Assessing Student
irituality

The Andrews University Experience

t order o fulfill its mission,
every Christian college needs
to embed—within both its
curriculum and its co-cur-
riculum—plans to nurture
students in their spirifual
journcy. After those plans
are implemented, there will be in-
tense mterest in how well the cur-
riculum helped the college meet its
objectives. That's where asscssment
comes in. How can student spiritual
outcomes be asscssed?

Attempting to assess spirituality
is like trying to cross a field with
land mines. No matter where one
turns, there may be trouble, big
trouble. However, it is not an impossible
challenge.

Since the spring of 1997, Andrews Uni-
versity in Berrien Springs, Michigan, has
been exploring ways to assess the spirituality
of our students and to determine the impact

of the college experience on their spirituality.

The assessment effort has been primarily motivated by and has
grown out of activities that occur during the natural rhythms and
changes of academic life. Changes in curriculum, in personnel, in
the board of rrustees’ focus—even a restatement of the univer-
sity’s mission—have spurred the work of spiritual assessment.

Although faculty response to our at-
tempt to assess student spirituality (or to
any kind of asscssment) has not been
very vocal, it includes both positive and
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How can student
spiritual outcomes
he assessed?

BY JANE THAYER

negative reactions, with the nega-
tive responses ranging from uneasi-
ness to hostility. Faculty concerns
about assessing spirituality are not
entirely unfounded. Two key con-
cerns: that spiritual transtormation
is the work of the Holy Spirit, and
that it is the nature of research to
be reductionistic. In response to
those concerns, we have clarified
our assumptions about the assess-
ment of spirituality.

Spiritual Growth Comes From
God
Spiritual growth 15 both the gift

of God and the work of the Holy
Spirit, which effects a change in human na-
rure. Since it is impossible to measure an in-
ternal state, it is obvious that spirituality can-
not be studied directly. We can observe “only
1s concomitants, correlates, and conse-
quences.”™ For that reason, at Andrews Uni-
versity, we talk about measuring “spiritual in-

dicarors” instead of measuring “spirituality.”

Jesus Himself gave us insight into how to assess the work of
the Iloly Spirit. When Nicademus responded with incredulity to
the statement that a person must be born again, Jesus explained
how to perceive the work of the Holy Spirit: ““You should not be

surprised at my saying, “You must be
born again.” The wind blows wherever
it pleases. You hear its sound, but you
cannot tell where it comes from or



where it is going. So it is with everyone
born of the Spirit™ (John 3:7, 8, NIV).
There is much that we cannot know about
the work of the Holy Spirit, but we can
“hear its sound™ and see its effects.

Reductlonism of Research

Those who question whether we can
measure spirituality are often repelled by
the reductionism that is necessary in em-
pirical study. Social-science research does
not completely represent realtity. When
variables are operationalized, Basinger ad-
mits they are “always impoverished repre-
sentations of the phenomena of interest,™
and “some phenomena (such as religious
beliefs) are more prone to impoverishment
than others ™ What faculty fear is that this
will lead to a focus on behaviors and a
“check-list religiosity.” The threar is real,
but a behavioral check-list is not an in-
evitable consequence.

n fact, “whether we acknowl-
edge it or not, we make judg-
ments all the time, especially
about religious attitudes, beliefs
and behaviors in ourselves and
others.™ And without reliable
measurements, Moberg says
cvaluation remains “on the level of non-
representative illustrations, philosophical
arguments, theological exhortanons, com-
mon-sensc folk wisdom (ingrained with
unrecognized folly), and careless ‘trial-and-
error’ experimentation rather than system-
atically tested conclusions.™ The assess-
ment process is not the problem.

Anyone who has children can under-
stand that although human beings are lim-
ited to reductionistic procedures for mca-
suring spirituality, the information thus
gained can have value. Parents continually
evaluate the words and actions of their
children in an attempt to determine
whether they are choosing to follow Christ
or not. They rejoice at positive indicators
and weep at negative ones—even though
they cannot read the heart or determine
their children’s actual relatonship with
God. Whether they observe positive or
negative behaviors and attitudes, they use
those indicators to determine the type of
guidance to offer.

