducted a national, longitudinal 

study involving 3,680 students at a representative sample of 50 four-year institutions, to 

investigate the changes that occurred in students’ self-rated spirituality and religiosity between 

the beginning and end of their first academic year. Participants initially completed the 

Cooperative Institutional Research Project (CIRP) survey of incoming students prior to enrolling 

in college in Fall, 2000, and then completed a similar retrospective survey to provide information 

about their collegiate experiences in Spring, 2001. They explored the influence of numerous pre-

college, demographic, institutional, and first-year experiential variables, including community 

service participation, on students’ religious and spiritual changes through cross-tabulation and 

stepwise regression analyses.  

Results indicated that students’ involvement in religious activities declined significantly, 

and that student interest in integrating spirituality in their lives increased moderately. In terms of 
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the variables which possibly explained these changes however, the researchers did not find 

community service significantly predictive. This study employed a strong, quantitative 

methodology to examine influences on students’ spirituality, but the outcome variable was 

comprised of only two items that asked students to compare their spirituality to that of their 

peers, and to rate their commitment to integrating spirituality into their lives. These measures do 

not identify a broader set of behaviors and ideals which comprise spirituality, but rather provide 

a comparative and general, aspirational measure of spirituality. While these results are certainly 

meaningful for this study, a more multifaceted measure of the spirituality phenomenon may 

produce different findings regarding the impact of community service activities.  

A more recent study by Bryant (2007) relied on the same two spirituality outcome 

variables, but involved more length of time between the initial and latter data collection periods 

from a similar group of student participants. The initial data came from the same 2000 CIRP data 

from her study reviewed above, but in this analysis was merged with 2003 data used in 

developing the CSBV (HERI, 2003), which was collected during these students’ third year of 

college. Although this study focused primarily on gender differences, Bryant found that a factor 

labeled Charitable Involvement, which matches almost exactly the community service variable in 

the current study, was significantly predictive of undergraduates’ interest in integrating 

spirituality into their lives and higher self-ratings of spirituality. This finding contradicts her 

earlier study, and suggests that students who have progressed further in college may have 

received more meaningful influence on their spiritual development from their involvement in 

service.  

Broadening to quantitative research on other outcomes related to service, Astin, Sax, and 

Avalos (1999) conducted a long-term, longitudinal study of the effects of volunteer activities on 

college alumni. Based on step-wise regression analyses of self-report surveys completed by over 

12,000 people at three different data collection points, which occurred before college in 1985, at 

the end of college in 1989, and five years after graduation, these authors found that the level of 

service involvement of graduating students was significantly predictive of their interest in 

developing a meaningful philosophy of life. While this outcome does not comprise the totality of 

the larger construct of spiritual quest, it is an important component of students’ quest and 

suggests that service may play a substantial role in its development.  
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In a similar but more short-term investigation, Astin and Sax (1998) conducted a 

national, longitudinal study involving almost 3,500 representatively diverse students from 42 

higher education institutions. Participants were drawn from the 1990-1994 CIRP survey 

administrations to incoming, first-year students, who were also asked to complete a follow-up, 

retrospective survey in 1995. Student responses were then analyzed through a stepwise 

regression, controlling for student background and institutional characteristics, to determine if 

participation in various types of service activities generally and differentially influenced 

students. Outcome variables included over 30 measures, grouped into themes of civic duty, 

academic achievement, and life skills. 

 Astin and Sax’s (1998) findings indicated significantly positive benefits for almost all of 

the outcome measures, suggesting that involvement in community service fosters important 

developmental growth for college students. Additionally, analyses based on the duration of 

service work exhibited that ongoing service activities influenced students more substantially than 

briefer periods, suggesting that sustained service programs and service-learning may hold the 

greatest potential for impacting student development. While these authors also did not discuss 

outcome measures of spirituality within their data, its findings point to beneficial growth through 

community service involvement and suggest that a positive connection may exist regarding 

spirituality-related constructs. 

 Turning to qualitative research on these constructs, Rhoads and Neururer (1998) 

completed an ethnographic study of 24 student participants who spent their spring break 

performing community service in rural South Carolina. Their goal was to explore how such 

community service impacted students’ views of themselves, others, and the overall community. 

Employing participant observation, minimally-structured interviews, and reflective insights 

documented by the students in a group journal, these authors separately analyzed their data for 

themes and then merged their data sets, negotiating over any discrepancies. They found that 

students deepened their views of themselves regarding personal values, learned from others 

different perspectives on issues, and expanded their understanding of community. The authors 

also shared several quotes where students expressed a sense of learning about spirituality and 

growing within their own spiritual experience. While these authors did not specifically address 

spiritual development with their conclusions, their findings and data indicate that such growth 

occurred for students based on their intensive week of service. 
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 In another study of students on a service trip, Radecke (2007) analyzed data from 

students who participated in an annual two-week religion class taught in a Central American 

country where service-learning was an essential component of the coursework. Over three 

separate years of the course, 129 students lived and worked in a relatively poor village, studied 

images of Jesus within that culture, and reflected on their learning in this context. Radecke 

selected 38 of these students who represented a cross-section of the class participants based on 

race, gender, year in school, academic major, and similar factors, and then analyzed these 

students’ journals and final reflection papers. Among the findings he uncovered in the themes of 

the students’ reflections, a questioning of beliefs and a deepening of faith were expressed by 

many of his participants as part of their “faith formation” (p. 28). Similar to the students in the 

spring break service trip above, students involved in this academic service experience also found 

a degree of spiritual growth related to quest behaviors.  

 In another ethnographic study, Cherry, DeBerg and Porterfield (2001) intended to 

investigate other scholars’ view that secularization had developed within higher education. 

Doubting the validity of these arguments, the authors sought to understand the current presence, 

practice, and influence of religion within such institutions. Their study, conducted over a single 

academic year at four institutions (a large, public university; Catholic and Protestant-affiliated 

colleges; a private institution primarily serving African-American students), relied on numerous 

observations of students and diverse campus settings where religion was practiced, discussed, or 

taught, as well as individual interviews and focus groups with faculty, administrators and 

students. After analyzing their extensive notes and interviews, these scholars indicated that many 

students were involved in multiple forms of community service and service-learning, and that 

they often expressed a developing and deepening awareness of their spirituality as a result of 

their service work. They noted that several students actually viewed their service experiences as 

personally and spiritually transforming. Interestingly, Cherry et al. did not describe their student 

participants in common religious terms as they reported their conclusions, but instead saw many 

of them as “spiritual seekers” (p. 276) who considered themselves to be on a journey in 

developing their own personal spirituality. 

Using a somewhat different qualitative approach, Bischetti (2000) conducted a case study 

focused on two student-led community service programs at a small, Catholic institution in an 

urban setting in California. She adopted a conceptual framework based on the Social Change 
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Model (Astin, 1996, as cited in Bischetti, 2000) in her research, and depicted these groups’ 

intensive participation in diverse types of community service. Included among their activities 

were guided reflections, where members often discussed how their service related to their 

spirituality. Based on her interviews with the groups’ participants, she indicated that many 

students experienced a deepened sense of spirituality, as they found greater meaning and 

direction in life through their service. Based on these findings, Bischetti concluded that 

collegiate community service programs built upon shared leadership among participants are 

indeed valuable, because they facilitate student development in numerous vital areas, including 

spirituality. 

Switching to more general research on student involvement, Kuh (1995) acknowledged 

the commonly-held notion by student affairs professionals that out-of-class experiences led to 

much personal growth for students. Claiming that limited research had been conducted on this 

relationship, he conducted a complex, exploratory mixed methods study to investigate which 

types of student co-curricular participation led to specific student development outcomes. His 

research team collected data by interviewing 149 diverse senior students at 12 different colleges 

and universities about their personal changes since entering college, and the perceived causes for 

those changes. Transcriptions were then analyzed and coded to develop numerous college 

experience and outcome variables, with the latter including the spirituality-related concepts of 

self-awareness, sense of purpose, and altruism. Factor analyses followed by cross tabulations 

were then performed, to discover trends in the relationships between these students’ experiences 

and their various areas of development.  

Findings from the Kuh (1995) study indicated that experience factors like leadership 

roles, peer interactions, faculty contact, and travel have profound impacts on outcome factors 

such as students’ interpersonal skills, cognitive reasoning, and humanitarian values. With these 

results, Kuh concluded that the findings strongly supported the contention that co-curricular 

activities promoted student learning and development. Unfortunately, this study’s experiential 

variables did not include community service, nor did the outcome variables factor into a unified 

spirituality construct. Although this study holds only limited value for guiding the current 

research, its broader finding that collegiate out-of-class experiences are meaningfully linked to 

important developmental outcomes generally supports the approach and relevance of this 

research.  
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Summarizing the reviewed literature, several studies, using strong qualitative 

methodologies, have explored the positive development which community service and service-

learning fosters in college students’ broad spirituality. Although this relationship was not the 

primary area of interest within all of these studies, the authors each expressed findings and 

conclusions which specifically identified the beneficial impact of community service on various 

aspects of student spiritual development, including the primary features of spiritual quest such as 

the search for meaning. One quantitative study found no connection between community service 

and students’ spirituality, while another did find meaningful connections between these 

constructs. Both studies employed a limited outcome measure which did not directly survey the 

multifaceted behaviors and ideals that comprise students’ spiritually however, which possibly 

affected the findings. Other research, which considered overall student involvement, community 

service participation, and broader outcomes, supported the more general notion that students’ 

collegiate service experiences facilitate growth in important areas of student development, which 

included concepts related to spirituality. 

Diversity-Related Experiences and Spirituality  

As discussed in the definition of diversity-related experiences, college students often 

have contact with peers who differ from themselves in their racial and ethnic backgrounds, 

religious and political orientations, personal values, and many other areas of individual and 

group variation. These interactions tend to lead to meaningful conversations and important 

learning opportunities (CPR, 2006; Light, 2001). In the literature that has examined the outcomes 

related to student interactions within campus diversity, spirituality has not commonly been 

researched, although researchers have connected experiences with diversity to other vital 

objectives for higher education. For example, studies have found that interactions with racially 

and ethnically diverse peers, both inside the classroom and across campus, led to greater gains in 

intellectual outcomes like academic skills, complex cognitive processes, and desire to learn 

(Cabrera et al., 2002; Gurin et al., 2002; Hu & Kuh, 2003; Hurtado, 2001).  

In one of the more extensive investigations in this area, Gurin (1999) conducted a large 

longitudinal study using data from a University of Michigan dataset, as well as from the national 

Cooperative Institutional Research Project (CIRP). This research considered the learning effects 

for students from their experiences in academic courses related to diversity themes, as well as 

from informal interactions such as spending time studying, socializing, and in other activities 
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with diverse peers. She found that students who were more involved in these forms of racially 

diverse contact achieved greater gains in (a) “active, thinking processes” (p. 43), which indicated 

complex thought patterns; (b) intellectual “engagement and motivation” (p. 43), which involved 

students’ interest in and processing of their learning; and (c) numerous “intellectual and 

academic skills” that are typically associated with higher education, such as critical thinking and 

problem-solving abilities. Although these outcomes are not specifically connected to spiritual 

quest, they highlight that diversity encounters influence students cognitively by fostering more 

active thinking, which is an essential intellectual activity for individuals engaged in spiritual 

quest behaviors. 

 Additional research into the outcomes from diversity-related experiences has focused on 

societal benefits. Various scholars have indicated that students who interacted more commonly 

and deeply with racially diverse peers, through both academic and informal activities, 

experienced substantial positive gains in their civic values, participated more often in various 

citizenship-oriented activities like voting, developed greater racial understanding and cultural 

awareness, and became committed to reducing their own and societal prejudice (Antonio, 2001; 

Gurin, 1999; Gurin et al., 2002; Nagda, Kim, & Truelove, 2004; Zuniga, Williams, & Berger, 

2005). As with the intellectual outcomes above, these societal benefits of students’ diversity 

encounters are not directly connected to their personal spiritual quests, but the results of these 

studies manifest that experiences with difference influences individual students’ values, 

motivations and behaviors in powerful ways.  

In broader personal developmental outcomes, the literature indicates that experiences 

with diversity led students to perceive themselves differently, as well as helped them to develop 

their values and ethics further (Cabrera et al., 2002; Hu & Kuh, 2003). Gurin (1999) and Gurin et 

al. (2002) indicated that students who were involved in interracial and interethnic group dialogue 

programs developed stronger abilities in “perspective taking” (Gurin et al., 2002, p. 348), 

meaning they were more likely to consider and understand others’ perspectives on difficult 

topics. Alimo et al.’s (2002) study of a similar dialogue program found that students not only 

understood their diverse peers better, but that they also reflected on themselves more deeply, 

leading to changed perceptions of themselves as becoming more open-minded and aware of 

others. These outcomes suggest that interactions across differences commonly cause students to 

question their views and assumptions about others, and that this self-examination may then lead 
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students to reflect seriously on their own beliefs, which represents a fundamental characteristic 

of students’ spiritual search.  

Several investigations have focused on variables more closely associated with spiritual 

quest and their connection to diverse experiences. Bryant’s (2007) longitudinal analyses found 

significant links between specific diverse interactions and students’ spiritual development. For 

example, students who participated in discussions of religion and spirituality through their 

coursework, where exposure to new ideas and perspectives was likely, tended to rate themselves 

higher on their level of spirituality relative to their peers. In addition, Radecke’s (2007) 

qualitative investigation of students’ reflections based on a short-term, service-learning course in 

Central America found that “disorienting dilemmas” (p. 4) developed as students became 

immersed in a new culture where the experiences and perspectives differed greatly from their 

own. As students resolved these dilemmas, he concluded that students’ sense of faith and 

meaning were transformed through quest behaviors like reflection on their experiences. 

In another, small qualitative study examining how students adopted their own religious 

beliefs and identities as they interacted within diverse, collegiate environments, Lee (2002b) 

interviewed four Catholic students at a large, selective, urban university. She asked students to 

develop a narrative of their religious identity based on their upbringing, and questioned them 

about their perceptions of their current college setting. She then used structural analysis to 

uncover significant themes and asked her participants to review her transcriptions and analyses 

for accuracy.  

Lee (2002b) found that the students spent much time talking about their religious faith 

with their peers, many of whom came from different religious backgrounds. These conversations 

often led the Catholic students to question the religious beliefs and social views of their heritage, 

and fostered their transition to a more spiritual and less religiously-determined self-perception. 

Her participants stated they felt the power to search for and develop their own beliefs and 

identities. Based on these findings, Lee concluded that students progressed to a deeper, 

reflective, and more complex spiritual identity as they encountered diverse religious beliefs, 

which suggests that these experiences may have spurred these students’ spiritual development 

through engagement in quest behaviors. 

The relationship between experiences with diversity and spiritual development was 

further examined by Pesut (2002) through a small study of Canadian nursing undergraduates 
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who identified themselves as Christians. In her research, senior nursing students conversed with 

patients whose religious faith differed from their own, and were then interviewed following the 

completion of their work in hospitals. Her results affirmed that the students talked about greater 

spiritual reflection and learning as a result of these interactions.  

Light (2001) also discussed findings regarding religious diversity and student learning 

from his numerous interviews with students. Noting that he initially intended to focus on the 

impact of racial and ethnic diversity on students, he soon found that differences in religious faith 

and expression were interconnected with those based in race and ethnicity. Light’s analyses 

indicated that, through interactions across these various differences, students began to explore 

their own beliefs. He offered quotes from students who discussed examining and questioning the 

religious perspectives they held, which led them to develop their “spiritual outlook” (p. 167) or 

to deepen their beliefs and their commitment to expressing their faith. As with the studies above, 

Light did not directly discuss spiritual quest among his findings about diversity-related 

experiences, but the actual behaviors he described among students indicate their likely 

involvement in spiritual quest during their collegiate years.  

Summarizing the findings from previous literature, researchers have found that 

interactions with diverse peers, both inside the classroom and across campus, led to greater gains 

in students’ intellectual growth and positive social values. In particular, students became more 

active and critical thinkers after diverse experiences. In addition, these interactions also produced 

within students’ more respect for diverse others and openness to their different perspectives and 

beliefs. In terms of developmental outcomes, the literature indicates that student experiences 

with diversity may have led them to develop their values and ethics further and to reflect more 

deeply on their own beliefs and assumptions.  

Contact with diverse others, particularly with peers both inside and outside the classroom, 

has also been found to lead many students to develop greater depth in spiritual reflection and in 

exploring their own views on their religious faith. While none of these previous studies 

specifically examined the construct of spiritual quest as an outcome from interactions across 

diversity, their different findings altogether suggest that many students likely engage in 

behaviors that comprise spiritual quest. These activities include such behaviors as discussions 

with peers about their beliefs and individual reflection about these deeply personal issues. 
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Gender Differences in Connections between Service, Diversity-Related Experiences, and 

Spirituality 

The research literature that has discussed connections among community service, 

interactions with diverse peers and ideas, and spirituality in the context of gender remains rather 

limited, although several studies have focused on differences in particular variables. In the area 

of community service involvement, small but meaningful gender differences have tended to 

emerge. The Corporation for National and Community Service’s recently reported (Dote et al., 

2006) that 33.0% of undergraduate women had engaged in service in 2005, compared to 26.8% 

of college men, which paralleled previous studies this organization had conducted and the most 

recent NSSE findings (CPR, 2006). Bryant (2007) also investigated gender differences in service 

in her national longitudinal study, discovering that women scored significantly higher on a 

Charitable Involvement factor of items which was developed in the initial spirituality project 

work (HERI, 2003).   

