
m 

Student Life 

And the Future of Adventist 
Higher &ucatian 

he future of Seventh-day Ad
ventist colleges and universi
ties-and of the church
depends to a significant extent 
on college student-life pro
grams. The quality of student 

life plays a part in attracting and retain
ing students. While students are on 
campus, Adventist colleges have an op
portunity-and a responsibility-to 
shape the quality of their spiritual, 
moral, social, emotional, and intellec
tual lives, as well as their attitudes to
ward the church. Therefore, colleges 
must give careful, reflective attention 
to their student-life programs, based 
on a serious consideration of the mis
sion of Adventist higher education. 

Shaping Adults and Christians 
Education at an Adventist college 

or university should foster the forma
tion of the self. It should also result in 
the acculturation of the student. Thus, 
these schools cannot adopt the view 
that what occurs outside the classroom 
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is of no concern to anyone but the in
dividual student. At the same time, 
Adventist institutions must consider 
what kind of acculturation they wish to 
encourage. The student-life program at 
an Adventist college or university has the 
dual role of fostering the formation of 
adults and Christians: persons who have 
learned to think and feel and experi
ence in appropriately Christian ways, 
as well as persons who possess indepen
dent judgment and the skills required 
for creative growth. Students "learn 
responsibility when they bear the con
sequences of their actions and inactions 
in an environment marked by caring 
and support."' Consequently, the man
date of the 
Christian college is not to insulate and 

protect students, hut to educate them as 
responsible Christians. . . . The question 
about college regulations and their ap
plications is, . . . Do they contribute to a 
climate . . .  that supports careful reflec
tion, reinforces appropriate values, and 
encourages responsible action, and do 
they do so in a manner appropriate to 
the age and experience of our students? 2 

This question is germane to the 
challenges faced by Adventist colleges 
and universities. The accreditation 
team that assessed Loma Linda Univer
sity in 1979 inquired explicitly whether 
the student-life regulations then in ef
fect at the university actually contrib
uted to the goal of fostering responsi
bility: 

Are some of the more restrictive rules 
effective as a means of providing young 
people with sufficient self-knowledge and 
tested personal strength to cope with a 
world of conflicting values and life
styles? Might not some increased oppor
tunities for testing, making choices, and, 
most importantly, experiencing the re
sults of ill-made choices be very useful in 
helping students to «develop self-reliant, 
responsible behavior"-specifically, to 
become less oriented to the external con
trol of rules and more oriented toward 
internal controls established by personal 
Judgment, experience, and chosen com
mitment to values the rules seek to instill? 3 

Obviously, most if not all college 
and university students are immature, 



morally and spiritually. They may not 
always use freedom wisely. But allow
ing them to make mistakes may aid 
their personal growth more effectively 
than protecting them by minimizing 
their opportunities to make poor 
choices. 

Joining the Curriculum and Student Ufe 
Ernest Boyer's authoritative study, 

College: The Undergraduate Experience 
in America, concludes that "the college 
of quality remains a place where the 
curricular and cocurricular are viewed 
as having a relationship to each other." 
Coordinating this relationship is cru
cial to the student-life program at an 
Adventist college or university. The 
academic components of Adventist 
higher education programs encourage 
creativity, critical judgment, and appre
ciation for dialogue. If a coherent vi
sion is to underlie all aspects of an 
Adventist college or university's life, a 
similar openness should inform stu
dent-life policy-making. "A Christian 
liberal arts education cannot be im
pounded in classrooms and libraries, 
but must extend itself into the extra
curricular. "4 

Tradition and Community 
The Adventist college or university 

is a product of the Christian tradition. 

While students are on 
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The Adventist college or university 
cannot neglect its role as a transmitter 
of this tradition. It must take seriously 
the need to induct students into the 
comprehensive way of life that is Sev
enth-day Adventist Christianity. The 
question is not whether it should par
ticipate in the task of forming Chris
tian adults, but whether the means it 
employs will cause its students to flour
ish. 