Christian colleges still retain, to some
extent, a commitment to serve in loco pa-
rentis. The faculty, staff, and administra-
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tion need to know the spiritual indicators
of their students in order to provide for
their spiritual growth.

A Tale Told Chronologically

Academic assessment began at An-
drews University in 1991 when President
Rachard Lesher formed the Committee for
the Assessment of Student Academic
Achicvement. By 1994, a university-wide
assessment plan was ready to be inple-
mented. In 1996, a faculty member was
hired part-time to oversce university as-
sessment; later, a second faculty member
was assigned to assist part-time. Since
then, the university has made a serious fi-
nancial commitment to the assessment of
student outcomes, which inciude spiritual

outcomes. The University Assessment Of-
fice oversces assessment efforts; and the
Center for Statistical Services provides sta-
tistical analysis and other technical ser-
vices.

In the fall of 1996, when the university
made major revisions in the general-educa-
tion curriculum, the faculty wanted to
gather baseline data and make continuing
plans to assess the outcomes of the new
curriculum. Because the religion compo-
nent was a major piece of the new general-
education curriculum and one of the first
to be implemented, the university decided
to include, in the survey of thosc who
completed the undergraduate program, a
section on religious outcomes. The section
included additional spiritual/religious out-
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comes that were part of the university’s
mission statement.

The board of trustees asked President
Neils-Erik Andreasen in 1997 1o restawe
Andrews University’s lengthy mission
statement in a much shorter and more fo-
cused form. After obtaining facubty input
and approval, Andreasen’s work resulted
in 2 ONE-SCNLCICS MIssion Starcment ac-
companied by an additional one-sentence
list of goals, which was approved by the
board. All parts of the university—aca-
demic departments and student-scrvices
departments—have now nearly completed
the task of designing their own goals and
assessment around the new statement of
the university’s mission.

rowing in part out of
the challenge given
by the General Con-
ferenee’s Total Com-
mitment document,
in 1998 the board of
trustees established
the Committee on Spiritual Life, chaired
by the same member who chairs the
board’s Committee on Academic Adminis-
tration. Assigning the same chair for both
committees indicates that the university
considers both academics and spirinality
to be important.

About the same time, the umversity
adomumistranion formed the Sprritual Devel-
opment Committee to clarify and state the
university’s goals for student spiritual out-
comes and to oversee intentional initiatives
that foster student spiritual development.
This committee 18 chaired by the presi-
dent.

In 1998, the beard of trustees ap-
proved the formartion of the Center for
College Faith, a “think tank” and research
group of faculty who collaborate to under-
stand how young adult spirimuality devel-
ops and how the college expericnce affects
that development.

In preparing the self-studies needed for
the spring 1999 site visits of both the Ad-
ventist Accrediting Association {AAA) and
the North Central Associanon (NCA)—
our regional accrediting agency—many
taculry invested long hours to bring to-
gether, from many sources, data relating
o the religious and spiritual goals of the
university’s missien statement. (Regional
accrediting agencics are NOW requiring

Christian colleges to assess spiritual out-
comes because these outcomes are central
to their mission.)

Assessment Measures and Proce-
dures

Assessment data on student spiritual
indicators have been collected through
treshmen surveys, individual academic pro-
gram asscssment procedures, student eval-
uations of faculty, alumni surveys, and
special one-time assessment efforts that
have included student interviews and focus
groups.

First, to asscss the spiritual indicators
of our graduates, we inserted a lengthy
section in our survey of atumni who ob-

has been changed to make it shorter or to
callect different informarion. Among the
measures embedded in the first FRLP was
the Christian Spiritual Participation Profile,
a 50-item questionnaire that measures par-
ticipation in 10 spirituat disciplines.