Regarding diversity, recent data from NSSE (CPR, 2006) indicates that experiences 

across individual differences occur similarly for students of both genders, as both male and 

female undergraduates were engaged at comparable levels in “[s]erious conversations with 

students who [we]re very different from [themselves] in terms of their religious beliefs, political 

opinions, or personal values” (p. 14). In contrast, Hu & Kuh (2003) noted significant differences 

between male and female undergraduates in terms of their interactions across diversity, with 

females having more diverse friends and more commonly experiencing significant conversations 

with racially, religiously, and politically diverse peers. Within both studies however, neither set 

of authors connected their findings of gender distinctions to spiritual developmental or similar 

outcomes. 

Turning to spirituality, investigations relying on data from the Spirituality in Higher 

Education project have tended to uncover significant gender-based differences in spirituality. 

Bryant (2007), analyzing the data used in developing the CSBV (HERI, 2003), revealed that 

college women were more likely than their male peers to rate themselves highly on spirituality 

after several years of college, and engaged in spiritual quest behaviors more often. She also 

found that both men and women later in college expressed a stronger interest in integrating 

spirituality into their lives than in their first year, with greater growth occurring for women. 

Analyses of frequency data from the HERI (2004) national data indicated similar findings among 
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incoming first-year females in comparison to their male counterparts (HERI, n.d.). These early 

findings from the national spirituality research project generally align with previous literature 

that has found that male college students generally tend to be more secular and less relational 

than females in their spiritual and religious beliefs and participation in religious activities 

(Buchko, 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  

In terms of relationships between community service participation, diversity-related 

experiences, and spirituality, many quantitative studies (Astin & Sax, 1998; Bryant et al., 2003; 

Gurin et al., 2002) have tended to either find no gender distinctions in these relationships, or did 

not examine gender in their analyses. The qualitative research (Alimo et al., 2002; Bischetti, 

2000; Rhoads and Neururer. 1998) that looked at these variables has also tended not to discuss 

gender differences among their findings, although the sample sizes were usually quite small. 

Bryant’s (2007) research however offered some analyses of these relationships and 

important findings. She noted that the Charitable Involvement factor significantly predicted 

greater interest by both male and female undergraduates in integrating spirituality into their lives 

and higher self-ratings of their spirituality. Although women had rated themselves as more 

spiritual, and minor differences between the gender groups did exist in this connection as well, 

the distinctions remained statistically insignificant for this rather large sample, suggesting that 

community service did not differentially impact these students’ spiritual development during 

college. 

On diversity-related experiences, Bryant (2007) did not have a broad factor to measure 

these behaviors, but instead noted associations with specific items generally related to diversity. 

These items included behaviors such as discussions in academic contexts that involved religion 

and spirituality. Finding that greater participation in these types of discussions predicted positive 

spiritual development for both men and women, Bryant argued that “the effects of these 

activities are uniform perhaps because of the universally powerful ways in which they expose 

students to diverse viewpoints, different ways of life, and new perspectives” (pp. 843-844). 

Similar to community service, both genders appear to have received comparable positive 

influences from diversity-related activities in her study.  
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Race/Ethnicity Differences in Connections between Service, Diversity-Related Experiences, and 

Spirituality 

The research literature that has examined relationships among the primary variables of 

interest in this study in the context of race is also somewhat limited, and offers mixed findings. 

In community service, the recent national report (Dote et al., 2006) regarding students’ 

involvement in volunteer activities exhibited that 32.0% of white undergraduates participated in 

service in 2005, compared to 24.1% of African-American college students, and 22.9% of all 

other minority groups of students. These results were similar to other studies by this organization 

which found that more white students tended to engage in service while in college.  

Looking at interactions across diversity, Hu & Kuh (2003) discovered that White students 

were significantly less likely than their minority peers to have friends from diverse backgrounds, 

and less commonly engaged in meaningful conversations with students from other racial, 

religious and political backgrounds. Although the authors did not analyze or discuss this result 

further, such findings are not surprising given that most college campuses are comprised of a 

majority of white students and small percentages of minorities, and thus minority students are 

more likely to interact across racial differences with white students and others simply because of 

the composition of the student body. 

Focusing on spirituality and race, several large, broad studies have tended to display 

differences among racial and ethnic groups. Bryant et al. (2003) found that being White was 

negatively correlated with growth in spirituality during the first year of college. Using longer-

term longitudinal data, Bryant (2007) also examined for differences in spiritual development 

based on race, and revealed that being an African-American female was significantly associated 

with wanting to integrate spirituality into one’s life, but that the relationship was not significant 

for African-American men or other racial classifications. Hu & Kuh (2003) found somewhat 

different results for other outcomes however, as they indicated that White students had larger 

gains from diversity interactions on a broad personal development variable. Gurin et al. (2002) 

examined numerous learning and societal outcomes in terms of racial differences, and generally 

found that each of the race-based groups of students within their study experienced positive 

development along these outcomes.   

A number of other researchers have conducted more targeted and extensive investigations 

and analysis of the intersection of race, religion and spirituality, based on their awareness of the 
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importance of religious institutions in the African-American community in particular. Sanchez 

and Carter (2005) concentrated their work on identity development among African-American 

college students, searching specifically for links between their racial and spiritual development 

processes. They found that their participants’ minority racial backgrounds significantly 

interacted with their spiritual growth in complex ways. For example, they found that African-

American male undergraduates tended to reconsider their spiritual beliefs as they developed 

more complex racial identities, often leading to a tendency to ask deeper questions and challenge 

inherited religious beliefs. African-American women in their study tended to rely more strongly 

on their religious background when they encountered difficulties however, using them as a 

means of coping instead of questioning their spiritual heritage as they developed new racial 

identities.  

Watt (2003) affirmed these findings regarding African-American women through a large 

qualitative study relying on female undergraduate focus groups. Her analysis of her participants’ 

statements uncovered numerous themes, including their reliance on their spirituality to help them 

cope with the challenges of being African-American and female, and to resist social pressures 

that tried to define how they should act. She also found that spirituality was essential to many of 

her participants in their identity development, as they came to understand themselves and their 

connections to others through their spiritual life. 

Stewart (2002) also found that spirituality was an important factor in African-American 

students’ development of their overall identity, as well. Her small qualitative study found 

distinctions among each of her male and female participants, but she concluded generally that 

once her minority students had achieved a level of spiritual depth and maturity in asking 

profound questions, they were able to consider their multiple identities and integrate the distinct 

aspects of themselves into a sense of wholeness.  

Although some studies (Astin & Sax, 1998) found no distinction in the relationships 

between community service participation, diversity-related experiences, and developmental 

outcomes, and others (Alimo et al., 2002; Bischetti, 2000; Rhoads and Neururer, 1998) did not 

discuss this variable in their analyses, much of the reviewed research points to the importance of 

race as a factor in student spiritual development. While studies differ on how White students’ 

spiritual development is influenced by their majority racial identity, various investigations have 

found that African-American students experience a strong interaction between their racial 



 36

identity, spiritual growth, and overall identity development. The connection may differ for 

African-American male and female undergraduates, but racial background seems to clearly 

impact their spiritual life. What remains unclear however, based on the lack of available 

research, is how that heritage mediates the influence that community service participation and 

diversity-related experiences have on their development of spiritual quest.   

Summary 

 This study investigated the influence of community service participation and interactions 

with diverse peers and ideas on traditional-aged undergraduates’ spiritual quest, and how that 

influence is mediated by students’ race and gender. Prior research into these relationships has 

been rather limited and somewhat mixed in its results. However, the literature has generally 

reported that involvement in community service and experiences with diversity tends to promote 

growth in student spirituality, and in particular seems to encourage students’ engagement in 

quest behaviors like discussions about faith with peers and private reflection on profound 

questions. When examined, gender has been found to produce minimal difference in the 

relationships among these variables, although women tend to have exhibited greater interest and 

involvement in spiritual behaviors, community service, and interactions with diverse peers. Race 

likewise has often not been investigated in the connection among these variables, but has been 

found to be a significant general feature of African-American students’ spiritual and overall 

development. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 
 

This study employed longitudinal, survey procedures to collect data and path analysis to 

test a research model. Its primary purpose was to investigate the effects of college students’ 

involvement in community service activities and diversity-related experiences on their spiritual 

quest. The study also sought to determine if students’ race and gender influenced the 

relationships among these variables. 

Sample 

Traditional-aged college students comprised the population of interest in this study. 

Major theorists (Baxter-Magolda, 2001; Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Parks, 2000) have largely 

focused on this segment of contemporary college students in their previous research and writing 

on related developmental topics, and this study undertook a similar approach in studying student 

spiritual quest. In order to understand how selected collegiate experiences influence students’ 

spiritual quest, however, students who have spent only limited time in college and likely have 

not been as involved in community service or diversity-related experiences were not included in 

the sample. Instead, this study’s participants were restricted to undergraduates who have spent 

approximately three years in college and therefore were more likely to have gained meaningful 

community service and diversity-related experiences, upon which they could reflect in 

responding to questions about the development of their spiritual quest. 

This study occurred within the context of a wider, national research project (HERI, 

2004), but remained focused on a particular Research Extensive institution in the southeastern 

United States. To establish a traditional-aged, undergraduate sample, all incoming, first-year 

students who attended the summer, 2004 new student orientation program at the university in 

question were approached about participating in the study. Students were informed of the general 

purpose and voluntary nature of the research at the orientation session, and if they agreed to 

participate, were asked to sign an informed consent form. Afterwards, they were handed a paper-

and-pencil survey to complete and return during their orientation session. The initial survey 

regarding numerous personal characteristics and behaviors, including demographic information 

and items related to their religious and spiritual beliefs, attitudes and practices. Of the 
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approximately 6,000 students who attended this orientation program, 1,150 females and 640 

males completed the initial survey regarding their spirituality and other variables, producing an 

initial convenience sample of 1,790 new undergraduates.  

Subsequently, from this initial sample, 425 students were randomly selected to receive 

the post- survey during Spring, 2007. In developing this random selection of participants, 

summer session attendance, brief stop-outs, and other changes to enrollment were not 

considered; students simply needed to still be enrolled at the institution during the 2006-2007 

academic year. These students were asked to complete a survey similar to the one they 

completed in summer, 2004, with retrospective rather than prospective questions regarding areas 

of collegiate involvement, as well as their current religious and spiritual beliefs, attitudes and 

practices. 

Surveys were sent to students at their college address through traditional postal mail in 

paper-and-pencil format, with an option offered of going online to a secure website to complete 

the survey rather than filling it out by hand and returning through the mail. A $5 cash incentive 

was also included in this initial mailing. These students were then sent a reminder through 

campus email approximately two weeks after the mailed surveys were distributed, requesting 

their participation and reminding them to complete the survey if they had not already done so, 

with the link to the online survey included within the email text.  

An additional mailed survey was sent to the sample several weeks after the initial 

mailing, with further follow-up emails to encourage individuals’ participation. Through each of 

these contacts, students were informed of the purpose of the study and assured of their 

confidentiality. Students were provided informed consent for the second survey administration 

by signing a statement by hand for the paper-and-pencil version, or checking a box online. When 

the survey was closed approximately 11 weeks after the initial mailing, 140 students had 

completed it (see description in Sample; see Appendices for Informed Consent forms). 

The 140 undergraduates who responded to the requests to complete the second survey 

represented a response rate of 33%. Of these 140 respondents in the final sample, 108 were 

female and 32 were male. Thirty-nine participants claimed at least one minority racial and ethnic 

status (individuals could choose more than one classification), representing 28% of the study’s 

sample. Of the respondents, 121 indicated they had completed three years of college, while 14 

had finished the coursework for two years and five were due to complete their undergraduate 
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degrees that term. For all 140 participants however, almost three chronological years had passed 

between their initial survey completion in summer, 2004 and their final survey  

Instrumentation 

Summer, 2004 Data Collection 

Freshman Survey of the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP). Each year, 

incoming, first-year students at over 700 American college and university campuses complete 

the CIRP Freshman Survey either in the summer before or immediately preceding matriculation 

at their institution, typically through new student orientation programs. This survey (see 

Appendix A), developed by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI), contains items 

about personal characteristics like gender and race/ethnicity, activities during their high school 

years, collegiate goals and expectations, opinions and values on diverse social issues, and various 

other areas of interest.  

College Students’ Beliefs and Values Survey (CSBV). Through a pilot study (HERI, 

2003), HERI developed a preliminary CSBV questionnaire that included over 160 items focused 

on students’ opinions, beliefs, experiences, and behaviors related to numerous spirituality and 

religious topics. These researchers examined an extensive array of past instruments intended to 

measure various aspects of spirituality and religion to generate the initial survey. They looked for 

themes and important questions, and generated a list of potential items. The content of these 

items was validated by a series of judges, with inter-judge reliability calculated to determine the 

most effective items. This analysis resulted in the initial CSBV. This form of the CSBV was 

administered in the spring of 2003, with almost 3,700 respondents. Their responses were 

analyzed using exploratory factor analysis, which established various scales of interest such as 

Spiritual Quest, with internal consistencies determined for each scale to indicate its reliability. 

Finally, redundant items were removed from the initial instrument creating the final CSBV 

version (HERI, 2004; see Appendix A to review the survey). 

Spring, 2007 Data Collection 

College Students’ Beliefs and Values Survey, 2007 Follow-Up (CSBV-2007). The CSBV-

2007 is a retrospective survey developed by HERI, with items similar to the initial CIRP and 

CSBV instruments, that asks college students about personal characteristics and collegiate 

activities, as well as items related their opinions, beliefs, experiences, and behaviors related to 
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numerous spirituality and religious topics, along with various other areas of interest (see 

Appendix B to review the survey). 

To summarize the procedure in the current study, the CIRP and initial CSBV were 

administered in summer, 2004 to the initial sample of 1,790 incoming, new undergraduates 

generating the pre-college data for the current study. The second survey, the CSBV-2007, was 

then completed by 140 participants out of 425 randomly selected during the spring, 2007 term. 

Definition of Variables 

 The following operational definitions served as descriptions for the variables in the data 

collection and analysis. 

Pre-College Spiritual Quest (PCSQ) 

Nine items from the CIRP and CSBV surveys in 2004 that loaded on the factor Spiritual 

Quest used in the HERI (2004) project report and later revised on the 2007 Factor Scales Table 

(HERI, 2007), comprised the research definition and data for this variable. These items are listed 

below in Table 3.1. Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.83 in revised analyses of the original, 

national pre-college data from 2004 (HERI, 2007). Individuals’ responses on these items were 

aggregated to produce a total score on PCSQ, ranging from a minimum of 9 to a maximum of 34.  

 
 

Table 3.1: Items on the Spiritual Quest Composite Variable 
 

Item 

Responses & Scores 

4 3 2 1 

Personal goal: Finding answers to the 
mysteries of life  

Essential Very Important Somewhat Important 
Not 

Important 

Personal goal: Attaining inner harmony Essential Very Important Somewhat Important 
Not 

Important 

Personal goal: Attaining wisdom  Essential Very Important Somewhat Important 
Not 

Important 

Personal goal: Seeking beauty in my life  Essential Very Important Somewhat Important 
Not 

Important 

Personal goal: Developing a meaningful 
philosophy of life  

Essential Very Important Somewhat Important 
Not 

Important 

Personal goal: Becoming a more loving 
person  

Essential Very Important Somewhat Important 
Not 

Important 
Engaged in: Searching for meaning/purpose 
in life  

 To A Great Extent To Some Extent Not at All 

Engaged in: Having discussions about the 
meaning of life with my friends 

 To A Great Extent To Some Extent Not at All 
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Table 3.1 – continued 
 
 

Item 

Responses & Scores 

4 3 2 1 

Close friends: Are searching for 
meaning/purpose in life 

All Most Some None 

Spiritual Quest Total Range of scores: 9 - 34 

 
 
Collegiate Spiritual Quest (CSQ) 

This variable was defined by the same questions in the Pre-College Spiritual Quest factor 

(see items listed above in Table 3.1), repeated in the Spring, 2007 survey. Data from responses to 

the survey completed in 2007 produced an assessment of students’ level of spiritual quest several 

years into their undergraduate academic career. Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.82 in 

analyses of the national data (HERI, 2007). Again, participants’ answers were combined to 

produce a total score on CSQ, ranging from a minimum of 9 to a maximum of 34. 

Community Service Involvement (CSI) 

Retrospective items from the CSBV-2007 that loaded on a factor labeled Charitable 

Involvement by HERI in the 2007 Factor Scales Table (2007) constituted the operational 

definition of this variable (see Table 3.2). The Cronbach alpha for this scale was .71 (HERI, 

2007). Responses to these questions were summed to produce total scores for individuals from a 

minimum of 7 to a maximum of 27. 