An Adventist college or university is 

a community of students, faculty, and 
staff members. If this community is to 
thrive, it must set appropriate standards 
of behavior for its members. But the 
Adventist institution of higher education 
is a special kind of community. It is an 
agency of the church. As such, it should 
exhibit a commitment to the distinctive 
kind of community experience that 
ought to characterize the life of the 
church. Just as equality and empower
ment are worthy goals to be sought 
within the church, they are also worthy 
goals for the church's institutions. As 
psychologist Sheridan McCabe ob
serves, if one is forced to conform to 
seemingly unjustifiable behavioral stan
dards "in the name of a religious tradi
tion and obligation, should he accept 
that tradition as meaningful and follow 
that authority?" McCabe goes on to 
note the paradox that 
in order to be effective in its very mission 
. . .  [ the church-related colleges or univer
sity} must abandon its restrictive . . .  ap
proach. It is not until the student has the 
freedom to . . .  question the very bases of 
his religion that he can truly and honestly 
accept it. Not until he takes the risk of los
ing his faith will he finally find and to
tally embrace it. Not until he is given re
sponsibility for his own Christian life can 
he accept and exercise it.5 

The Adventist college or university 
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student represents the church's future. 
And, even in the present, he or she can 
help determine the church's priorities 
and shape its agenda. Thus, the 
church's expectations cannot simply be 
forced upon students. Our youth are 
part of the community of faith, and of 
the campus community, with its tradi
tional self-governance prerogatives. 
Therefore, these students should par
ticipate in the definition of those ex
pectations. 

Training Leaders 
An important goal of Adventist 

higher education is training the 
church's future leaders. To train for 
leadership, students need opportunities 
to develop appropriate skills-and this 
means opportunities to make decisions 
and to make mistakes. 

Policies that too closely proscribe 
student actions may do more than re
tard the development of capable lead
ers for the church. They may encour
age the development of personalities 
that thrive in-and thus sustain-rigid 
organizational climates. Such policies 
foster hostility toward the church and 
its educational system, and hamper stu
dents' faith development. And, in fact, 
according to the recent Valuegenesis 
study, excessive regulation of their be
havior probably contributes little to 
students' progress toward Christian 
maturity. "Strictness of enforcement 
[by educational institutions] of stan-
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The student-life pro

gra:m at an Adventist 

college or university 

has the dual role of 

fostering the formation 

of adults and Chris

tians. 

<lards concerning popular culture 
(caffeinated drinks, rock music, danc
ing, movies, and competitive sports) is 
not related to either faith maturity or 
denominational loyalty." And "en
forcement of standards important to 
the Adventist way of life (Sabbath ob
servance, diet, exercise, modest dress, 
and sexual behavior)" promotes "de
nominational loyalty but not faith ma
turity."6 

Students are not the only ones who 
suffer ill effects when the student-life 
environment is too highly structured. 
Student-life personnel and other ad
ministrators are also affected by their 
resultant relationships with students. 
People who entered their profession 
expecting to nurture students may find 
that disciplinary responsibilities build 

walls between them and the very people 
they want to serve. This can exact a 
considerable emotional toll. Student
life officers who doubt the efficacy of 
certain college and university standards 
may feel their integrity is compromised 
when they must require compliance with 
these rules. 

Rethinking Contract Theory 
Adventist educational institutions 

have often relied on a "contract 
theory" to justify their expectations 
about student behavior. Students ac
cept institutional jurisdiction when 
they enroll, it is argued, and therefore 
have no standing to question student
life policies. But this stance is less than 
compelling. Even if an Adventist insti
tution has the right to behave in this 
way, the question remains whether it 
ought to. Does such a stance ade
quately reflect the concern for Chris
tian community that should undergird 
the Adventist college or university's 
mission? Further, the contract theory 
IS a 
legal fiction which does not recognize the 
reality . . .  of the student-institutional 
relationship . . . .  Also such a contract is 
a contract of adhesion . . .  or one that is 
neither a product of equal bargaining 
between two parties or voluntarily en
tered into. Students really have no choice 
in the matter because they have no power 
position from which to disagree with the 
institution. Because the courts are in
creasingly likely to regard such contracts 
as ones of adhesion . . .  colleges will prob
ably continue to move away from this 
theory of control over students . . . .