In its current shorter form, the FRLP
takes up the back and front of one scan-
nable sheet. It contains a Christian prac-
tices scale, a volunteer activities scale, the
Christian Commirments Scale, and a Dis-
cipleship Index, which was developed to
provide baseline data for a discipleship ini-
dative undertaken by Campus Ministries.
Based on their self-reported levels of in-
volvement in prayer, Bibie reading, ser-
vice/ministry, and a few other acrivities,
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tained undergraduate degrees from the
university, It contained demographic in-
formation related to spirituality (church
membership), items on worldview and be-
liets, the Christian Commitments Scale, a
Christian practices scate, and items that
sought to determine the influence of men-
tors as well as whar spiritual/religious ac-
tivitics alumni participated in as under-
graduate students and how they valued
those experiences. The survey, which in-
cluded much more than the spiritual indi-
cator items, grew to six pages in leagth,
Originally, we planned to send this survey
every spring to two classes: those three
vears and 10 vears past graduation. This
we did in 1997 and 1998. The current
plan calls for sending the survey less fre-
quently but to more classes.

For the past three vears, the Freshman
Religious Life Profile (FRLP) has been
given to incoming freshmen. Each vear, ic
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students are classified by the way they re-
late to discipleship: (1) no commitment,
(2) open to commitment, (3) nominal
commitment, (4) active commitment, or
{5) commirment to leadership by disci-
pling others. The purpose ot the Index is
to establish a bascline o help Campus
Ministrics determine how the level of
commitment changes during the vears that
a student attends Andrews University.

For the university’s self-studv reports
for AAA and NCA, the Center for Statisti-
cal Services compiled data we had col-
lected from student evaluations of teachers
and courses since 1995. Most courses
throughout the university are asscssed cach
quarter. Two of the items relate to faculty
nurturing of student spiritual develop-
ment: One asks abourt the professor’s
“Christlike behavior, artirudes, and rela-
tionships,” while the other deals with how
well “Christian concepts were integrated
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Those who question
whether we can mea-
sure spirituality are
often repelied by the
reductionism that is
necessary in empirical
study.

inte the course when appropriare.”

When university means for all 19 1tems
on the teacher-cvaluation form were
ranked in descending order, the item re-
lated to “the instructor’s Christlike behay-
ior,” ranked the highest of any item, and
the item dealing with the integration of
faith and learning ranked third.

A class of graduate students studying
voung adulr spiritual development worked
in teams to conduct focus groups amonyg
both graduate and undergraduate students,
They studied married and single graduare
students; graduate students from West
African nations; both male and female un-
dergraduate students who were involved in
campus spiritual activities; and two groups
of faculny, graduate studenes, and under-
graduate students who were perceived ro
be “spiritual shakers and movers on the
campus.” Thewr findings provide a rich
source of commendations and recommen-
dations tor administrators and faculty
charged with responsibility of oversight
tor student spintual growrh.

In the spring of 1997, we did a study
of how students perceive faculty spiritual-
itv. Because research on college student
spiriruality indicates that weachers play an
important mentoring and modeling role
for students, the researchers wanted o
find out what criteria students use to eval-
uate faculry spirituality. Twenty-one se-
miors were interviewed. A detatled report
of the findings will be published later.

The Exploration Continues

Our continuing challenge 1s to keep re-
fining what we assess and how we asscss it
The what requires theoretical rescarch; the
hew requires finding or designing and vali-
daring new measures. The list below de-
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scribes our current projects and challenges. * The Center tor College Faith, [ be- ticipate as center faculry, we have a unique

* All of the measures that we currently  lieve, will play an increasingly important opportunity 0 do experimental research
use, with the exception of the Christian role in the assessment of spirituality on on college student spirituality and its as-
Spiritual Participation Profile, nced addi- our campus. Since approximately 60 An- sessment, The literature on young-adult
tianal testing for vahdity and reliability. drews faculty across many disciplines par-  spirituality indicates that most rescarch in

What We Are Learning About College Student Spirituality
A Sample*

Finding: That work supervisors who befriend students contribute in important ways to student spiritual growth. (On
this point, work supervisors are second only to faculty in importance.)
Suggestion: When training events are designed to teach college personnel how to nurture students spiritually, both

Saculty and work supervisors should be included.