 
 

Table 3.2: Items on the Community Service Involvement Composite Variable 
 

Items 

Responses & Scores 

8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

Hours per week: Volunteer 
work 

Over 
20 Hrs 

16-20 
Hrs  

11-15 
Hrs 

6-10 
Hrs 

3-5 Hrs 1-2 Hrs 
Less 

than 1 
Hr 

None 
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Table 3.2 – continued 
 
 

Items 

Responses & Scores 

4 3 2 1 

Experience: Participated in 
community food or clothing 
drives 

 Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Experience: Performed 
volunteer work 

 Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Experience: Donated money to 
charity 

 Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Experience: Performed 
community service as part of a 
class 

 Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Experience: Helped friends 
with personal problems 

 Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Personal goal: Participating in a 
community action program 

Essential Very Important Somewhat Important 
Not 

Important 

Community Service 

Involvement Total 
Range of scores: 7 – 27 

 
 
Diversity-Related Experiences (DRE) 

Items from the CSBV-2007 that connect to diversity-related experiences provided an 

operational definition for the variable (see Table 3.3). It represented an exploratory variable 

without existing validity or reliability measures generated by prior HERI analyses. Relying on 

the conceptual definition of diversity-related experiences described in Chapter 2, potential items 

that covered interactions with diverse people and discussion of diverse ideas and perspectives 

were selected. These items were then loaded into an exploratory factor analysis to determine if 

the variable could be defined operationally and which items would be included. Once the final 

items were identified, they were examined through the SPSS scale analysis, which produced a 

Cronbach’s alpha reliability measure of 0.79 among all the items. Once again, individuals’ 

responses on these items were aggregated to produce their total factor score on DRE, ranging 

from a minimum of 12 to a maximum of 39. 
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Table 3.3: Items on the Diversity-Related Experiences Composite Variable 

 

Item 

Responses & Scores 

4 3 2 1 

Experience: Taken a religious studies class  Frequently Occasionally Not at All 
Experience: Experienced a conflict between your 
coursework and your religious beliefs 

 Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Experience: Discussed religion/spirituality: In class  Frequently Occasionally Not at All 
Experience: Discussed religion/spirituality: With 
friends 

 Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Experience: Discussed religion/spirituality: With 
family 

 Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Experience: Discussed religion/spirituality: With 
professors 

 Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Experience: Discussed religion/spirituality: With 
college staff 

 Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Experience: Socialized with someone of another 
racial/ethnic group 

 Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Experience: Discussed politics  Frequently Occasionally Not at All 
Personal goal: Improving my understanding of other 
countries and cultures 

Essential 
Very 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Not 
Important 

Personal goal: Helping to promote racial 
understanding 

Essential 
Very 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Not 
Important 

Close friends: Share your religious/spiritual views All Most Some None 

Diversity-Related Experiences Total Range of scores: 12 – 39 

 

 

Race/Ethnicity 

Items on the initial survey in 2004 that asked participants to indicate their ethnic 

background were used to produce the data for this variable. Response options included: 

White/Caucasian, African American/Black, American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian 

American/Asian, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, Mexican American/Chicano, Puerto Rican, 

Other Latino, and Other. As indicated in the description of the Sample in Chapter 4, a relatively 

small number of students within each minority identification category were included, leading to a 

combined category of Minority/Multi-racial for all students who did not self-identify only as 

White/Caucasian. 
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Gender 

Responses to one item on the 2004 CIRP/CSBV survey asking participants to indicate 

their sex as Male or Female produced data for this variable. 

Data Analysis 

 When all data were collected from the second survey administration, a longitudinal 

dataset was created by HERI for each participant institution in its national project, linking their 

students’ individual student responses on the CIRP and CSBV from the Fall, 2004, with those 

from the CSBV-2007 data collection. HERI distributed the respective dataset to each institution, 

including the Research Extensive university where this study was conducted. This dataset 

yielded complete data for all of the 140 respondents in the final sample and was the sole data 

source required for this study.  

Data Cleaning 

Prior to conducing analyses, the dataset was examined using Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences (SPSS) software to ensure multivariate normality and sufficiently complete data 

points among the study’s variables, including the various individual items that comprised the 

four factors. These steps were implemented because lack of normality and missing data can 

significantly distort or prevent calculable results of factor and path analyses (Downey & King, 

1998; Kline, 2005). Inspections were first performed to search for problematic missing data 

patterns or outliers. Item-mean substitution was employed to cover missing data points, guided 

by Downey and King. Evaluations of the degree of linearity, homoscedasticity, skew, and 

kurtosis followed to ensure normality in the data distributions. Finally, multicollinearity among 

items was investigated to determine if pairs or groups of items were highly correlated with each 

other which would require removal of items to prevent likely disruption of subsequent statistical 

analyses. 

Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) 

Data analysis then focused on determining the items to be included in the Diversity-

Related Experiences (DRE) variable. Coughlin (2005) counseled that a primary use of factor 

analysis involves attempting to discover if relationships exist among various items or 

observations that can be explained by underlying factors. She also stated that factor analysis is 

useful for determining if the number of items that define a factor can be reduced in number 
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leading to a more efficient overall factor. Both of these purposes supported the utilization of EFA 

in the study. 

All observed items on the CSBV-2007 which had been selected as potentially appropriate 

for defining the DRE variable were included in the EFA, using SPSS. Principal axis extraction 

was employed to determine initial factor results. This extraction method accounts most clearly 

for the variability in individual items explained by common factors discovered in the analysis, 

while not accounting for the unexplained variability in the items, making it the strongest 

extraction method for EFA (Coughlin, 2005). The first factor matrix was examined and then re-

run to simplify its initial structure, based on guidance by Coughlin. A varimax rotation procedure 

followed, raising the variability explained by each factor and creating the most parsimonious set 

of items for the overall variable. A scale analysis was then conducted to determine the most 

appropriate way of operationally defining the variable, producing an overall reliability score for 

the DRE variable, and generating the final list of items indicated above in Table 3.3. 

Path Analysis 

Path analysis relying on AMOS (Analysis of Moment Structures) software was used in 

analyzing data, guided by recommendations by Arbuckle and Wothke (1999) and Byrne (2001). 

Path analysis (PA) represents a powerful statistical method for investigating the relationships 

between multiple observed variables when causal connections are hypothesized to exist (Kline, 

2005). It surpasses multiple regression by allowing particular variables to serve as both 

independent and dependent variables which allows their particular effect on the various 

relationships among constructs to be examined rather than only placing them within a linear 

progression of variables (Coughlin, 2005).  

Variables are actually labeled as exogenous rather than independent when they have no 

input variables pointing to them, and are called endogenous rather then dependent when other 

variables in the model influence them. This classification is an important distinction in PA as 

some variables fill both input and outcome roles. The statistical techniques of PA provide a more 

thorough explanation of the direct and indirect connections that are presumed to exist among 

both types of variables. They also produce measures that determine how well the proposed 

research model of causal relationships fits the actual data, and thus how much strength and 

validity the model possesses (Kline, 2005).  
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Researchers may rely on PA when they have single indicators to represent different latent 

variables which are presumed to connect causally with each other (Kline, 2005). While one 

survey item can serve as this indicator, composite observed variables comprised of numerous 

items aggregated to a total score can also be employed (Coughlin, 2005; Keith, 2005). In this 

study, the factor scores for each individual on the four factored variables rather than their 

responses to the specific items served as single measures. These factor scores along with their 

responses to items regarding race and gender were entered into the PA as observed variables.  

Model specification, status determination, and estimation. For PA to be conducted, a 

research model that proposes causal connections based on literature, theory, logic, and 

chronological order among the variables must first be developed (Keith, 2005). Chapters 1 and 2 

developed the rationale for the relationships exhibited in the initial hypothesized model under 

investigation, displayed again with additional features in Figure 3.1 below.  

Next, the recursive and identification status of a proposed model must be determined 

(Keith, 2005; Kline, 2005). The model in this study was checked and found to be recursive, 

meaning that the influence between variables is assumed to be unidirectional rather than mutual. 

The model was also seen to be over-identified, as the number of correlations among the variables 

just surpassed the number of paths to be examined. Viewing the model in Figure  

3.1, 13 paths were intended for estimation in the analysis, but 14 correlations existed among the 

variables including the relationship between CSI and DRE. Under-identification would have 

influenced how PA was conducted, but the over-identification status allowed it to proceed 

without modification at this point.  

Once the appropriate status of the model for PA was ensured, the actual estimation or 

testing of the model occurred (Keith, 2005). The data were loaded into AMOS and the model 

was graphically developed, relying on guidance by Arbuckle and Wothke (1999) and Byrne 

(2001). The analytic procedures were then run, producing initial calculations which described the 

relationships among the variables through both unstandardized and standardized regression 

weights, standard errors, and significance probabilities. Also, AMOS produced a squared 

multiple correlation (R2) that accounted for the variance in each of the endogenous variables. 

These variance measures were used to determine the degree of variance not accounted for by the 

model as well, indicated in the disturbances or error terms (shown by the paths identified by d1-

d4 in Figure 3.1).  
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Testing of model fit. AMOS also generated assessments of the degree of fit between the 

proposed model and the data. Numerous indices of fit are produced by AMOS, which compare 

between an actual covariance matrix based on the data and an implied covariance matrix based 

on the proposed model, as well as other calculations dictated by the research model and the data 

(Keith, 2005; Kline, 2005). Use of multiple measures is necessary because each index examines 

different aspects of the model and often generates a different evaluation of the degree of fit 

(Kline). The following set of measures was recommended as appropriate and the most common 

sources used to establish an overall view of the fit of the model (Coughlin, 2005; Kline). 

The primary assessment of fit involved the model’s chi-square test. This test allows for a 

statistical determination, in connection with the degrees of freedom in the model, of the extent to 

which the covariance matrices differ. With this measure, lower chi-square values and higher 

probabilities are desired as they indicate a better match of matrices and thus overall fit. Although 

contradictory to most statistical analyses, lack of significance is actually preferred in this 

instance (Coughlin, 2005; Kline, 2005). In addition, the Normed Fit Index (NFI values of 0.90 - 

1 imply good fit), Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA values below 0.08 

support reasonable fit), Comparative Fit Index (CFI values above 0.90 indicate good fit), and 

Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR values below 0.10 are desirable) were all 

examined. (Fuller descriptions of each follow where results are reported.)  

Respecification. After initial calculations describing the relationships among the variable 

and indices of fit were developed, the next step involved determining if modifications to the 

model were necessary to produce a better fit to the data (Keith, 2005; Kline, 2005). In addition to 

the statistics above, AMOS produces modification indices which suggest changes to enhance the 

model. In the analyses in this study, modification indices suggested the addition of a path that 

would improve the model and its measures. The model was adjusted to include this path, and 

analyses were re-run leading to calculations of a new set of regression weights to estimate the 

model and fit statistics to indicate its fit. The results of the data analysis described above follow 

in Chapter 4, with detailed tables and figures to provide visual support, and then interpretations 

are elaborated upon in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

RESULTS 
 
 
 

The following chapter provides the outcomes of data analyses regarding the impact of 

community service involvement and diversity-related experiences on the spiritual quest 

development of 140 undergraduates at a large, Research Extensive university in the southeastern 

United States. The chapter begins with descriptive statistics and analysis of normality for the 

data, organized within variable or factor groupings to permit more concise displays of the results. 

The outcome of an exploratory factor analysis for Diversity-Related Experiences composite 

variable is presented, followed by the results of the path analysis of the structural research 

model. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Sample 

In addition to the description provided in the Methodology of Chapter 3, Table 4.1 

provides a more concise and thorough view of the participants in this study. The frequencies for 

the Race and Gender variables are included here, displayed in bold. 

 
 

Table 4.1: Demographic Characteristics of Study Participants 
 

Demographic Characteristic Actual (n) Percentage (%) 

Gender 
Female 108 77.1 

Male 32 22.9 

Race 
Caucasian/White (only) 101 72.1 

Minority/Multiracial (composite) 39 27.9 
   

African-American/Black 12 8.6 
American Indian/Alaskan Native 2 1.4 

Asian-American/Asian 4 2.9 
Caucasian/White 107 76.4 

Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 1 0.7 
Mexican American/Chicano 1 0.7 

Puerto Rican 6 4.3 
Other Latino 9 6.4 

Other 5 3.6 
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Table 4.1 - continued 
 
 

Demographic Characteristic Actual (n) Percentage (%) 

Years of Undergraduate Work Completed 
Two 14 10.0 

Three 121 86.4 
Four 5 3.6 

Full/Part-Time Status (Missing 1 response)           
Full-Time 139 99.3 

Religious Preference (Missing 5 Responses)                
Baptist 24 17.1 

Buddhist 2 1.4 
Church of Christ 3 2.1 

Eastern Orthodox 3 2.1 
Episcopal 2 1.4 

Hindu 1 0.7 
Jewish 9 6.4 

Lutheran 6 4.3 
Methodist 13 9.3 

Presbyterian 7 5.0 
Roman Catholic 30 21.4 
Other Christian 7 5.0 
Other Religion 7 5.0 

None 21 15.0 
   

Greek Affiliation 
Joined a Social Fraternity/Sorority 32 22.9 

Independent 108 77.1 

 

 

Pre-College Spiritual Quest (PCSQ) 

Table 4.2a displays the descriptive statistics for the first of the four primary variables. For 

each item, the number of students who responded is followed by the mean score across all 

respondents, along with standard deviation, skew, and kurtosis for the distribution of responses 

to that item. The numbers in the bottom row indicate the results for the entire factor when only 

those individuals with complete data are entered into the factor calculation. For this factor, 115 

individuals’ responses were included in the overall totals, and the mean of the compiled or factor 

score was 23.23 where the range was from a minimum of 11to a maximum of 34, with the 

standard deviation, skew, and kurtosis for the distribution of individuals’ factor scores also 

displayed. Table 4.2b shows the percentages for each response on the PCSQ items to further 

define the sample members’ self-assessment of their spiritual quest before going to college. 
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Table 4.2a: Pre-College Spiritual Quest Descriptive Statistics 

Item n M St. Dev. Skew Kurtosis 

Developing a meaningful philosophy of life  135 2.53 0.95 0.11 -0.93 

Attaining inner harmony 134 2.78 0.84 -0.18 -0.62 

Attaining wisdom  134 3.19 0.74 -0.67 0.20 

Seeking beauty in my life  133 2.72 0.82 0.05 -0.73 

Finding answers to the mysteries of life 134 2.53 0.93 -0.00 -0.85 

Becoming a more loving person  132 3.00 0.86 -0.45 -0.57 

Searching for meaning/purpose in life  121 2.18 0.84 0.43 -0.26 

Having discussions about the meaning of life with 
my friends 

120 2.05 0.75 -0.08 -1.23 

Close friends are searching for meaning/purpose in 
life  

120 2.05 0.72 -0.08 -1.05 

Pre-College Spiritual Quest  115 23.23 4.81 -0.139 -0.276 

 
 

Table 4.2b: Pre-College Spiritual Quest Response Percentages 

Item 

Responses & Scores 

4 3 2 1 

 Essential 
Very 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Not 
Important 

Developing a meaningful philosophy of life 19.3 28.1 39.3 13.3 

Attaining inner harmony 20.9 42.5 30.6 6.0 

Attaining wisdom  36.6 48.5 12.7 2.2 

Seeking beauty in my life  18.8 39.1 37.6 4.5 

Finding answers to the mysteries of life 16.4 34.3 35.1 14.2 

Becoming a more loving person  31.8 40.9 22.7 4.5 

 NA 
To A Great 

Extent 
To Some 

Extent 
Not at All 

Searching for meaning/purpose in life  - 28.3 48.3 23.3 

Having discussions about the meaning of 
life with my friends 

- 30.8 43.3 25.8 

 All Most Some None 

Close friend are searching for 
meaning/purpose in life 

7.4 23.1 49.6 19.8 
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The means and percent responses for PCSQ items suggested that spiritual quest ideals 

and behaviors were generally important to most student participants as they entered college. 

Among these items, gaining more wisdom appeared to be a particularly key value for a large 

majority of respondents as they began their collegiate experience. Developing a meaningful life 

philosophy, attaining inner harmony, finding answers to life’s mysteries, and becoming a more 

loving person each appeared to be relatively meaningful to critical ideals for over 85% of these 

students, as well. Responses on the behavior-oriented items indicated that approximately 75% of 

these participants in 2004 were engaged at least to some degree in behaviors connected to 

spiritual quest. In addition, the participants perceived that many of their friends were similarly 

engaged in seeking meaning and purpose for their lives. 

Collegiate Spiritual Quest (CSQ) 

Table 4.3a shows the descriptive statistics for the next variable, including those for the 

specific items. Very few individuals had incomplete data on this factor, leading to the inclusion 

of 137 individuals’ responses for calculations. The mean score across the factor was 23.91 

(Range: 14 – 34), with the standard deviation, skew, and kurtosis of the combined scores shown 

as well. Table 4.3b displays the percentages for responses on the CSQ items. 

 
 

Table 4.3a: Collegiate Spiritual Quest Descriptive Statistics 

Item n M St. Dev. Skew Kurtosis 

Developing a meaningful philosophy of life  139 2.65 0.90 -0.11 -0.75 

Attaining inner harmony 140 2.93 0.80 -0.30 -0.49 

Attaining wisdom  140 3.26 0.65 -0.47 0.06 

Seeking beauty in my life  139 2.96 0.86 -0.36 -0.69 

Finding answers to the mysteries of life 140 2.36 0.76 0.27 -0.18 

Becoming a more loving person  139 3.32 0.68 -0.65 -0.10 

Searching for meaning/purpose in life  140 2.38 0.75 0.17 -0.24 

Having discussions about the meaning of life with 
my friends 

140 2.06 0.70 -0.08 -0.92 

Close friends are searching for meaning/purpose in 
life  

140 2.03 0.67 -0.03 -0.72 

Collegiate Spiritual Quest  137 23.91 4.29 0.036 -0.346 
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Table 4.3b: Collegiate Spiritual Quest Response Percentages 

Item 

Responses & Scores 

4 3 2 1 

 Essential 
Very 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Not 
Important 

Developing a meaningful philosophy of life 18.7 38.1 33.1 10.1 

Attaining inner harmony 25.0 46.4 25.0 3.6 

Attaining wisdom  36.4 53.6 9.3 0.7 

Seeking beauty in my life  30.2 40.3 25.2 4.3 

Finding answers to the mysteries of life 7.1 32.1 50.7 10.0 

Becoming a more loving person  43.9 45.3 10.1 0.7 

 NA 
To A Great 

Extent 
To Some 

Extent 
Not at All 

Searching for meaning/purpose in life  - 23.6 55.7 20.7 

Having discussions about the meaning of 
life with my friends 

- 21.4 51.4 27.1 

 All Most Some None 

Close friend are searching for 
meaning/purpose in life 

6.4 35.0 48.6 10.0 

 
 

The CSQ factor and item means and percentages revealed that spiritual quest goals and 

behaviors remained important to many participants three years into their collegiate experience. 