7 

No Adventist institution can afford 
to wait for a legal confrontation before 
it chooses an approach to discipline 
based on respect for student autonomy. 

Student Life Policies and Retention 
Finally, Adventist colleges and uni

versities must take into account the re
cruitment/retention impact of student
life policies. An Adventist institution 
cannot make concessions when key ele
ments of its identity are at stake, but it 
must be flexible about less central mat
ters. "Many SDA youth are troubled 
by the difference between standards for 
behavior in their homes and the more 
stringent ones in their schools .. .. " ob
serves a recent report by a team of edu
cational marketing consultants. "Does 
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that difference in regulations nega
tively affect Adventist college and uni
versity students? Probably."8 Students 
who find the cost of Adventist educa
tion daunting will hardly feel more en
thusiastic if they conclude that they are 
paying for the privilege of being 
treated like preteens. 

Ideas fot Implementation 
Each Adventist institution of higher 

learning can take a variety of steps to 
create a community of Christian adults. 
For example, it could eliminate from 
its student handbook regulations that 
mandate closing times for residence 
halls, requiring only that students pro
vide the institution with emergency 
contacts if they expect to be away at 
unusual hours. It could end restric
tions on the consumption of coffee, 
tea, and meat, and the operation of 
television sets and video cassette play
ers in residence halls. It could cease to 
discipline students for dress-code in
fractions no longer viewed as cause for 
concern by the church at large (such as 
ones involving hair length, skirt length, 
jewelry, and makeup), replacing the 
relevant rules where appropriate with 
voluntary guidelines. It could cease to 
suspend or expel students for dancing 
or consensual nonmarital but non
adulterous sexual behavior-instead, 
offering them counseling services 
where appropriate. And it could seek 
alternatives to suspension or expulsion 
for such self-destructive behavior as 
substance abuse, using other forms of 
discipline9 and counseling. (Expelling
students who promote the purchase 
and/or use of tobacco, alcohol, and 
other harmful drugs may continue to 
be appropriate.) 

This does not suggest that the con
sumption of alcohol is not injurious to 
the body; that students would not be 
better off if they refrained from eating 
meat or drinking coffee; or that the 
Adventist college or university should 
not clearly convey to its students its 
understanding of what responsible, 
flourishing human life is like. But 
positive behavior changes rarely come 
about as the result of punishment. Pun
ishment can be a source of resentment 
rather than repentence. Modeling ap
propriate behavior for students and in
viting them into a caring community in 
which they will not need to engage in 

Allowing students to 

make mistakes may 

aid their personal 

growth more effectively 

than protectiµg them 

by minimizihg their 

opportunit:ies to make 

poor choices. 

self- and other-destructive behavior 
will be far more effective in the long 
run. 

Punishment must logically relate to 
the consequences of a student's action. 
Otherwise, the student may ask 
whether the action is really as harmful 
to others or to herself as she has been 
told. Also, when the mores of the 
church change, the Adventist college or 
university is placed in an untenable po
sition if it seeks to enforce rules whose 
importance is not underscored at home 
or in church. Adventist colleges and 
universities should be willing to make 

some adjustments in their expectations 
of students' behavior as the church al
ters its expectations (though it cannot 
allow clearly harmful behavior, 
whether or not it is tolerated by the 
church). 10 And finally, suspension (not 
to mention expulsion) in the middle of 
a term can be highly injurious to a 
student's academic success. Institu
tional objectives might be better served 
if ways were found to retain most stu
dents with behavior problems. 

Further, giving students greater re
sponsibility for non-academic disci
pline would help to foster student ma
turity. Non-academic student disci
plinary violations should normally be 
dealt with by panels consisting mainly 
of students. In addition, each student 
involved in disciplinary processes 
should be provided with substantive 
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and procedural guarantees, including 
protection against self-incrimination, 
the right to be present at any official 
disciplinary hearing, the right to be as
sisted by an advisor or attorney for 
consultation purposes during any hear
ing, the right to challenge the objectiv
ity of the hearing officer or panel, and 
full opportunity to present her or his 
case_:._together with supporting evi
dence, including written and oral state
ments and physical exhibits-and to 
hear all information presented and to 
question those who presen� it.

