How College Students
Evaluate Their Professors’

Spirituality

Theorists agree that

he lifetime journey of faith
winds through new and sig-
nificant terrain during the
college years. At this time,
young adults must critically
evaluate the beliefs they
were taught and determine
for themselves the shape of their adult
faith.

One of the simplest descriptions of this
transition is that young adults enter a time
of searching faith.! A more nuanced expla-
nation is provided by Marcia,? who, building on Erikson,’ creates a
scheme of four possible categories to describe how young adults
process the “crisis” of establishing their ego identity in terms of
religion. He says they may (1) be in a state of non-interest (iden-
tity diffusion), (2) have decided to accept their parents’ faith with-
out critical evaluation (identity foreclosure), (3) be engaged in
open-minded searching (identity moratorium), or (4) have gone
through the crisis of searching and made a commitment (identity
achievement).

Park’s theoretical model” is even broader and more complex.
She attempts to show that young adults journey through a distinc-
tive stage of faith development, often lingering there for years. She
defines this stage in terms of forms of knowing (cognition), forms
of dependence (feeling and affect), and forms of community (social
belonging).

But no matter which theory is used to describe this faith jour-
ney, theorists agree that mature mentors and models play a crucial
role in the young adult’s successfully achieving a vibrant Christian
faith. Obviously, then, faculty on a Christian campus—intention-
ally or not—serve as spiritual models and mentors for their stu-
dents. From a student perspective, what makes a faculty member a
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good spiritual model or mentor?

On many college and university campuses,
at the end of every course, students are asked
to evaluate both the course and the teacher.
On Christian college and university campuses,
such evaluations often include questions about
faculty members’ personal values and spiritual
commitments, as well as how they demon-
strate “Christian attitudes, values, or behav-
1ors.” Such questionnaires indicate a serious
interest in faculty spirituality on the part of
administrators.

Interest in student perceptions of faculty spirituality can come
from other sources, as well.

o First, most governing boards of Christian colleges and uni-
versities expect faculty members to serve as role models for the
students. Such role modeling contributes to the making of long-
term commitments to Christian beliefs and behaviors by graduates
of Christian colleges and universities.’

¢ Second, faculty members want to know what criteria stu-
dents use to evaluate them on spirituality-related items. Teachers
sometimes speculate privately that students use simplistic meth-
ods of assessment, based on whether the teacher presents a devo-
tional thought or prays at the beginning of class. Faculty wonder
whether students can distinguish genuine spirituality from per-
functory religious behaviors.

In order to find out what criteria college students use to eval-
uate faculty spirituality, the authors of this article created an in-
strument to interview 21 students from Andrews University in
Berrien Springs, Michigan, during the spring quarter of their se-
nior year. We used statements the students made in interviews to
arrive at a working definition: Spirituality is the lived relationship
with God as expressed through attitudes and behaviors.
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Frederick Kosinski, professor of educational and counseling psychology at Andrews University in Berrien Springs, Michigan, enjoys in-

teracting with his students.

Research Methodology

The interviews included 12 males and 9 females. Their mean
age was 23.3 years, and the mean length of time they had attended
Andrews University was 4.3 years. Survey participants included
students with the following majors or double majors: elementary
education (3), language for international trade (2), and one each in
architecture, art, art education, biology, economics, English, Eng-
lish/German, graphic imaging technology, history and education,
horticulture, marketing, math and chemistry, math/secondary ed-
ucation, medical technology and biology, physical therapy, and so-
cial work.

All the interviews were conducted by a graduate assistant who
was a Master’s student in education and employed by the Univer-
sity Assessment Office. The interviews ranged in length from five
to 20 minutes.

Without offering a definition of spirituality, the researcher
asked each interviewee, “While you have been a student here at
Andrews University, have you had any teachers that you would
consider ‘spiritual’?” All of the students responded positively.
However, a few students objected to the question because they
considered spirituality hard to define or describe, and they were
hesitant about—or objected to—the “judging” involved. One
stated that a teacher he considered “spiritual” might just be polite
or a nice person. A male biology student pointed out that “teach-
ers are not necessarily non-spiritual because they don’t bring spiri-
tuality into the classtooms.” Two other students concurred, saying
that the reason some teachers don’t bring spirituality into the
classroom is because they are not as open or overt about their faich.

Prayer
When students were asked what characteristics caused them to
classify a teacher as “spiritual,” 14 of the 21 mentioned prayer.

More than half of the 14 considered prayer a positive indicator of
spirituality, while the others viewed it only as a qualified indicator
or even a non-indicator of spirituality.

Six student responses supported faculty speculation about the
role of class prayer by identifying “having prayer before class” as a
positive indicator of faculty spirituality. Interestingly, none of the
students mentioned the conzent of such prayers. What seemed to
impress the students was the fact that the teacher devoted #ime to
prayer. With class time at a premium, consistently setting aside
time for an activity indicates that the teacher values that activity.
Repeatedly, students talked of teachers “taking time” or “setting
aside time” for prayer or devotions.