Attaining wisdom and becoming a loving person became even more important to them, with 

90% of respondents rating these ideals as highly significant for them. In addition, more students 

stated that developing a meaningful philosophy of life and attaining inner harmony were higher 

in value for them compared to when they entered college, and they perceived that more of their 

friends were engaged in searching for purpose in their lives. Several items showed somewhat 

lessened but still meaningful significance for students relative to their pre-college quest ideals, 

including the goal of understanding life mysteries and engaging in searching for life purpose. 

Community Service Involvement (CSI) 

Table 4.4a contains the descriptive statistics for the third factor. Again, most individuals 

had complete data for this factor, resulting in 132 respondents’ data being included in the overall 

computation. A mean of 14.81 was obtained for the variable, with a range of scores between a 
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minimum of 8 and a maximum of 25. The standard deviation, skew, and kurtosis for the entire 

factor were also calculated. Table 4.4b presents the percentages for responses on the CSI 

questions. 

 
 

Table 4.4a: Community Service Involvement Descriptive Statistics 

Item n M St. Dev. Skew Kurtosis 

Volunteer work, hours per week 138 2.63 1.75 1.12 0.91 

Participated in community food or clothing drives 139 1.63 0.64 0.50 -0.65 

Performed volunteer work 138 2.09 0.70 -0.13 -0.96 

Performed community service as part of a class 139 1.55 0.74 0.94 -0.57 

Donated money to charity 138 1.93 0.59 0.02 -0.14 

Helped friends with personal problems 139 2.72 0.45 -0.99 -1.04 

Participating in a community action program 139 2.26 0.94 0.43 -0.62 

Community Service Involvement  132 14.81 3.66 0.412 -.0267 

 
 

Table 4.4b: Community Service Involvement Response Percentages 

Items 

Responses & Scores 

8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

 
Over 

20 Hrs 
16-20 
Hrs  

11-15 
Hrs 

6-10 
Hrs 

3-5 Hrs 1-2 Hrs 
Less 

than 1 
Hr 

None 

Volunteer work, hours per 
week 

2.9 0.7 2.2 9.4 12.3 16.7 19.6 36.2 

 4 3 2 1 

 NA Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Participated in community food 
or clothing drives 

- 8.6 46.0 45.3 

Performed volunteer work - 29.7 50.0 20.3 

Performed community service 
as part of a class 

- 15.1 25.2 59.7 

Donated money to charity  - 14.5 64.5 21.0 

Helped friends with personal 
problems 

- 71.9 28.1 0.0 
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Table 4.4b – continued 
 
 

Items 
Responses & Scores 

4 3 2 1 

 Essential Very Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Not Important 

Participating in a community 
action program 

12.9 20.9 45.3 20.9 

 
 

The means and percentages on CSI items indicated that a majority of respondents 

participated in community service during the year prior to completing the study’s survey. Eighty 

percent of the respondents rated their participation over the past year as either occasional or 

common, with over 40% of them averaging at least one hour of volunteer work per week. 

Popular activities that fell within the community service factor included donating money or 

giving through food and clothing drives, and many participants held becoming involved in social 

causes within the community as a goal for themselves. 

Diversity-Related Experiences (DRE) 

Table 4.5a shows the descriptive statistics for the final variable (development of the 

factor containing specific items follows in Chapter 4). The number of students who responded 

with complete data was high across all items.. The mean score was 23.26, with a range of scores 

from a minimum of 15 to a maximum of 35. The standard deviation, skew, and kurtosis are 

displayed as well. Table 4.5b shows the percentages for responses on the DRE items. 

 
 

Table 4.5a: Diversity-Related Experiences Descriptive Statistics 

Item n M St. Dev. Skew Kurtosis 

Discussed politics 140 1.94 0.55 -0.03 0.30 

Socialized with someone of another racial/ethnic 
group 

140 2.63 0.53 -0.98 -0.16 

Discussed religion/spirituality: In class 140 1.68 0.62 0.32 -0.64 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With friends 140 2.06 0.64 -0.05 -0.55 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With family 139 1.88 0.70 0.16 -0.95 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With professors 139 1.31 0.49 1.20 0.25 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With college staff 139 1.19 0.42 1.87 2.38 



 56

Table 4.5a – continued 
 
 

Item n M St. Dev. Skew Kurtosis 

Helping to promote racial understanding 140 2.32 0.97 0.28 -0.87 

Improving my understanding of other countries and 
cultures 

140 2.82 0.82 -0.30 -0.37 

Taken a religious studies class 140 1.56 0.69 0.83 -0.52 

Experienced a conflict between your coursework and 
your religious beliefs 

139 1.42 0.65 1.26 0.40 

Close friends share my religious/spiritual views 140 2.39 0.58 0.12 -0.35 

Diversity-Related Experiences   138 23.26 4.31 .43 -.19 

 
 

Table 4.5b: Diversity-Related Experiences Response Percentages 

Item 

Responses & Scores 

4 3 2 1 

 NA Frequently Occasionally Not at All 

Discussed politics - 12.1 69.3 18.6 

Socialized with someone of another racial/ethnic 
group 

- 65.0 32.9 2.1 

Discussed religion/spirituality: In class - 7.9 52.1 40.0 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With friends - 23.6 58.6 17.9 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With family - 19.4 49.6 30.9 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With professors - 1.4 28.1 70.5 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With college staff - 0.7 18.0 81.3 

Taken a religious studies class - 11.4 33.6 55.0 

Experienced a conflict between your coursework 
and your religious beliefs 

- 8.6 25.2 66.2 

 Essential 
Very 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Not 
Important 

Improving my understanding of other countries and 
cultures 

20.0 47.9 26.4 5.7 

Helping to promote racial understanding 14.3 25.0 39.3 21.4 

 All Most Some None 

Close friends share my religious/spiritual views 1.4 39.3 55.7 3.6 
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The DRE item means and response percentages suggested that study participants had 

substantial interaction with diverse individuals, along with discussion of ideas within contexts 

likely offering diverse perspectives and ideas. For example, conversations with friends about 

religion and spirituality occurred for over 80% of the respondents, and occurred through class 

discussions for 60% of them. While these discussions cannot be assumed to have always 

involved diverse perspectives, 60% of the participants appeared to have friends who did not 

share their religious views, and 34% indicated that they encountered differences in course 

materials and personal beliefs, implying exposure to diversity in each of these areas. In addition, 

over 80% of the respondents had discussions with other individuals about politics, and almost all 

the students revealed that they had socialized with individuals who differed from themselves 

racially and ethnically.  

Data Cleaning 

Missing Data 

Although the data for this study came from work conducted by a large, national research 

project which examined and cleaned the entire dataset prior to releasing the data to institutions, 

thorough and normal data were not assumed in this dataset. Investigations were first performed 

to search for problematic missing data patterns. Initial visual inspection and frequency analyses 

showed few overall missing responses occurred throughout the data. Only one area of repeated 

absent data points existed, focused in some participants’ responses to items on PCSQ. Review of 

the 2004 CIRP/CSBV survey found that the items with problems were in the final column, 

suggesting that time limitations and/or survey fatigue may have contributed to this pattern of 

missing data.  

Relying on SPSS, descriptive statistics were calculated to determine if distinctions 

existed between the set of participants with missing data on these PCSQ items and the group 

with complete data on this factor. Comparison on gender and race, as well as the items on the 

remaining primary study variables, did not suggest any noticeable differences between the two 

groups. Based on the similarity between participants with complete data and those with missing 

data, the absent data points did not appear to be associated with any significant study variables. 

The data were thus considered to be missing randomly and appropriate methods of data 

substitution were considered (Kline, 2005). 
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Downey and King (1998) investigated methods for dealing with missing data on Likert 

scales and composite variables like those which comprised this study. They divided a large, 

complete dataset into numerous smaller datasets with missing data created randomly. The 

percentage of respondents with missing data ranged from 5% to 35%, and the number of data 

points missing ranged from 5% to 70%. Item mean substitution, in which the average is 

calculated across all non-missing responses to the particular item and is then substituted where 

missing responses exist, led to statistical findings almost identical to the results from the 

complete dataset. An almost identical match occurred when fewer than 20% of the respondents 

had missing data or when less than 20% of the total data was missing.   

As the calculations displayed in Table 4.6 indicate, the number of participants with 

missing data and total amount of missing data fell below Downey & King’s (1998) 20% standard 

within the PCSQ factor, which clearly had the most missing data. Relying on a table of 

percentages of missing participant and item responses that Downey and King presented in their 

study, these percentages indicated that the means and standard deviations would not be 

significantly affected by mean substitution.  

 
 

Table 4.6: Missing Data Calculations on Pre-College Spiritual Quest 

Missing Data  Total Percentage (%)

25 participants 140 participants 17.9 

97 responses 1260 responses 7.7 

 
 
Indeed, Table 4.7 demonstrates that only negligible changes occurred on the primary 

factor measures in this study when means were substituted for absent data points. With only 

minimal differences in scores, ignoring the missing data seemed plausible. However, the 

remaining data analyses require complete data sets for the most thorough and valid results. Given 

this requirement, item mean substitution was employed to complete the dataset and permit the 

strongest possible analyses to occur.  
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Table 4.7: Comparison of Descriptive Statistics Before and After Item Mean Substitution 

Variable n M St. Dev. Skew Kurtosis 

Pre-College Spiritual Quest (PCSQ)      

Actual Data Set Values 115 23.23 4.81 -0.139 -0.276 

After Item-Mean Substitution 140 23.04 4.57 -0.146 0.005 

Collegiate Spiritual Quest (CSQ)      

Actual Data Set Values 137 23.91 4.29 0.036 -0.346 

After Item-Mean Substitution 140 23.96 4.30 0.026 -0.392 

Community Service Involvement (CSI)      

Actual Data Set Values 132 14.81 3.66 0.412 -0.0027 

After Item-Mean Substitution 140 14.82 3.58 0.396 -0.172 

Diversity-Related Experiences (DRE)      

Actual Data Set Values 138 23.26 4.31 0.43 -0.19 

After Item-Mean Substitution 140 23.21 4.31 0.44 -0.19 

 
 

Univariate and Multivariate Outliers 

Outliers were examined to determine if they generated potentially problematic influence 

within the dataset. First, z-scores were computed for all variables, creating standardized scores 

based on their degree of standard deviation from the mean. Kline (2005) stated the general rule 

that outliers exist where responses are at least three standard deviations from the mean. However, 

as indicated in the tables above showing the response options, the survey limited participants to 

only four discrete answer options on most questions. On a few variables, when a participant 

responded with the highest or lowest option and differed from a substantial majority of the other 

participants who answered with one of the middle responses, their score became an outlier. 

Although their score represented an understandable response that was only one raw score value 

point above or below the majority of the responses, statistically it was outside the normal range 

of scores.  

One item on CSI, which focused on the amount of time that participants engaged in 

volunteer work during a typical week, offered eight response options. Four participants provided 

responses that passed the three standard deviation boundary only minimally, indicating heavy 
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engagement in community service relative to most of their peers. While these atypical responses 

were statistically considered outliers, they appeared to represent reasonable values. Based on the 

appropriateness of all possible response options, and the minimal difference in raw scores 

between common and outlier responses, no cases were excluded from the analyses based on their 

status as an outlier on only one variable. 

Multivariate outliers were examined to determine whether particular cases exhibited a 

pattern of unusually strong responses (Kline, 2005). A visual inspection of the standardized 

scores found that none of the participants responded at the extreme high or low end of the 

response scale commonly or systematically across multiple variables. The eventual path analysis 

described below further confirmed the lack of outliers through examination of Mahalonobis’ 

distance, which measures the difference in one respondent’s total set of item scores and the total 

sample’s means (Kline). No large values were obtained, and therefore no cases were rejected in 

further statistical analyses. 

Normality of Distribution 

Analysis of the linearity and homoscedasticity were conducted by visual inspection of 

normal probability plots. No values for skew exceeded ±2.0 nor did any outcomes for kurtosis 

surpass ±8.0, indicating that none of the items had non-normal distributions. No adjustments 

were needed for further analyses (Kline, 2005).  

Finally, multicollinearity among items was investigated to determine if pairs or groups of 

items were highly correlated with each other. Table 4.8 on the next page shows that no items 

were correlated above .80 which would have exhibited a level of interaction that would likely 

disrupt subsequent statistical analyses.  
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Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) 

The EFA was then run utilizing fourteen items from the CSBV-2007 which seemed to 

hold the potential to contribute meaningfully to an operational definition of the Diversity-Related 

Experiences (DRE) variable. A principal-axis extraction procedure first produced a set of 

communalities, displayed in Table 4.9, which indicated the degree of an item’s variability 

accounted for by the factor analysis. These numbers can range from .01 – 1.00, and essentially 

represent the degree of relationship between individual items and all other items in the analysis. 

Communalities above .30 indicated notable loading on the factors, while lower values below .30 

denoted less integration with the other items, and thus less influence on the emerging factors 

(Coughlin, 2005; Kline, 2005). 

 
 

Table 4.9: Communalities for Potential Items on Diversity-Related Experiences 

Item Initial Extraction

Discussed politics .304 .274 

Socialized with someone of another racial/ethnic group .171* .133 

Discussed religion/spirituality: In class .483 .525 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With friends .573 .585 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With family .447 .415 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With professors .447 .584 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With college staff .361 .514 

Participated in study abroad program .062* .037 

Close friends share my religious/spiritual views .279* .606 

Helping to promote racial understanding   .438 .447 

Improving my understanding of other countries and cultures  .324 .395 

Taken a religious studies class .301 .497 

Experienced conflict between coursework and religious beliefs .361 .457 

Describe self as having an interest in different religious traditions .177* .192 

Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring 
*Values fell below the 0.30 level. 
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The items Close friends: Share your religious/spiritual views, Self-description: Having 

an interest in different religious traditions, Socialized with someone of another racial/ethnic 

group, and Participated in: Study abroad program exhibited successively decreasing levels of 

connection to the other items in the analysis below the .30 level. Although they appeared to be 

less involved in defining the DRE factor, Coughlin (2005) counseled that items that appear to 

connect reasonably and theoretically to factors should not be removed simply because of their 

low communality scores. All items were thus retained at this point for further consideration. 

The next step in the EFA involved determining the appropriate number of factors 

underlying the DRE variable (Coughlin, 2005). While all the items could have loaded on one 

total factor, it was not likely that they would appear along the same principal axis. Coughlin 

asserted the need to consider both the eigenvalues and the scree plot produced in EFA to discern 

the appropriate number of factors to extract as analyses progress.  

Eigenvalues indicate the degree of overall variance in a dataset explained by a particular 

factor. Within EFA, researchers tend to follow the Kaiser-Guttman rule of utilizing only factors 

with eigenvalues above 1.0 (Coughlin, 2005). Table 4.10 below presents the eigenvalues for all 

factors that emerged in the initial analysis, ordered by the amount of variance explained by the 

factor. The first four factors held eigenvalues above 1.0, explaining 56.6% of the total variance 

among the items, with the first two factors accounting for a substantial amount of that variance. 

 
 

Table 4.10: Initial Eigenvalues 

Factor Eigenvalue % of Variance Cumulative % 

1 4.068 29.058 29.058 

2 1.614 11.526 40.584 

3 1.207 8.622 49.206 

4 1.035 7.395 56.601 

5 .972 6.941 63.542 

6 .916 6.540 70.082 

7 .785 5.604 75.686 
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Table 4.10 – continued 
 
 

Factor Eigenvalue % of Variance Cumulative % 

8 .739 5.279 80.965 

9 .612 4.371 85.336 

10 .512 3.656 88.991 

11 .492 3.513 92.504 

12 .414 2.956 95.460 

13 .384 2.741 98.202 

14 .252 1.798 100.000 

        Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring 
 

 
 Scree plots which chart eigenvalues by their accompanying factor are additional tools for 

evaluating the number of factors that emerge within an EFA (Coughlin, 2005). Generally, factors 

on the steeper portion of the line before the elbow are retained, while those on the trailing line 

are removed. Figure 4.1 shows the initial scree plot. While the difference in slopes for the scree 

plot line sections was not sharp, the shift in direction at Factor 2 suggests that Factor 1 and 

perhaps Factor 2 should be retained. 