Finding: That studenls say attending church services and having personal devotions rank first and second, respec-
tively (among a list of 14 basic campus religious activities) in importance toward contributing to their
spiritual growth,

Suggestion: A campus church should recognize its opportunity to contribute to studenty’ spiritual growth by devoting the
best creative effort to make its worship service Christ-centered and appealing to college students and by
Sfinding ways to invite them to attend,

Finding: That students say attending chapel contributes the least (among a list of 14 basic campus religious activities)
to their spiritual growth.
Suggestion: A careful, Seventh-day Adventist education system-wide study needs to he made on the purposes and out-

comes of chapel and what can be done to help chapel play a more significant role in the spiritual life of
students or to find alternative ways to reach intended outcomes.

Finding: That “reading and studying the Bible” is the best predictor (among spiritual disciplines) for a student to
make strong commitments to submit to God’s will, to live by biblical principles of sexual morality, to
give systematic tithes and offerings, o participate in the life and work of a local church, and to tell others of
the Christian message.

Suggestion:  That Christian colleges make use of every appropriate opportunity o encourage students to read their Bibles.

Finding: Thut students rate their having an “assurance of God’s love” the highest among eight religious attitudes,
Implication:  Perhaps the denomination’s post-Valuegenesis focus on grace hay had an impact on its young adults.

Finding: That both entering freshmen and alumni have the highest commitment (among 15 Christian commitments)
1o “accepting Jesus Christ as their Savior” and the lowest commitment to “supporting world evangelism
through personal participation or financial contribution.”

Suggestion:  If colleges value students’ commitment to support world evangelism, they will need to find ways to make
support of world evangelism meaningful and important fo voung adults.

Finding: That the most effective motivation to get college women to participate in religious or service activities is for
someone to invite them to attend; the most effective motivation to get college men to participate is for
someone to specifically ask them to do something in the activity.

Suggestion:  Student religious leaders should be informed of these motivators.

Finding: That the most important criterion students use to evaluate a faculty member’s spirituality is the faculty
member’s “concern for and care of” students.

Suggestion:  Faculty need to be aware of the significance that students place on their interpersonal relationships with
students.

*These findings, which are based on data supplied by Andrews University students or alumni and/or incoming freshmen,
should be read with the understanding that they are being investigated and added to on a continuing basis. The implication
staternents and suggestions reflect only the opinion of the writer, not official Andrews University positions.
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1 - No commitment 4 - Active commitment
2 - Open to commitment 5 - Committed to disciple others

3 - Nominal commitment
N =372

Survey of Incoming Freshmen, Andrews University, 1998 and 1999

this area s either theoreucal or descriprive.
Very tew good experimental studies have
been done. The center offers us the oppor-
tunity to make a contribution o the
knowiledge base on voung adulr spirituality
by engaging in and reporting c.\;pcrimcnml
studies.

* As a resull of the relauvelv new em-
phasis on academic assessment and quality
unprovement i all arcas of the university,
academic departments are becoming in-
creasingly interested in finding ways to as-
sess the impact of therr faculty and pro-
grams on the spirttual development of
students. We need o develop a bank of as-
sessment irems and procedures trom which
faculry can select the mose appropriate for
their diseipline and thetr students.

+ All the student-services deparuments
have developed goal statements and assess-
ment plans. Most of the direcrors and staft
in these departments will need assistance
te develop assessment measures.

*» The simple task of deciding which
outcomes would be besr assessed ar whar
tme stll remains to be done. Preferred
times, in terms of students” progress
through college, are as follows: entering
treshimen, students nudway through their
program, exiting senioes, recent alumani,
and long-term alumnt.