11 

Purposes of Discipline 
The nature and objectives of disci

pline, as well as the procedures for its 
administration, should promote the 
formation of a community of Christian 
adults on the campus of the college or 
university. Disciplinary sanctions 
should serve a twofold purpose: "to 
protect the campus community from 
behaviors that are detrimental to the 
educational process of the community 
and to assist students in identifying ac
ceptable parameters of their activities 
and consequences of future behaviors." 
Therefore, the character of the sane-

tions should vary with "the severity or 
frequency of the violation(s]" and take 
into account the attitudes of offenders. 
Summary suspension should occur only 
when "available facts indicate that the 
student is an imminent threat to the 
safety of himself or herself, other mem
bers of the campus community, or in
stitutional property." 12 And no deci
sion about disciplinary sanction should 
be reached without a review of the 
"student's past disciplinary record, the 
character of the student and prospects 
for proper future behavior, the impact 
of the violation on the victim ... , and 
the impact of the violation on the cam-
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pus community."13 Mediation should 
be considered as an alternative to tradi
tional campus judicial procedures.14

Generally speaking, student-life offic
ers' roles should be defined in a way 
that downplays their connection with 
institutional judicial processes. 

A Vision of Community 
A vision of the Adventist college or 

university as a community of Christian 
adults might affect residence-hall life in 
a number of ways. Students at least 21, 
and all other students with parental ap
proval, should be able to choose their 
places of residence. 

On the other hand, Adventist col
leges or universities can foster personal 
growth and a sense of community most 
effectively if they are residential insti
tutions. Providing residence-hall stu
dents with a significant degree of per
sonal freedom will encourage greater 
numbers of students to live on campus. 
(Campus housing is often competi
tively priced when compared with 
other local housing options.) Adventist 
institutions could also encourage stu
dents to live on campus by offering tu
ition benefits to those who choose to 
do so. 

The Adventist college or university 
should allow greater opportunity for 
residence-hall management by stu
dents.15 And it should consider replac
ing dormitory worships with small
group worships organized and scheduled 
by students (perhaps reporting on a 
regular but informal basis to the campus 
chaplain's office). It might provide 
regular opportunities for inter-dormi
tory interaction by members of the op
posite sex.16 These opportunities could
form part of a broader program that af
fords each dormitory student with a 
sense of ownership over a particular 
space within a residence hall. Allowing 
students the privacy to entertain guests 
is an important component of this sense 
of ownership.17 (Thus, the right of entry 
by institutional officers into student 
rooms in residence halls should be care
fully defined and limited.18)

Finally, the Adventist college or 
university that is serious about these 
kinds of changes should empower stu
dents and unify campus governance by 
creating a senate, one-sixth to one
third of whose members are students, 
which is authorized to address all issues 
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relating to campus governance. And it 
should appoint a university or college 
ombudsperson with authority to inves
tigate student complaints about stu
dent-life personnel, faculty, and other 
campus officers and entities; report to 
the president; and inform students 
about the president's action. 19 

In Conclusion 

Are such changes marketable? 
Some parents and administrators may 
not be enthusiastic about them. But 
they should make the campus attractive 
to many potential students. The losses 
Adventist higher education may experi
ence as a result of exploring alterna
tives in student-life policy could be 
more than offset by the gains. 

Though rules are grounded in the 
understandable desire to dissuade stu
dents from harmful behavior, some 
current student-life policies may frus
trate the formation of Christian com
munity on campus and impede stu
dents' progress toward maturity. 

The student-life program at an 
Adventist college or university should 
seek to foster a sense of institutional 
ownership, promote identity confirma
tion, and encourage a positive view of 
the mature Christian life. In order for 
student-life arrangements to make the 
most effective contribution to the suc
cess of Adventist higher education, ev
ery Adventist college and university 
should make them a high priority. efi? 
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