 
Figure 4.1: Scree Plot of Eigenvalues by Factor 
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 No precise guideline exists for determining the number of factors that should be extracted 

in an EFA process, a point emphasized by Coughlin (2005). Balancing the need for simplicity in 

the factor structure with the requirement for thoroughness in explaining the data meant that the 

above results had to be examined within the context of this study and decisions made to benefit 

the validity of the findings. The eigenvalues and scree plot suggested that the first two factors 

together would likely provide a sufficiently meaningful operational definition of the DRE 

variable.  

To confirm that judgment, the initial factor matrix in Table 4.11 was reviewed to examine 

where items loaded in the first analysis. All items with the exception of Participated in: Study 

abroad program (experience) loaded more strongly on Factors 1 and 2 than any other factor, 

suggesting that the last two factors with eigenvalues above 1.0 would not contribute significantly 

to the operational understanding of DRE. This review affirmed that the first two factors were 

sufficient to define this composite variable.  

 
 

Table 4.11: Initial Factor Matrix 

 Item Factor 

 1 2 3 4 

Discussed politics .396* .210 .267 .044 

Socialized with someone of another racial/ethnic group .083 .338* .100 .045 

Discussed religion/spirituality: In class .710* .108 -.094 -.035 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With friends .748* .014 .055 .147 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With family .602* -.182 .044 .133 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With professors .660* -.168 .084 -.337 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With college staff .543* -.248 .303 -.256 

Participated in: Study abroad program -.047 .110 -.150* .015 

Close friends: Share your religious/spiritual views .371 -.582* .101 .346 

Helping to promote racial understanding   .524* .396 .015 .121 

Improving my understanding of other countries and cultures  .445* .377 .050 .231 

Taken a religious studies class .466* -.036 -.526 -.052 

Experienced conflict between coursework and religious beliefs .589* -.078 -.316 -.060 

Self-description: Having an interest in different religious traditions .251 .259* .087 -.233 

           Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring 
*Highest loading point on any factor 
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The review of initial factor loadings in Table 4.11 also allowed further determinations to 

be made regarding the exclusion of items from the DRE variable. Positive or negative initial 

loadings beyond .40 are typically considered related to a factor (Coughlin, 2005), while smaller 

loadings are viewed as less connected. The item Participated in: Study abroad program was 

removed because its values of a .062 communality value and factor loading of only -0.150 fell 

well below the commonly used guidelines for inclusion of items. Likewise, the communality 

value for Self-description: Having an interest in different religious traditions was .177, and its 

factor loading a low .259. This item was also removed. 

All of the other 12 items were retained in the DRE variable. The items Close friends: 

Share your religious/spiritual views and Socialized with someone of another racial/ethnic group 

held lower communality values at .279 and .171 respectively. They initially loaded on factors 

relatively well at -.582 and .338 respectively, however. Although the .338 value for the 

interracial socialization item was marginal in its connection, theoretically such behavior would 

serve as an essential aspect of experiences with diversity. Based on this reasoning, both of these 

items were retained on the factor. 

Having decided to extract two factors for the DRE variable, the process was run again 

limiting the analysis to two factors and adding a varimax rotation procedure. Coughlin (2005) 

asserted the need to re-run the analysis with rotation because the first factor often initially 

becomes too general with many items loading on it and it often reveals negative items, which 

tend to complicate the interpretation of factors. The matrix in Table 4.11 indicated that a 

generalized, broad first factor and negative loadings indeed occurred in the initial factor analysis 

in this study. 
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Table 4.12: Rotated Factor Matrix – Sorted by Factors and Loadings 

Item 
Factor 

1 2 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With professors .661* .134 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With friends .650* .385 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With family .621* .141 

Discussed religion/spirituality: In class .568* .460 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With college staff .565* .055 

Experienced conflict between coursework and religious beliefs .554* .202 

Close friends: Share your religious/spiritual views .495* -.142 

Taken a religious studies class .405* .160 

Personal goal: Helping to promote racial understanding   .222 .688* 

Personal goal: Improving my understanding of other countries and cultures  .175 .575* 

Discussed politics .240 .352* 

Socialized with someone of another racial/ethnic group -.103 .326* 

             Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring; Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization 
 *Highest loading point 
 
 

The second analysis limited to two factors and twelve items accounted for 46.01% of the 

items’ variance, and produced the new rotated factor matrix shown in Table 4.12. The cells 

marked with asterisks indicated the factor of greatest loading for the items. All the items that 

loaded on Factor 1 involved interactions around religion and spirituality, so the factor was 

labeled as Religious/Spiritual Diversity-Related Experiences. The five discussion-based items 

loaded at or above .565. Experiences connected to academics were well represented in the factor, 

through the discussion item focused on in-class contact, as well as experiencing conflicts 

between academic work and personal belief, and enrolling in a religious studies class. The item 

Close friends: Share your religious/spiritual views also fell among these items with a .495 

loading, showing a connection between shared beliefs among friends and diversity experiences.  

Factor 2 encompassed four items covering several areas of diversity, and was labeled 

Non-Religious Diversity-Related Experiences. Helping to promote racial understanding as a 

personal goal and the experience item Socialized with someone of another racial/ethnic group 

both suggested ideals and experiences across racial and ethnic differences. The additional 

personal goal item of Improving my understanding of other countries and cultures indicated a 
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broad geographic diversity connection, while Discussed politics related to possible interactions 

with individuals who differ in political perspectives. While the lowest two items on the factor fell 

below .40, they both seemed logically connected to a broad factor of other types of diversity 

experiences. Given this theoretical connection, it was decided to maintain the items in the final 

factor solution, pending a final reliability analysis. 

With the items on the DRE variable generally defined, the final stage required 

determining whether the variable should be viewed within the research model as one overall 

variable with two sub-factors or as two separate variables comprised of distinct factors. A scale 

analysis was run to determine the reliability of the various factors, examining the items within 

their smaller, separate Religious/Spiritual Diversity-Related Experiences and Non-Religious 

Diversity-Related Experiences factors, as well as the broad and inclusive Diversity-Related 

Experiences variable as originally conceived. The scale analyses produced Cronbach’s alpha 

scores for each scale which were displayed in the following tables, with indications of how the 

results would change if particular items were deleted.  

 
 

Table 4.13a: Scale Analysis for Religious/Spiritual Diversity-Related Experiences Factor 

Factor  
Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

Religious/Spiritual Diversity-Related Experiences .803 

Items 
Cronbach’s Alpha 

if Item Deleted 

Discussed religion/spirituality: In class .769 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With friends .763 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With family .771 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With professors .775 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With college staff .790 

Close friends: Share your religious/spiritual views .803 

Taken a religious studies class .797 

Experienced conflict between coursework and religious beliefs .774 
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Table 4.13b: Scale Analysis for Non-Religious Diversity-Related Experiences Factor 

Factor  
Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

Non-Religious Diversity-Related Experiences .570 

Items 
Cronbach’s Alpha 

if Item Deleted 

Discussed politics .544 

Socialized with someone of another racial/ethnic group .587 

Personal goal: Helping to promote racial understanding   .402 

Personal goal: Improving my understanding of other countries and cultures  .375 

 
 

Table 4.13c: Scale Analysis for Complete Diversity-Related Experiences Factor 

Factor  
Cronbach’s 

Alpha 

Diversity-Related Experiences .790 

Items 
Cronbach’s Alpha 

if Item Deleted 

Discussed politics .783 

Socialized with someone of another racial/ethnic group .802 

Discussed religion/spirituality: In class .753 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With friends .750 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With family .766 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With professors .771 

Discussed religion/spirituality: With college staff .779 

Close friends: Share your religious/spiritual views .791 

Personal goal: Helping to promote racial understanding   .775 

Personal goal: Improving my understanding of other countries and cultures  .778 

Taken a religious studies class .782 

Experienced conflict between coursework and religious beliefs .768 

 
 
The highest reliability for any factor was the Religious/Spiritual Diversity-Related 

Experiences factor at .803. The lowest reliability indicator was the Non-Religious Diversity-
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Related Experiences factor at .570. Cronbach alpha levels that exceed the .70 value are generally 

considered to indicate adequately reliable measurement of meaningful factors, and levels around 

.80 are considered strong (Kline, 2005). Both the religious/spiritual-specific factor and broader 

experience variable had good reliability but the non-religious factor was not reliable, meaning it 

should not be used separately. Although the Religious/Spiritual Diversity-Related Experiences 

factor was .013 higher than the DRE variable in its alpha score, their reliabilities were almost 

identical. Since the Religious/Spiritual Diversity-Related Experiences factor did not provide 

much greater reliability, and the non-religious factor was not reliable, it was decided to employ 

the broader variable in the path analysis of the model. 

Table 4.13c indicated that the reliability of the DRE variable would be increased .012 by 

removing the item Socialized with someone of another racial/ethnic group and .001 by removing 

the item Close friends: Share your religious/spiritual views. Removal of each item would have 

incrementally improved the factor, however the interracial socialization item seemed particularly 

associated with encounters with diversity. The .790 alpha score also compared favorably with the 

reliability scores for the other factored variables in this study discussed in Chapter 3. The breadth 

that these items added to the factor seemed to outweigh the improvement their removal would 

have created, so the 12 items were all retained in the factor in the path analysis that followed.  

Path Analysis (PA) 

The path analysis, employing AMOS (Analysis of Moment Structures) software and 

manuals (Arbuckle & Wothke 1999; Byrne, 2001) occurred next. Factor scores for the four 

composite variables of Pre-College Spiritual Quest (PCSQ), Collegiate Spiritual Quest (CSQ), 

Community Service Involvement (CSI) and Diversity-Related Experiences (DRE), along with the 

responses on the Gender and Race items, were loaded and placed into the structure of the 

research model described in Chapters 1 and 2. AMOS was used to estimate the model, and the 

results are discussed in the remainder of Chapter 4.  

Model Status 

First, the PA confirmed that the model was indeed recursive, indicating that the direction 

of influence between the variables fell in one direction rather then being reciprocal. The model 

had already been found to be over-identified, as discussed in Chapter 3, with 14 correlations 

found among the variables but only 13 paths examined in the initial model. The correlation 
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between CSI and DRE created an additional correlation that was not examined in the original 

model. 

Initial Model Estimation 

The first calculations rendered by AMOS described the relationships among the 

variables, displayed in Table 4.14, with both standardized and unstandardized regression 

weights, standard errors, and the significance levels for those relationships. The values within the 

unstandardized regression column exhibit outcomes based on the factors’ original scales, which 

cannot be compared to each other due to scale differences. The standardized regression column 

displays values that can be compared with each other to indicate the relative degree of influence 

among the variables. For example, participants’ Race appeared to have a very strong influence 

over their DRE factor scores based on the unstandardized regression weight (-2.209), while the 

influence of their DRE factor scores on their degree of CSQ seemed much weaker (0.313). 

Instead, the degree of influence among these variables was reversed, as standardized regression 

weights showed that DRE (0.315) was actually stronger in influence on CSQ than the impact of 

Race on DRE (-0.230). Based on this important distinction, only standardized scores will be 

discussed for the results of the PA. 

 
 

Table 4.14: Initial Model Estimation 

Relationship 

between 

Variables 

Standardized 

Regression 

Weight 

Unstandardized 

Regression 

Weight 

Standard 

Error 
Significance

Race → PCSQ -0.015 -0.150 0.862 0.862 

Gender → PCSQ 0.020 0.215 0.920 0.815 

Race → CSI -0.188 -1.500 0.634 0.018 

Gender → CSI 0.191 1.626 0.677 0.016 

PCSQ → CSI 0.216 0.169 0.062 0.007 

Race → DRE -0.230 -2.209 0.743 0.003 

Gender → DRE 0.090 0.919 0.793 0.247 

PCSQ → DRE 0.321 0.303 0.073 0.000 

Race → CSQ -0.032 -0.301 0.699 0.666 

Gender → CSQ 0.058 0.591 0.728 0.417 

PCSQ → CSQ 0.341 0.319 0.071 0.000 

CSI → CSQ 0.065 0.077 0.089 0.385 

DRE → CSQ 0.315 0.313 0.076 0.000 
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Assessment of Fit 

Numerous indices of fit between the proposed model and the actual data, including the 

overall chi-square test, were also produced by AMOS. These indices examine various parts of 

the calculations employed in PA to determine how accurately the model explains the data. The 

results are shown in Table 4.15 for the fit measures described by Byrne (2001), Coughlin (2005), 

and Kline (2005) as appropriate and the most commonly used for analyses like PA. The Value 

column exhibits the actual measure for the fit index developed in the estimation process, while 

the last column indicates the level of measurement recommended in order to determine that a 

good fit exists (Byrne, Coughlin, Kline). 

 
 

Table 4.15: Fit Indices for Proposed Conceptual Model in the Initial Estimation 

Fit Index Value Values Indicating Good Fit 

Model X2 20.058, p = 0.000 Statistical non-significance 

RMSEA 0.255 <.08 

NFI 0.829 >.90 

CFI 0.824 >.90 

GFI 0.957 >.90 

SRMR 0.071 <.10 

 
 
The model chi-square served as the primary and overall strongest measure of fit. It 

compares an actual or observed covariance matrix with an expected or ideal covariance matrix 

based on the relationships defined by the proposed model. A high degree of overlap in the 

covariance matrices, and therefore a small and non-significant chi-square value, is desired to 

indicate close fit. A rather large2and significant chi-square score resulted in the analysis with X2 = 

20.058, suggesting relatively weak fit between the data and the model as initially proposed.  

Most of the additional fit indices further supported the indication of weaker fit between 

the model and actual data. The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) does not 

presume that a proposed model will fit the data perfectly as does the model chi-square, and 

attempts to account for errors in approximation between the model and data in its calculation. At 

a value of 0.255, the RMSEA assessment far exceeded the recommended level for showing close 

fit. The next two measures in Table 4.15 are the Normed (NFI) and Comparative Fit Indices 
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(CFI), which examine how well the proposed model matches a baseline model predicted by the 

program. In each case, values greater than 0.90 are desired. While both measures came near that 

level, they both fell below it. 

Two fit indices did support the finding of relatively good fit between the proposed model 

and data, however. The Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) indicates how well the model explains the 

variability found within the covariance matrix, and the result was positive at 0.957, above the 

0.90 criterion. In addition, the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) analyzes how 

large the residuals or differences in measurement are between the actual and expected 

covariances in the analysis. Smaller residuals overall lead to a smaller average difference, 

represented by the SRMR value. A 0.071 value developed in this initial assessment, suggesting 

adequately good fit. 

Taken altogether, the indices indicated that relatively weak fit existed between the data 

and the proposed research model as it was initially loaded into AMOS. The variability was 

somewhat explained and overlap between the model and data occurred, but the degree of 

matching was insufficient to conclude that the model strongly explained the data.  

Respecification 

The next step involved determining if modifications to the proposed model could enhance 

the fit with the actual data. In addition to the statistics above, the estimation process in AMOS 

produced modification indices that indicated an approximate degree to which the overall model 

chi-square would decrease, and therefore the strength of the model would increase, if the 

specified modification was implemented (Byrne, 2001). As Table 4.16 exhibits, the first 

estimation calculated that establishing a connection between CSI and DRE would reduce the 

model chi-square considerably. In addition, the Estimated Parameter column holds values 

determined by AMOS that show the approximate strength of the CSI-DRE connection that would 

emerge in the revised estimation process. Together these numbers indicated that making such a 

revision would provide a more accurate model for explaining the data. 
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Table 4.16: Modification Indices in the Initial Estimation 

Relationship between Variables 
Modification 

Index 

Estimated 

Parameter 

DRE → CSI 14.926 0.255 

CSI → DRE 15.745 0.370 

 
 
Although AMOS created the modification measures, it did not determine a correct or 

most appropriate direction of influence between these variables to add to the model. The values 

suggested that adding a link defining the relationship from CSI towards DRE would be expected 

to reduce the model chi-square the greatest amount and establish the strongest connection. 

However, defining the relationship in the reverse direction appeared to have a similar, though 

somewhat weaker effect on the model.  

Before the initial model could be revised, further consideration was required to determine 

which direction of influence between CSI and DRE seemed most reasonable. Experiences with 

diverse individuals could have led respondents to become more involved in service, if the diverse 

encounters perhaps fostered individuals’ awareness of the needs of others and the community. 

Such awareness could then have motivated individuals to engage in more acts of service. In 

contrast, community service activities by study participants also could have exposed them to 

individuals who differed in various ways from themselves. Such exposure could have fostered 

the type of ideals and experiences which comprised the DRE variable. While both potential 

directions of influence between the variables appeared plausible, the opportunity for community 

service work to generate more experiences with diversity seemed more likely based on the 

operational definitions in this study. Given this reasoning and the values estimated by AMOS, 

the model was respecified by adding a path from CSI to DRE.  

Final Model Estimation and Assessment of Fit 

Analyses were re-run and led to revised calculations of model estimation and new 

goodness of fit statistics, expressed in Tables 4.17 and 4.18 respectively. Evaluating fit, AMOS 

determined the model chi-square to be very small and non-significant at X2 = 0.0873, p = 0.350, 

confirming that substantial overlap existed between the covariance matrices based on the model 

and actual data. The SRMR value (0.019) extended this finding, showing that the average 

residual between the matrices was very small, while the GFI’s measure (0.998) signified that the 
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variability in the actual covariance matrix was substantially accounted for by the revised model. 

RMSEA’s value (0.000) was also very low, furthering the presumption of good fit based on the 

model accounting for measurement error. Finally, the measures of NFI (0.993) and CFI (1.000) 

determined that a solid match developed between the values of the indices’ proposed models and 

those produced by AMOS. Each of the different indices above demonstrated that the revised 

model strongly described the data, and therefore explained the relationships among the variables 

more accurately than the proposed model.  