= We need o discover merhods of in-
creasing the percentage of returns from
our alumni surveys,

» We must tind wavs to assess spiritual
outcomes for graduate students who do
nuyor portions of their study or even en-
tire programs by distance education,

= One gaping hole in our assessment is
the lack of an mstrument to measure ethi-
cal/moral reasoming and behavior. The
commerciallv available Defining Tssues
Test, although widely used in secular col-
leges and universities, 1s problemanc tor
use in Christan institutions because of 1ts
undcrlj\'ing naturalistic assumptions.

Unless assessment findings lead ro im-
proved seudent spantual bfe, 1c1s pointless
to invest human and linancial resources n
spirttual assessment. We have learned thar
our tindings point directly to the need for
taculey and statt develepment.

Froan the licerature and our aown lim-
ired dara. we are fearming that key compo-
nents of spiritualine are rransmitted
through faculty-student relariomships, both
1w and out of the classroom. We cannot as-
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sumne that all faculty and staff know intu-
itively how to play well their important
role in student spiritual development. For
that reason, the university administration
has financed the wide distribution of as-
sessment findings to department chairs
and faculty and to directors of service de-
partments, and has provided time in gen-
eral faculty meetings to report assessment
findings.

he university adminis-
tration also provides op-
portunitics for faculty
development through
Fall Fellowships, gen-
eral faculty meerings,
the Faculty Develop-
ment Committee, the university assess-
ment office, and the human resources of-
tice. As an example of the administration’s
investment in university-wide faculty de-
velopment, last school year it purchased a
copy of Arthur Holmes® The fdea of a
Christian University for each faculty mem-
ber, and this year, George Marsden’s The
Outrageous Idea of Christian Scholarship.
At each faculty meeting, 45 minures is de-
voted to a faculty presentation on the as-
signed chapter, followed by an open dis-
cussion. This past school year, Holmes
made a presentation at one faculty meet-

ing, and this year, Marsden is scheduled to
speak.

Andrews University would like to en-
courage the sharing of spinitual-assessment
measures and procedures among Seventh-
day Advenrist colleges and universitics.
Some of the measures and procedures that
are being used at Andrews University can
be found at our Acadermic Assessment Web
site: www.andrews.edu/assessment, The
Religious Education Program in Andrews
University’s School of Education is plan-
ning to develop a Web-based course on
spiritual master planning and assessment.

While the exploration of spiritual as-
sessment at Andrews University 1s far from
complete, we have at least begun the jour-

ney. &

Jane Thayer, Ph.D., is Assistant Professor
of Religious Education and Director of Uni-
versity Assessment at Andrews University in
Berrien Springs, Michigan. Her E-mail ad-
dress: thaverja@andrews.edu.

REFERENCES

1. David O. Moberg, “Spirituality and
Aging: Challenges on the Frontier of Geronrol-
ogy,” Southwestern Journal of Theology 31:3
(1989), pp. 12-21.

2. David Rasinger, “The Measurement of
Religivusness: Some ‘Philosophical® Concerns,”

Picture Removed

26 ADVENTIST EDUCATION - APRIL/MAY 2000

The university adminis-
tration formed the Spiri-
tual Development Gom-
Mittee to clarity and
state the university’s
goals for student spiri-
tual outcomes and to
oversee intentional ini-
tiatives that foster stu-
dent spiritual develop-
ment.

Journal of Psvchology and Christianity 9:2
(1990}, pp. 5-13.

3. Richard N. Williams, Carl B. Tavlor, and
Wayne J. Hintz, “The Influence of Religious
Orientation on Belict in Scicnce, Religion, and
the Paranormal,” Jowrnal of Psyclinlogy and The-
ology 17:4 (1989), p. 353.

4. Richard E. Butman, “The Assessment of
Religious Development: Some Possible Op-
tions,” Journal of Psychology and Christianity 9:2
{1990y, pp. 14-26.

5. David Q. Moberg, “Subjective Measures
of Spiritual Well-Being,” Review of Religions Re-
search 25:4 (Junc 1984), p. 352.