 
 

Table 4.17: Revised Model Estimation* 

Relationship 

between 

Variables 

Standardized 

Regression 

Weight 

Unstandardized 

Regression 

Weight 

Standard 

Error 
Significance

Race → PCSQ -0.015 -0.150 0.862 0.862 

Gender → PCSQ 0.020 0.215 0.920 0.815 

Race → CSI -0.188 -1.500 0.634 0.018 

Gender → CSI 0.191 1.626 0.677 0.016 

PCSQ → CSI 0.216 0.169 0.062 0.007 

Race → DRE -0.164 -1.577 0.707 0.026 

Gender → DRE 0.023 0.235 0.756 0.756 

PCSQ → DRE 0.245 0.231 0.070 0.001 

CSI → DRE 0.350 0.421 0.093 0.000 

Race → CSQ -0.031 -0.301 0.690 0.662 

Gender → CSQ 0.058 0.591 0.725 0.415 

PCSQ → CSQ 0.339 0.319 0.070 0.000 

CSI → CSQ 0.064 0.077 0.095 0.417 

DRE → CSQ 0.315 0.313 0.081 0.000 

*Bolded values emphasize significance. See Figure 4.2 for graphic representation of these values. 
 
 

Table 4.18: Fit Indices for Revised Research Model 

Fit Index Value Values Indicating Good Fit 

X2 0.873, p = 0.350 Statistical non-significance 

RMSEA 0.000 <.08 

NFI 0.993 >.90 

CFI 1.00 >.90 

GFI 0.998 >.90 

SRMR 0.019 <.10 
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Further indication of the strength and validity of the model came from the determination 

of the amount of variance accounted for by the model. AMOS produced an R2 regression statistic 

for each endogenous variable, as shown in Table 4.19. These numbers can be considered 

percentages of the whole variance for a variable accounted for by the model. For example, Race 

and Gender together explained essentially none of the variability in participants’ Pre-College 

Spiritual Quest (PCSQ), but adding these three variables together accounted for 12% of the 

variance in students’ Community Service Involvement (CSI), or involvement in service work. 

Going further into the model, over 27% of the variance for Diversity-Related Experiences (DRE) 

and 33% of the difference in responses to Collegiate Spiritual Quest’s (CSQ) items was 

accounted for by the model.  

An R2 of 0.330 represents a reasonably strong degree of explanation for the 

differentiation among participants in their spiritual quest several years into college (Coughlin, 

2005). Although large percentages of variance remained unaccounted for (shown graphically as 

decimals in Figure 4.2 on the error terms), one-third of the variability was explained. A model 

that explains greater levels of variance in an outcome variable is often preferred in research, 

however, the primary goal of this study was not to account for all of the variance in CSQ. 

Instead, the goal was to determine how much influence these primary research variables had 

upon CSQ, which was indicated statistically by the degree of variance explained. The 33% of the 

variance accounted for indicated that the variables involved in this study were indeed important 

and relatively strong determinants of CSQ. 

 
 

Table 4.19: Estimates of Variance Accounted for in Final Model 

Variable Explained Variance (R
2
) 

PCSQ 0.001 

CSI 0.121 

DE 0.274 

CSQ 0.330 
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Interpretation of Results 

Based on the finding that the revised model strongly fit and described the data, the 

relationships among the variables were thoroughly re-examined. The estimation calculations, 

graphically displayed in Figure 4.2, signified the strength of the direct relationships between the 

study’s variables. The most influential direct effect existed between CSI and DRE (0.350), the 

path that was originally not considered but was added to revise the initial model. This value 

represented meaningful and substantial interaction between study participants’ involvement in 

community service and their experiences around diversity, an unexpected finding to emerge from 

the PA.  

The endogenous variable of CSQ developed similarly strong direct relationships with 

PCSQ (0.339), and DRE at (0.315), but only limited connections with Race (-0.031), Gender 

(0.058), and CSI (0.064). These outcomes indicated that the students’ pre-college involvement in 

spiritual quest and their experiences with diverse individuals and ideals were a significant 

predictor of their level of spiritual quest later in college. In contrast, individuals’ race, gender, 

and level of volunteer activities did not significantly and directly impact the extent to which they 

engaged in spiritual quest several years into their collegiate experience. 

In addition to the strong influence from CSI to DRE noted above, direct effects of 

meaningful strength also developed towards DRE from both Race (-0.164 ) and PCSQ (0.245), 

but the impact was much weaker from Gender (0.023). The Race value manifested that 

individuals’ race and ethnicity significantly impacted the degree of their interactions with diverse 

peers and ideas during college. The negative sign for the value emerged from the coding of the 

data (Minority Status: Yes = 1, No = 2), and denoted the direction of the relationship, not 

harmful effects. The negative value actually meant that minority students had significantly 

greater diversity-related experiences than their peers. For PCSQ, the outcome showed that pre-

collegiate levels of quest activities also substantially influenced participants’ extent of 

experiences with diversity while in college. However, minimal differences in diversity-related 

experiences based on a student’s gender seemed to occur. 

In addition, Race (-0.188), Gender (0.191), and PCSQ (0.216) also directly and 

significantly impacted CSI. Participants’ demographic background, in terms of their racial 

background and sex, pointed to considerable differences in the degree to which they invested in 

community service. More specifically, these values revealed that minority students and females 
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were more likely to engage in service work. Involvement in spiritual quest prior to beginning 

college also led to greater involvement in the volunteer activities listed within CSI.  

Finally, Race (-0.015) and Gender (0.020) were not significantly connected to PCSQ. 

Being a member of a minority group or Caucasian, and being either male or female, did not 

explain differences in participants’ level of spiritual quest prior to enrolling in college. 

Adding to the direct relationships discovered in the final model estimation process, 

indirect effects between the variables also emerged. Indirect effects or relationships emerge 

where one variable affects another variable through a mediating variable that exists between 

them within a model. For example, PCSQ directly influenced CSQ as discussed above, but it also 

indirectly impacted CSQ through its direct effects on CSI and DRE and their eventual effects on 

CSQ.  

Calculations for indirect effects are developed by multiplying the direct effect 

relationships that lead to the outcome variable. Most of the indirect connections were relatively 

weak (third column of Table 4.20), indicating that mediating variables did not significantly 

modify the degree of relationship evidenced by the direct effects shown in Table 4.17 and Figure 

4.2. However, the mediated impacts of both PCSQ (0.114) and CSI (0.110) on CSQ were 

meaningful. Participants’ involvement in community service and their exposure to diversity both 

influenced the degree to which pre-college quest explained later engagement in spiritual quest 

behaviors. 

 
 

Table 4.20: Standardized Effects of Variables on Collegiate Spiritual Quest* 

Variable Direct Effect Indirect Effect Total Effect 
Significance of 

Total Effect 

Race -0.031 -0.091 -0.122 0.150 

Gender 0.058 0.049 0.107 0.207 

PCSQ 0.339 0.114 0.453 0.000 

CSI 0.064 0.110 0.174 0.030 

DRE 0.315 -- 0.315 0.000 

*Bold indicates significant relationships between variables. 
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Combining the direct and indirect effects determined by AMOS in the estimation process, 

the total effects or overall influence on participants’ CSQ from the variables in this study 

emerged. The significance of these total effects, shown in the last column of Table 4.20, was also 

determined through additional regression analyses. As the table displays, gender and race 

exhibited some overall impact upon individuals’ spiritual quest during their collegiate 

experience, but these effects were not significant and were much less influential for the 

participants in this study than the other factors. 

The results of the total effect calculations for the other variables showed that pre-college 

levels of spiritual quest remained the most important factor in understanding these individuals’ 

spiritual quest activities later in college. Encounters with diverse people and diverse ideas also 

remained an important influence on spiritual quest during college. Perhaps most interesting from 

the perspective of total effects, participants’ engagement in community service became a 

significant factor in explaining spiritual quest, a significance that had not been achieved in its 

direct relationship. This shift towards significance suggested that community service 

involvement had an effect on students’ spiritual quest, but the impact involved more complexity 

than could be accounted for by a simple connection between the experience and an outcome.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 
 
 
 

 The purpose of this study was to consider the impact of community service and diversity 

on the spiritual development of college students. More specifically, this research examined how 

involvement in community service and exposure to diverse people and ideas influenced 

traditional-aged undergraduates’ spiritual quest. The study also investigated whether differences 

in race and gender affected these variables and the relationships among them. 

 The primary research questions which guided this research were: 

- What effect does involvement in community service during college have on  

college student spiritual quest? 

- What effects do diversity-related experiences in college have on college student  

spiritual quest? 

- What effects do students’ pre-college levels of spiritual quest have on their  

levels of spiritual quest later in college? 

In addition, to understand these variables and the relationships among them more 

thoroughly, the study also explored the following secondary questions: 

- Do students’ pre-college levels of spiritual quest influence their degree of  

involvement in community service activities while in college? 

- Do students’ pre-college levels of spiritual quest influence their degree of  

experiences with diverse peers and ideas while in college? 

- Does race influence students’ spiritual quest during college? 

- Does race influence students’ pre-college spiritual quest, community service  

participation, and diversity-related experiences? 

- Does gender influence students’ spiritual quest during college? 

- Does gender influence students’ pre-college spiritual quest, community service  

   participation, and diversity-related experiences?  
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Answering Primary Questions 

Community Service Involvement 

Based on the reviewed literature, the hypothesis in the current study was that students’ 

community service involvement would have a significant and positive effect on their spiritual 

quest ideals and behaviors. Although significant influence from Community Service Involvement 

to Collegiate Spiritual Quest emerged within the research model through its overall total effect, a 

simple conclusion in support of the hypothesis is not possible. No significant direct influence 

emerged from Community Service Involvement towards Collegiate Spiritual Quest. Instead 

Community Service Involvement indirectly impacted Collegiate Spiritual Quest through its strong 

direct link to Diversity-Related Experiences. This outcome indicated that engagement in 

community service during college influenced the spiritual quest among participants by 

influencing their experiences with diverse people and ideas.  

 This finding differed from much of the literature reviewed for this study which found 

meaningful, direct connections between students’ service work and spirituality. Several authors 

(Bischetti, 2000; Cherry, DeBerg & Porterfield, 2001; Radecke, 2007; Rhoads & Neururer, 

1998) have discussed a strong connection between these variables. However, these studies were 

small, qualitative investigations focused solely on community service and the relevant themes 

emerged in participants’ statements about their sense of spirituality. Those studies could explore 

the relationship between service work and spiritual quest behaviors and ideals to a greater degree 

than was possible in the current study’s survey. The simple, quantitative measures of service 

behaviors and amount of time invested, in addition to the items regarding spiritual quest, may not 

have measured the deeper aspects of service engagement and spirituality found in the qualitative 

work which contributed to the discrepancy in findings.  

The focus in prior research on the broader concept of spirituality and its relationship with 

community service may also explain the variation in results from this study. In addition to the 

qualitative studies which have discussed service work and spirituality (Bischetti, 2000; Cherry, 

DeBerg & Porterfield, 2001; Radecke, 2007; Rhoads & Neururer, 1998), quantitative studies 

have also examined this relationship (Bryant, 2007; Bryant et al., 2003). Throughout the 

literature, scholars have discussed the relationship between students’ participation in community 

service and their broader spirituality, rather than noting particular aspects of spiritual quest, like 

searching for meaning in life or answers to deep questions. As a wider construct, spirituality 
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encompasses many aspects, including affective components of connection to other human beings 

and transcendent relationships to divine beings or concepts of truth. The assumption made here is 

that community service, because of its intent to help other people, connects more strongly to 

notions of spirituality rather than spiritual quest specifically. This assumption seems reasonable 

and perhaps probable when viewed in this context. 

Considering the construct of spiritual quest specifically however, involvement in 

community service may simply be less likely to directly spur quest’s ideals and behaviors. 

Spiritual quest contains primarily intellectually-oriented activities such as finding answers to life 

mysteries and discussing the meaning of life with friends. Volunteer work may lead individuals 

to consider the meaning and purpose of life and reveal a desire to be a more loving individual, 

but it may not inherently foster goals like attaining wisdom or the behaviors of contemplating 

and developing philosophies of life. Service work is often personally rewarding and may lead to 

reflective moments on the volunteer experience, but the connection to the intellectual aspects of 

quest is not inevitable. These findings do not explicitly counter research findings on the 

relationship between service work and spirituality, but rather simply exhibit that the direct 

connection of community service involvement with growth in intellectually-oriented spiritual 

quest is insufficient to produce a strong influence. 

Community Service Involvement and Diversity-Related Experiences 

As mentioned above, an overall substantial influence of community service work on 

students’ spiritual quest indeed occurred, arising largely through an indirect path involving 

participants’ experiences with diversity. An unanticipated finding emerged from the analysis of 

the research model in the form of a very strong connection between Community Service 

Involvement and Diversity-Related Experiences, which resulted in a significant total relationship 

between Community Service Involvement and Collegiate Spiritual Quest. The initial estimation 

process dictated that a modification to the proposed research model occur, because adding a 

connection from Community Service Involvement to Diversity-Related Experiences would 

greatly enhance the model’s strength in fitting with the data.  

Although the primary research questions and hypotheses did not consider the connection 

between these variables, exploring the relationship seems necessary to understanding the overall 

influence found between Community Service Involvement and Collegiate Spiritual Quest. A 

conceptual perspective on these variables offers a reasonable interpretation for the observed 
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relationship. Although different types of volunteer activity may not have expressly initiated 

meaningful conversations about spirituality or led to numerous cross-racial social interactions for 

study participants, their investment in community service work may have placed them in contact 

with individuals who differed from themselves. Scholars (Battastoni, 1995; Jones & Hill, 2001) 

focused on student learning have previously noted important connections between community 

service and the outcomes of interactions with diverse people and ideas. Whether in course-based 

service work, after-school tutoring, mentor programs, or other avenues of service, contact with 

individuals who differ racially, socio-economically, politically, and religiously are likely to 

occur. The general connection among all these behaviors may explain the strong relationship 

between community service and diversity experiences, a result that certainly supports the 

findings of previous research. 

This link between service activities and diversity-related experiences is important for the 

overall finding of influence between community service involvement and collegiate spiritual 

quest. Community service work did not strongly and directly impact the particular construct of 

spiritual quest behaviors and ideals for this study’s participants, but it appears to have exposed 

them to situations which led to conversations and other experiences oriented around diverse 

people and ideas. This exposure to diversity may have been quite vital to participants’ collegiate 

spiritual quest, as discussed below. Although the path of influence for community service 

involvement was indirect, the results indicated that it remains an important factor in 

understanding how these students developed in their spiritual quest during college. 

Diversity-Related Experiences 

The hypothesis for the current study was that interactions with diversity during college 

would facilitate students’ spiritual quest. The path analysis found that Diversity-Related 

Experiences indeed produced a very strong positive and direct effect upon Collegiate Spiritual 

Quest, supporting the hypothesized connection between them. With a standardized total effect 

value of 0.315, Diversity-Related Experiences contributed to a substantial portion of the overall 

33% variance in Collegiate Spiritual Quest accounted for by the research model. These results 

revealed that for the participants in this study, experiences with diverse people and exposure to 

diverse ideas during college were directly influential in the development of their spiritual quest 

behavior and ideals. 



 85

This outcome aligns strongly with the research literature that has previously considered 

the connection between diversity-related experiences and spirituality. Numerous scholars (Lee, 

2002b; Pesut, 2002; Radecke, 2007) who conducted qualitative studies focused on student 

religious and spiritual behavior found that interactions with people from different faith 

backgrounds, particularly when those individuals were students’ peers, led to deeper reflection 

and exploration of personal beliefs and more complex spiritual identities for themselves. 

Similarly, Light’s (2001) examination of important influences on undergraduates’ educational 

experience discussed how involvement with racially and spiritually diverse peers led 

undergraduates to reconsider their previously-held religious beliefs and eventually broaden and 

deepen their spiritual perspectives. The results of the current study extend similar findings to 

spiritual quest specifically, exhibiting the positive influence of diversity-oriented behaviors on 

these participants’ intellectually-connected aspects of spirituality, such as developing a 

meaningful philosophy and searching for purpose in life. 

A brief examination of the items that comprised Diversity-Related Experiences provides 

a better understanding of this variable’s relationship with spiritual quest. Five of the questions 

encompassed discussion of religious and spiritual issues with other individuals, including peers, 

professors, and college staff members. Several other spirituality-connected items related to 

academic experiences, including undergraduates’ enrollment in religious studies courses and 

their encounters with differences between material in their coursework and personal beliefs. 

Whether through discussions with friends and classmates, reading assigned texts, completing 

research assignments, or class lectures, many individuals appear to have been exposed to ideas 

and beliefs which differed from knowledge they previously held. The inclusion of these 

discussion-oriented items and spiritually-associated academic questions suggests that 

conversations with others and academic work both hold an important place in individuals’ 

experiences with diversity, which then tend to foster their quest behaviors and goals. 

In addition to the influence of religious and spiritual items within Diversity-Related 

Experiences on Collegiate Spiritual Quest, other areas of diversity also exhibited a positive 

effect on this relationship. Socializing with peers from different racial and ethnic backgrounds 

and discussion of politics impacted participants’ spiritual quest during college, as did the goals of 

promoting racial understanding and gaining a better understanding of other countries and 

cultures. Interactions with individuals across racial and possible political differences may have 
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allowed participants to observe and learn about their different beliefs and value systems. 

Although the abstract ideals of racial and cultural understanding do not seem directly linked to 

spiritual quest, a connection may exist in participants’ broader openness to diversity, as 

suggested by these items. Altogether, these additional items indicate that other areas of 

interaction are also important to students’ diversity-related experiences, which ultimately 

promote the behaviors and ideals that make up spiritual quest.  

Pre-College Spiritual Quest  

The last primary hypothesis for this study anticipated that students’ pre-college levels of 

spiritual quest would be predictive of their level of spiritual quest later in college. The analysis of 

the structural model found that Pre-College Spiritual Quest held the most powerful direct 

influence on Collegiate Spiritual Quest at 0.339. It also maintained the highest overall 

relationship with Collegiate Spiritual Quest at 0.453 when all indirect influences were added, 

meaning it accounted for the largest portion of the overall 33% variance in Collegiate Spiritual 

Quest uncovered in the model. These results indicate that for these participants, the greatest 

determinant of their spiritual quest three years into their undergraduate experience was their 

engagement in quest behaviors and holding quest-related ideals as they entered college.  

Although the students’ pre-college levels of spiritual quest were predictive of their later 

degree of spiritual quest, noticeable changes occurred on several items which indicated shifts 

within this area and a slight increase for many individuals. As a group, participants reported that 

developing a meaningful philosophy of life, attaining inner harmony, gaining wisdom, and 

becoming a more loving person all became more important goals for them later in college. They 

also indicated that they perceived that more of their friends were searching for purpose in life. 

When responding about their own search for purpose and talking about these issues with friends 

however, they reported continued investment in these behaviors but to a lesser extent than before 

college. Similarly, their desire to find answers to mysteries in life remained important, but to a 

slightly lesser degree.  

Finding strong predictive value in students’ pre-college levels of spiritual quest for their 

degree of quest behaviors and ideals later in college extends and supports the findings in the 

research literature regarding changes in undergraduates’ spiritual behavior. Several scholars have 

found that undergraduates tend to exhibit a decline in their adherence to religious practices and 

doctrines once they begin college (Astin, 1993a; Bryant et al., 2003; Lee, 2002b). Some of these 
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studies also noted that students reported an increase in their interest in spirituality and a 

deepened sense of religious and spiritual identity (Bryant et al., 2003; Lee, 2002b). Pascarella 

and Terenzini (2005) reviewed these and other related findings about the impact of collegiate 

experiences on students’ religious beliefs and spiritual behavior, and concluded that 

undergraduates appear to reconsider their past beliefs and behaviors and integrate them into 

emerging spiritual values and practices they adopt for themselves. The findings of this study 

generally support Pascarella and Terenzini’s conclusion, placing it within the specific area of 

spiritual quest as participants generally grew in their level of spiritual quest and experienced 

meaningful developments within their quest behaviors and ideals.  

Answering Secondary Questions 

 Relationships among the variables beyond the questions and hypotheses on the three 

primary, direct connections to Collegiate Spiritual Quest were also examined. These 

relationships held meaningful influence within the model and help explain the findings regarding 

the primary hypotheses. 

Pre-College Spiritual Quest and Community Service Involvement 

The hypothesized connection between these variables was that students’ initial levels of 

spiritual quest would be significantly predictive of their engagement in community service 

during college. The path analysis discovered that students’ level of Pre-College Spiritual Quest 

was indeed indicative of their Community Service Involvement at 0.216, which represented a 

significant influence. Although the analysis found that only 12% of the variance in Community 

Service Involvement was accounted for within the model, Pre-College Spiritual Quest was an 

important factor in that variance. These results signify that students’ degree of quest behaviors 

and ideals when they enter college likely influenced the extent to which they engaged in 

community service as an undergraduate. 

This finding of a significant connection between initial spiritual quest and volunteer 

service matches the literature in this area. While conducting student interviews on a number of 

religiously-affiliated colleges and universities, Braskamp et al. (2006) discovered that students 

tended to express concepts like moral duty, religious commitment, and spiritually-connected 

compassion for others as their motivation for becoming involved in community service. O’Grady 

and Johnson (2006) similarly concluded that a strong connection between spirituality and service 

towards others emerged in their work with undergraduates at one small, religiously-based 
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college. A sense of connection to other individuals, often viewed as a component of broader 

spirituality, has also been discussed as a reason that students choose to engage in service work 

(Serow, 1991). While these scholars wrote about the broader perspective of spirituality in their 

work, the findings in this study regarding quest behaviors and ideals align with their work. The 

component of spirituality represented by quest behaviors and ideals appears to have had some 

meaningful influence in fostering volunteer activity among students, which in turn indirectly led 

to further development of spiritual quest among students. 

Pre-College Spiritual Quest and Diversity-Related Experiences 

The predicted relationship among these variables was that students’ level of spiritual 

quest prior to college would strongly influence the degree to which they experienced diversity 

while they were an undergraduate. Although no prior literature informed this hypothesis, the 

assumption was that individuals’ intellectually-oriented quest activities and goals would possibly 

lead them to seek out individuals who differed from themselves to learn about their values and 

beliefs. The results of the structural analysis revealed that Pre-College Spiritual Quest was 

significantly influential at 0.245, meaning it was responsible for a substantial portion of the 27% 

variance in Diversity-Related Experiences discovered in the model. This outcome indicates that 

students’ investment in quest behaviors and holding of quest ideals just before they began 

college indeed appeared to impact the degree of exposure to diverse people and ideas they 

received later in their undergraduate experience. 

Race, Pre-College Spiritual Quest, and Collegiate Spiritual Quest 

The hypothesis in the current study was that students’ racial and ethnic heritage would 

substantially impact the degree to which they exhibited spiritual quest behaviors and ideals both 

prior to enrolling in college and several years later as an undergraduate. The analysis of the 

research model revealed that Race did not significantly explain participants’ degree of Pre-

College Spiritual Quest or Collegiate Spiritual Quest, however.  

This outcome adds to the diverse findings in the research literature. Scholars (Sanchez & 

Carter, 2005; Stewart, 2002; Watt, 2003) who have focused on the developmental experience of 

African-American undergraduates, typically through qualitative work, have tended to find that 

these students’ religious and spiritual identities often change during college as they interact in 

complex ways with their overall identity development, and that their race plays a large role in 

that process. Other researchers (Bryant, 2007; Gurin et al., 2002; Hu and Kuh, 2003) found 



 89

somewhat different results suggesting less connection between race and spirituality or other 

developmental outcomes.  

Race and Community Service Involvement 

Race was also expected to display a substantial influence on the degree to which students 

engaged in community service while they were in college. Previous national studies (Dote et al., 

2006) had reported that white students became involved in volunteer work at higher levels than 

their minority peers, which guided the current study’s expectation. The analysis revealed that a 

significant direct influence from Race on Community Service Involvement emerged at -0.188 

(p<.05), supporting the original hypothesis. However, the negative direction of the finding meant 

that minority students were actually engaged in volunteer service more commonly than the white 

participants in the current study, contradicting the anticipated impact that individuals’ racial and 

ethnic heritage would produce. 

Race and Diversity-Related Experiences 

In addition, students’ racial background was presumed to affect the extent to which 

students experienced diverse peers and ideas while in college, with the projected outcome that 

more exposure to diversity would occur for minority students. Prior research (Hu & Kuh, 2003) 

had discovered that white students tended to have less diverse groups of friends and engaged less 

often in meaningful conversations with individuals from minority backgrounds. The path 

analysis indicated that Race was significantly influential on Diversity-Related Experiences, at -

0.164, supporting the hypothesis in the predicted direction. Minority student participants were 

more likely to be involved in diversity-related experiences several years into their college career.  

Gender, Pre-College Spiritual Quest, and Collegiate Spiritual Quest 

The hypothesis in this study was that participants’ gender would produce significant 

differences in their level of spiritual quest before and during college. The literature that has 

previously examined spirituality in the context of gender has tended to find that women often 

express more interest in spirituality and rate themselves more highly on measures of spirituality-

related behaviors and ideals, including those connected to spiritual quest (Bryant, 2007). Other 

scholars have indicated that undergraduate men tend to be express more secular views and 

behaviors and exhibit lower participation in religious activities (Buchko, 2004; Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005). Instead, the analysis of the research model revealed that Gender did not have a 

significant relationship with either Pre-College Spiritual Quest or Collegiate Spiritual Quest. 
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Being male or female appeared to have little influence in explaining the differences in 

participants’ level of spiritual quest in the current study.  

Gender and Community Service Involvement 

Gender was additionally expected to substantially impact participants’ level of 

involvement in volunteer work, with women predicted to display greater volunteerism. Small but 

noticeable differences in the level of service work have been reported by organizations that 

surveyed undergraduates regarding their service engagement (CPR, 2006; Dote et al., 2006), 

which have pointed to more involvement by women. Bryant (2007) also investigated gender 

differences in service, and revealed that women scored significantly higher on an almost 

identical factor of items to those used in the current study. In the path analysis for this study, 

Gender was indeed found to significantly and directly impact Community Service Involvement by 

students, at 0.191. Females were more likely to engage in service work, aligning with prior 

research and supporting the hypothesized relationship. 

Gender and Diversity-Related Experiences 

Finally, a significant connection between students’ gender and their degree of 

experiences with diversity was anticipated, with women expected to be more likely to have such 

interactions. Hu and Kuh (2003) found that female undergraduates enjoyed more friendships and 

meaningful conversations with individuals who differed from themselves. In the current study, 

Gender was only weakly related to Diversity-Related Experiences however, which aligned with 

more recent findings by NSSE (CPR, 2006) that undergraduate men and women were engaged in 

similar levels of diversity-related experiences with their peers.  

Limitations 

A number of limitations influenced the results and findings of the current study. Most 

importantly, the study is not generalizable beyond its participants because the original sample 

was a convenience sample, generated from volunteers who attended the summer, 2004 new 

student orientation program at a single, Research, Extensive university in the southeastern United 

States. Since the volunteer participants were not randomly selected, the results cannot be 

generalized beyond this group of individuals.  

Regarding statistical issues, the sample size of 140 respondents was small for the number 

of variables studied and the methodology employed. The total number of items utilized in the 

study among all the variables was 39. The AMOS software conducted the path analysis without 
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finding any problems regarding the number of items relative to the size of the sample, however, a 

larger sample would have strengthened the findings. HERI’s national research protocol allowed 

for only 425 randomly selected participants from the study’s institution to be solicited for the 

retrospective survey, unless significant additional funding from the institution could be secured. 

Such funding was not available during the 2006-2007 academic year unfortunately. A strong 

response rate of 33% was achieved in the 2007 follow-up survey administration, but this 

produced the small sample size that contributed to the inability to generalize the findings or place 

much confidence in them. 

A related limitation lies in the demographics of the sample. Although the sample’s racial 

breakdown is almost identical to that of the overall student population for the institution, the 

gender classification differs substantially. The institution’s total undergraduate population was 

56% female and 44% male during the Spring 2007 term, while the sample was 77% female and 

23% male. This discrepancy even restricted the ability to apply these findings to the institution at 

which the study was conducted, as more male and fewer female undergraduates in the sample 

would have possibly altered the outcomes. Gender was only found to significantly influence the 

degree of community service involvement, but slightly different results may have emerged had 

the sample been more representative of the overall student population. 

In addition, the participants in this study were selected from the undergraduates at only 

one Research Extensive university in the southeastern United States. While these students may 

be similar in many attributes to undergraduates at other large research universities, liberal arts 

institutions, and community colleges, their comparability in characteristics as well as experiences 

in the areas of community service involvement, diversity experiences, and spiritual quest cannot 

be assumed. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) exhibited that strong differences can exist among 

students and their experiences at various types of institutions. This lack of representativeness of 

participants from different types of institutions in the sample added to the inability to apply the 

study’s findings broadly. 

Altogether, the convenience sampling method from a single institution, the small sample 

size, and gender imbalance among all participants mean the results, findings, and overall 

conclusions from this study cannot be generalized with confidence beyond this study’s 

institutional location or even to other students at the university from which the participants were 

drawn. The outcomes do suggest potential implications for the work of other scholars and 
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practitioners, as discussed below, but they cannot be viewed as offering strong evidence upon 

which additional research and practice should be grounded. 

Turning to issues of internal validity, the survey was a relatively lengthy instrument with 

content clearly oriented towards individuals’ religious and spiritual beliefs, attitudes, and 

practices, as well as their involvement in community service and appreciation for diversity. 

Students who were willing to complete this survey may have been undergraduates who were 

more interested in these areas of their lives, making the participants’ characteristics rather 

different from those of the non-respondents and other students within the broader student 

population. Such differences could have inflated some of the findings from this study. 

In addition, because this research relied on a self-report survey involving these particular 

areas of interest, some students may have exhibited a tendency to answer more positively about 

themselves than matches their actual behavior and ideals. While the overall survey and questions 

appeared to surpass many of the qualities that Hu and Kuh (2003) claimed were necessary for 

reliable and valid data collection through self-report surveys, students still may have responded 

in ways that made them appear more socially desirable to others.  

 A maturation effect may also have influenced the results, given its longitudinal nature 

encompassing several years. Rather than collegiate experiences, the simple passage of time may 

have changed many students’ beliefs and behaviors related to their spirituality. Without a 

comparison group of non-college enrollees within the sample, determining the degree to which 

community service and diversity-related experiences produced spiritual quest outcomes for these 

participants remains somewhat ambiguous. Although such comparisons would be beneficial, no 

such comparison group was possible for the current study. 

 Finally, a history threat may have occurred within this study because the timeframe for 

completion of the retrospective survey included the tragic shooting at the Virginia Polytechnic 

Institute and State University in April, 2007. The survey was mailed to students in the week prior 

to the incident, when much national media attention was focused on the shooting. Following this 

tragedy, many students may have engaged in conversations and personal reflection about their 

values, beliefs, and purpose in life. While any impact of this event cannot be known, it must be 

noted that the findings may have been influenced by the close proximity of this event and the 

time in which the survey was completed by respondents.  

 



 93

Implications 

Student Development Theory 

 The findings of this study suggest further elaboration for developmental theories 

concerning individuals’ spiritual development while in college may be appropriate, as both 

consistency and change were revealed in these students’ spiritual quest. Fowler (1981) discussed 

the maturation process that individuals’ faith undergoes as their meaning-making process 

deepens from simple to conventional to personally-invested stages. Parks (2000) added to 

Fowler’s work, emphasizing the profound questions that individuals in late adolescence and 

early adulthood tend to begin asking as they seek to make meaning in their lives and develop a 

purpose and direction upon which they can build their work. Aligning with these scholars, this 

research implies that students who come into college oriented towards spiritual quest, with 

behaviors and ideals such as asking deep questions about life’s mysteries and seeking purpose in 

life, may tend to continue along that path during college. These students did not appear to simply 

maintain their engagement in spiritual quest however, as various quest-related ideals and 

behaviors shifted while they were in college, such as individuals placing a greater value on 

attaining wisdom. This study’s findings indicate that individuals’ spiritual quest may develop 

during college along with their broader spirituality, and therefore should receive further attention 

and examination by scholars focused on this area of student development. 

In addition, the findings regarding spiritual quest potentially provide a more extensive 

understanding of the influences on overall identity development, as well. Chickering and 

Reisser’s (1993) prominent Education and Identity outlined how individuals often begin to 

explore more deeply during college their purpose and meaning in life and the values that will 

guide them as an essential feature of establishing their broader sense of identity. This search for 

purpose and exploration of ideals is exactly what occurs in individuals’ spiritual quest, making 

their spiritual quest an integral component of their broader identity development (Hill et al., 

2000). This study’s findings suggest that participation in community service and interactions 

with diversity may contribute to the development of spiritual quest, and by association, affect 

identity development.  

Further Research 

 To strengthen and elaborate upon the findings from this study, this research needs to be 

replicated at different types of higher education institutions in other geographic regions. As noted 
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in the limitations, different campus settings influence the developmental experience of college 

students in powerful ways (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), which suggests that the outcomes of 

this research would possibly differ on other campuses. Implementing this research design at 

small, faith-affiliated, liberal arts colleges which maintain a strong ethos of community service 

but tend to have less racial and religious diversity among students would perhaps exhibit 

different effects of community service and diversity-related experiences on spiritual quest. 

Similarly, traditional-aged students at large, urban community colleges may experience more 

significant interactions with diversity but have less time to engage in volunteer activities, 

resulting in different outcomes for their spiritual quest. Placing this research in these types of 

colleges and other institutions will provide a more extensive understanding of the influences that 

community service and interactions across diversity have upon individuals’ spiritual quest.  

Expanded and refined composite variables corresponding to spiritual quest, community 

service, and diversity-related experiences should also be developed in additional quantitative 

research employing similar methodologies. The items which comprised the factored variables in 

this study provided solid and reliable operational definitions for the concepts which they 

represented. Many important behaviors relevant to these variables were not examined however, 

since a large survey focused on many aspects of student spirituality was utilized. Items covering 

specific behaviors such as journaling about profound and personal questions and reading works 

of philosophy may add to the definition of spiritual quest. Further questions about the depth of 

students’ engagement in service work and other types of interactions with diversity, such as 

working on class projects and studying with individuals of different racial and religious 

backgrounds, would also likely enhance the research definition of these constructs. Adding these 

types of items to future longitudinal survey work and determining how they add to the factors 

will potentially provide an improved sense of the relationships among these variables. 

Perhaps the most significant research implication of this study’s findings involves the 

need to build upon this quantitative work with in-depth qualitative research into the connections 

among these variables. Spirituality and its essential core of spiritual quest represent deeply 

personal and subjectively defined components of human life which cannot be fully explored 

through surveys. The current study occurred within a large national research project which has 

suggested meaningful findings and breadth of understanding regarding the religious and spiritual 

beliefs, attitudes, and practices of undergraduates at American colleges and universities. 
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However, this methodology cannot fully examine the profound depths and many unique qualities 

of individuals’ spiritual quest. Qualitative research similar to many of the studies reviewed in the 

background literature for the current study needs to occur next. Individual interviews and focus 

groups among college students substantially engaged in community service and exposed to 

diverse campus environments should be conducted to determine the types of outcomes these 

individuals experienced relative to their spirituality. Such research will likely add rich detail and 

provide beneficial context to the findings of this study. 

Another vital implication for further research lies in the need to better understand the 

activities and behaviors within community service involvement and diversity-related experiences 

that tend to have the most influence on students’ development of spiritual quest and spirituality. 

The survey items focused on community service involvement covered a wide range of service 

settings and degree of time commitment, with breadth of involvement leading to a high factor 

score. Rather than substantial breadth, perhaps deep engagement in a single activity leads to 

greater impact on spiritual quest. For example, exclusively mentoring one young individual or 

working solely with a homeless shelter may produce stronger spiritual development. In addition, 

self-initiated volunteer activities may differ in effect on spiritual quest from coursework-based 

service and reflective learning opportunities, similar to the findings about outcomes from 

service-learning on students’ academic engagement, personal values, leadership, and other areas 

of development (Astin, Vogelsang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000). 

Similarly, particular diversity-related experiences may generate more substantial 

influence on spiritual quest than other activities. This study indicates that discussion of religious 

and spiritual issues and academically-based experiences influenced these students significantly. 

More extensive understanding of these interactions and other behaviors is needed however. 

Informal conversations with diverse peers while socializing or studying together, formal 

programming intended to bring different types of students together, and coursework oriented 

around issues of diversity may each influence students’ quest powerfully, but in different ways. 

The context of the difference among individuals also needs further examination, as interactions 

across race, gender, religious beliefs, nationality, sexual orientation, and numerous other factors 

may impact students’ spiritual quest in distinct ways.  

Finally, the findings from the secondary questions regarding the positive impact of pre-

college levels of spiritual quest on participation in community service and experiences with 
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diversity merit further investigation. Determining how individuals’ quests orient them towards 

service and foster their engagement with diversity would likely contribute to the already 

extensive knowledge base concerning these significant features of campus life. Additional 

research into the ways that students’ race impacts their community service involvement also 

seems important. With this study’s findings of greater participation by minority students, which 

differs from past research that found more engagement by white students, more extensive study 

would perhaps help clarify the relationship between these variables. 

Policy and Practice 

Prior research has shown vast positive outcomes from college students’ participation in 

community service (Astin & Sax, 1998; Astin, Vogelsang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000) and their 

experiences with diversity (Gurin et al., 2002), including enhanced intellectual skills and 

academic engagement, growth in pro-social values, increased interpersonal skills, and 

strengthened leadership abilities. The findings of the current study suggest that personal 

development in the area of spiritual quest could potentially be added to this list of beneficial 

effects. Engaging in service work, interacting with diverse peers, and exposure to diverse ideas 

appeared to stimulate these students’ spiritual quest, leading them to consider privately and 

discuss with others the profound or “big questions” (Connor, 2007b, p. 6; Dalton et al., 2006) of 

identity and purpose in life that these authors considered essential for colleges and universities to 

promote among undergraduates.  

The results of this study suggest that, as a matter of policy, college leaders may want to 

consider how spiritual quest fits within their institutional missions, and then make explicit their 

intention to support it (Chickering et al., 2006). Institutions of higher education tend to include 

statements within their missions indicating their broad purpose of developing individuals for 

lives of learning, service, leadership, and similar ideals. Spiritual quest does not need to be 

specifically named among those high aims, and indeed in many public institutions cannot be 

listed, because of concerns about being viewed as establishing religious preferences or 

expectations for students (Chickering et al.). However, educational leaders may want to examine 

how encouraging questions and conversations about life purpose and exploration of personal 

values contributes to institutional mission and educational goals. Having established that 

connection, they may wish to determine what types of statements belong in official college 
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materials like catalogs and admission publications to make clear their support for educational 

practices that actively promote spiritual growth in general and spiritual quest in particular..  

Turning to more concrete implications from this study, academic affairs administrators 

may wish to evaluate their programs to determine how they can most effectively employ 

community service and diversity to foster the behaviors and ideals of spiritual quest among their 

students. For example, service-learning has become an established pedagogical practice for many 

colleges and universities. Institutions can encourage faculty and service leaders to extend the 

reflective component of their coursework beyond disciplinary content to include questions of 

students regarding how their service influenced their values, beliefs, and behaviors connected to 

spiritual quest.  

To encourage diversity-related experiences, officials could review academic programs 

such as ethnic and cultural studies, religion, philosophy, and political science to determine how 

substantial emphasis might be placed upon the sharing of ideas and perspectives in classroom 

discussions and in coursework, whether in large or small size classes. Final assignments in these 

classes can also foster consideration and reporting by students of the knowledge they gained 

from interacting with diverse peers and hearing new ideas. Across the curriculum, faculty in all 

disciplines could be urged to create interactions across diversity where possible, such as through 

partnership on science lab work, group projects, and debates on contemporary issues. Altogether, 

these experiences with diversity will likely spur deep and personal learning among students in 

many areas of their lives, including the contemplation of their values and search for meaning and 

direction (Chickering et al., 2006). 

For student affairs administrators, numerous potential applications for practice arise from 

the study’s findings. Surveys of new students could be employed to determine who seems 

oriented towards spiritual quest behaviors and ideals, and promotion of volunteer activities that 

highlight the potential benefits regarding personal growth and exploration of values can be 

targeted towards these individuals. Whenever possible, service coordinators can encourage 

project participants to reflect on their motivations for engaging in community service and to 

explore how their activities impacted their spiritual quest-related values and beliefs. Such 

processing among individuals is perhaps most feasible and powerful during intensive 

involvement in service, such as service trips during breaks from academic terms. Also, given the 

findings for these students of a strong connection between service and diversity-related 
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experiences, service leaders can attempt to foster interactions among diverse individuals to 

further the impact of their work on students’ spiritual quest. 

In the area of diversity, student affairs leaders can consider promoting to their students 

the valuable outcomes from interactions with individuals who differ from themselves, including 

the anticipated development in their sense of purpose and direction in life and other spiritual 

quest-related ideals. Offices of residential life or housing represent perhaps the most powerful 

avenue that student affairs personnel have for generating interactions among diverse peers. As 

roommates, suitemates and hall-mates, placement of diverse individuals in proximity to each 

other produces inevitable interactions across diversity. Out of these living arrangements, casual 

but very meaningful conversations tend to emerge about religious differences, racial experiences, 

and other aspects of diversity which impact students immensely, as Light (2001) highlighted. In 

addition, passive programming like quote boards about the purpose of life that provide space for 

student responses, and formal programming that brings speakers into residence halls to facilitate 

discussion, may be beneficial in eliciting further discussions across diversity about personal 

beliefs, purpose in life, and similar ideals. Living-learning communities dedicated to diversity or 

exploration of religious and spiritual issues may also be implemented to contribute to residential 

life efforts to foster spiritual quest. 

In addition, departments connected to religious life, multicultural efforts, and support of 

minority students may want to include spiritual quest within the outcomes they aim to achieve in 

their campus programming. An example of such initiatives is a dialogue program that brings 

together students from different backgrounds and perspectives to discuss contemporary issues 

impacted by their differences (Alimo et al., 2002; Gurin et al., 2002). Nash, Bradley, and 

Chickering (2008) outline suggestions and guidelines for promoting these often difficult 

conversations on college and university campuses, which in turn tend to lead to the personal 

contemplation and discussion with others that are essential to spiritual quest. Film series and 

book clubs represent additional opportunities for attracting students interested in diversity as well 

as development of their spiritual quest behaviors and ideals. 

Conclusion 

As noted in the introduction to this study, the early findings of the national Spirituality in 

Higher Education research project indicated that students who were beginning their 

undergraduate experience held lofty expectations for their institutions regarding their personal 
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development (HERI, 2004). More than three-fourths of the surveyed students reported that they 

held some to great interest in spiritual issues, and half of them found it very important or 

essential that their colleges help them find means to express and develop themselves in areas 

related to their spirituality (HERI). Relying on this contemporary data for support, along with a 

historical analysis of liberal education, numerous scholars have argued that examination of deep 

and profound questions needs to be returned to a place of prominence in American colleges and 

universities (Astin, Astin, Chopp, Delbanco, & Speers, 2007; Chickering et al., 2006; Connor, 

2007a). In sounding the call for a renewed focus on such vital questions, Nash and Murray 

(2010) asserted that higher education scholars, leaders, and student life professionals need to 

“match students’ desire to explore the big questions of life with an enthusiasm for engaging these 

questions inside and outside the classroom” (p. 56). 

This investigation into how college students’ service and diversity experiences influenced 

their spiritual quest sought to respond to this call for the engagement of big questions both in the 

classroom and across campus. The results of the study, while limited in strength and 

generalizability, suggest that participation in community service and exposure to diverse peers 

and new ideas through both academic and student life settings may indeed impact 

undergraduates’ spiritual quest in positive ways. Stated in more practical terms, the findings 

indicate that involvement in service-learning through course assignments and classroom 

discussions covering diverse perspectives may foster deeper examination by students of their 

values and beliefs. Similarly, volunteering in various community assistance projects, living in 

residence halls among diverse peers, and talking informally with collegiate friends about 

religious beliefs may altogether lead students to consider their own meaning in life and to 

develop a deeper sense of purpose for themselves.  

College students’ spiritual quests represent a vital journey through which they 

contemplate many compelling issues and deep questions of life that come to the front during this 

critical time in their lives. This study suggests that nurturing this quest through students’ diverse 

educational experiences may need to be a more specific and salient priority for colleges and 

universities. Community service and diversity-related experiences appear to offer powerful 

means of fostering this quest. Campus leaders and student life professionals may want to 

consider how they can connect service and diversity initiatives to students’ spiritual quest, which 
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may not only benefit these students personally, but also aid institutions in their efforts to educate 

students for personal and social responsibility. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

THE FRESHMAN SURVEY OF THE COOPERATIVE INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH 

PROGRAM, WITH THE ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS FROM THE COLLEGE STUDENTS’ 

BELIEFS AND VALUES SURVEY, USED TOGETHER IN THE SUMMER, 2004 DATA 
COLLECTION, BEGINS ON THE FOLLOWING PAGE. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

THE 2007 COLLEGE STUDENTS’ BELIEFS AND VALUES FOLLOW-UP SURVEY 

INSTRUMENT, EMPLOYED IN THE SPRING, 2007 DATA COLLECTION, BEGINS ON 
THE FOLLOWING PAGE. 



 108



 109

 



 110

 



 111

 



 112

APPENDIX C 
 

IRB APPROVAL FROM FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 
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Office of the Vice President For Research 
Human Subjects Committee 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 
(850) 644-8673 Â· FAX (850) 644-4392 
 
RE-APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 
 
Date: 12/4/2009 
 
To: David Eberhardt [dme05c@fsu.edu]  
 
Address: 4452 
Dept.: EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP 
 
From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 
 
Re: Re-approval of Use of Human subjects in Research 
College Student Spirituality: Influences of Undergraduate Community Service Involvement and Diversity 
Experiences 
 
Your request to continue the research project listed above involving human subjects has been approved by 
the Human Subjects Committee. If your project has not been completed by 12/3/2010, you are must 
request renewed approval by the Committee. 
 
If you submitted a proposed consent form with your renewal request, the approved stamped consent form 
is attached to this re-approval notice. Only the stamped version of the consent form may be used in 
recruiting of research subjects. You are reminded that any change in protocol for this project must be 
reviewed and approved by the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol. 
A protocol change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee. In 
addition, federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report in writing, any 
unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 
 
By copy of this memorandum, the Chair of your department and/or your major professor are reminded of 
their responsibility for being informed concerning research projects involving human subjects in their 
department. They are advised to review the protocols as often as necessary to insure that the project is 
being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 
 
Cc: [] 
HSC No. 2009.3696 
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APPENDIX D 
 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM, 2004 DATA COLLECTION 
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University of California, Los Angeles 

COOPERATIVE INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH PROGRAM (CIRP) SURVEY INFORMATION SHEET 

 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

You are asked to complete this survey as part of a national study of higher education conducted by the American Council  
on Education and the Higher Education Research Institute at the University of California, Los Angeles. One major goal of  
this research is to determine what happens to students when they attend college.  Since 1965, over 10 million students at  
over 1,700 colleges and universities have participated in this research.  The data gathered are used in studies designed to  
better understand student learning and development and to help improve the quality of college education. Your decision to 
participate (or not to participate) will not affect your relationship with your college nor your grades. 
PROCEDURES 

If you volunteer to participate in this study, we would ask you to complete the attached survey and return it to the 
designated person at your campus.  
POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS AND/OR SOCIETY 

You may have the opportunity to reflect on your prior academic experiences and your expectations for college as you  
complete the survey, which may enhance self-understanding. Results of your participation also will be directly beneficial  
to your college or university, and may benefit future generations of college students as well.  
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 

There could be survey items that you are uncomfortable answering or to which you would simply prefer not to respond.  
Your participation in this study is strictly voluntary, and you will be under no obligation whatsoever to answer any 
questions that you are not inclined to answer.  You may choose not to answer any specific questions you do not want to 
answer and still remain in the study.  
CONFIDENTIALITY 

Please note that your responses will be used for research purposes only and will be strictly confidential. Any information  
that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you will remain confidential and will be  
disclosed only with your permission or as required by law.  In an effort to improve the college experience for students, 
institutions may be interested in conducting additional research that involves linking their students’ responses to this  
survey with other student data.  We will release your survey data back to your institution with identifying information only 
 if we have your explicit permission to do so (survey question #60).   As part of its agreement to participate in this survey,  
your institution has agreed not to examine your individual responses to any question. Any research your institution  
performs must be conducted on groups of students only.  If you do not give us your permission to release your survey data 
with identifying information, we will provide your college with non-identifiable data.  We will not release individual 
identifiers to other researchers or to other agencies.   
FOR MORE INFORMATION 

If you volunteer to complete this survey, you may decide not to complete the survey for any reason at any time without 
consequence of any kind. The Higher Education Research Institute does not offer payment for participation. Your  
completion and return of the enclosed questionnaire indicate your consent to participate in the study.  
IDENTIFICATION OF INVESTIGATORS 

If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please contact Dr. Jennifer A. Lindholm, Dr. Alexander W. 
Astin, Dr. Helen S. Astin, or Dr. Linda J. Sax at this address: 
 

Higher Education Research Institute 
UCLA Graduate School of Education and Information Studies 

Box  951521 
Los Angeles, CA  90095-1521 

Email:  heri@ucla.edu 
Phone: 310-825-1925 

 
RIGHTS OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS 

You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.  You are not waiving any legal 
claims, rights or remedies because of your participation in this research study.  If you have questions regarding your rights 
as a research subject, contact the Office for Protection of Research Subjects, 2107 Ueberroth Building, UCLA, Box  
951694, Los Angeles, CA 90095-1694, (310) 825-8714.  
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM, 2007 DATA COLLECTION 



 117

 

HERI Cover Letter to Potential Survey Participants 

 (to be printed on HERI/UCLA project letterhead) 

 
April 2, 2007 
 
Dear ___________, 
 
You may remember that when you started college three years ago you completed a survey questionnaire 
about your educational and career plans, beliefs, and attitudes.  The enclosed follow-up questionnaire 
(also available online) is intended to learn about your beliefs, values, and college experiences.  We are 
particularly interested in learning about college students’ spiritual/religious beliefs and their search for 
meaning and purpose. 
 
This national study, which is funded by the John Templeton Foundation, involves 150 colleges and 
universities across the country.  We asked each college to provide us with an updated campus mailing 
address for students who indicated in the Freshman Survey that they were willing to participate in a 
follow-up study. Your response is critical in helping us to understand the college experience and we hope 
that you will choose to participate.  Findings from the study may also have implications for curricular and 
co-curricular change in higher education. 
 
Please be assured that your responses will be held in the strictest of confidence.  We are identifying each 
student respondent only for the purpose of following-up on nonrespondents.  As soon as your completed 
questionnaire is received at our data processing facility, your responses will be optically scanned and 
converted to an electronic format for analysis, and all individual identifiers will be removed.  At no time 
will individual responses be reported. 
 
Students who do not respond to the survey by a certain date will automatically be mailed a second survey.  
However, this is a strictly voluntary activity and participation or non-participation will have no impact on 
your standing at your institution. 
 
We hope you will participate in this very important project!  To do so, please return the completed 
questionnaire in the enclosed postage-paid envelope. If you choose to complete the survey online, please 
visit: [insert link].  Your personal access code is: [insert access code number].  
 
As a token of appreciation for helping us with this study, we have enclosed five dollars.  Thank you for 
your help! 
 
 
 
Alexander W. Astin 
Professor of Higher Education Emeritus 
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