Although one student gave what many faculty would probably
consider a classic answer when he said, “. . . taking the time to
pray before every class demonstrates their spiritual commitment,”
other students offered serious qualifications about the value of
such prayer in determining spirituality. “Prayer before class
doesn’t really count when judging spirituality,” a male student
said. “Some just tack it on at the beginning and forget about it
for the rest of the class.”

Devotionals

Respondents also considered worship at the beginning of class
as an indicator of a teacher’s spirituality. But as with prayer, the
students qualified their answers. The words “just having prayer”
or “just having worship” were used by several students to indicate
that these by themselves were inconclusive as a criterion of spiritu-
ality. Students offered contrasting evaluations of class worships
and devotions. A female student said: “The first teacher that
comes to mind had devotions in class every day—though they
were almost offensive in their spirituality.” A male student re-
ported that “one teacher did devotions that were very deep and in-
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From a student per-

sightful, though just for five minutes, talk-
ing about their [sic} own experience, and 1
think it really made some of us ask our-
selves questions.” So how can the same ac-
tivity be rated so differently? One male stu-
dent said: “Some teachers who had worship
didn’t seem as spiritual as those who didn’t
have worship. I guess it was mainly the way
they treated the students that made the dif-
ference.”

Integration of Faith and Learning

One other indicator of spirituality, “integrating faith and
learning,” was mentioned by a third of the students, with no qual-
ifiers attached. Although only one student, a male math/secondary
education major, used the term 7msegrate in his response, saying, “a
spiritual teacher will integrate faith and bring it into the class al-
most unconsciously [unself-consciously},” other students clearly
had the integration of faith and learning in mind. One student ex-
plained: “If it’s OK with the material, {the teacher] brings spiritu-
ality up in class.” Others explained the concept as follows: “They
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April Summitt, assistant professor of history at Andrews Univer-
sity, begins each class period with a personal prayer.

incorporate spirituality into their teaching”; “they introduce God
somewhere in their day-to-day lectures”; they “put some aspect of
spirituality into an assignment”; “one English teacher relates sto-
ries to the Bible.” Students did not detect, or at least did not re-
port, any insincerity when their professors brought God ot spiritu-
ality into their discussions or lectures because not one student had
anything negative to say about this activity.

Caring and Concern for Students

Clearly, the respondents perceived the most important indica-
tor of faculty spirituality as showing concern for, or caring about,
students. Two-thirds of the students used the words “concern for”
or “cares about” or “how they treat students” in their description
of the spiritual teacher. This caring had to exceed mere academic
interest and be genuine concern.

The students who listed “caring or concern” as an indicator of
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spective, what makes
a faculty member a
good spiritual model
or mentor?

spirituality often shared a specific example
or characteristic of caring. Spiritual teach-
ers “display patience and care in the class-
room”; they are “approachable—they treat
you like, not necessarily their peer, but as a
friend, with respect, and they value your
thoughts and opinions”; “they see students
as a person with [his or her} own conflicts”;
they accept a student’s “ethnicity—uncon-
ditionally accepting [people] as who they are and working with
them from that basis.”

Observable Classroom Behaviors

Besides the four most frequently mentioned indicators of spiri-
tuality—prayer, devotions, integration of faith and learning, and
caring and concern for students—interviewees named a variety of
observable classroom behaviors relating to spirituality. These can
be grouped into two categories: the teacher’s relationship with stu-
dents and classroom management. Spiritual teachers “interact with
students,” and they do so in a “Christ-like way.” They “respect”
student opinion. One student offered this example: “When {spiri-
tual teachers] are faced with confrontation, they say: ‘This is how
it is, but you can have some options.”

In commenting on classroom management, students saw “flex-
ibility” (as opposed to “stiffness” or “formality”) as allowing teach-

)

ers to devote time to spiritual discussion if it serendipitously be-
came appropriate. Non-spiritual teachers were seen as “more
task-oriented,” although one student observed: “Some easy, laid-
back teachers are not spiritual, and some tough teachers are.”
While one student listed as an indicator of teacher spirituality that
the instructor was “understanding if a student needs to hand in
late assignments,” another said that spirituality “doesn’t have any-
thing to do with how they grade or [what their] late homework
policy {is], but how they treat the student as a person.” With such
contrasting interpretations, students’ perceptions about classroom
management probably do not offer much definitive insight into
faculty spirituality.

Outside-of-Classroom Behaviors

A few teacher behaviors outside the classroom were seen as in-
dicators of spirituality: arranging to have vespers in their home;
being involved in church activities; encouraging students; and
praying with and for students. Even these co-curricular activities
were not judged at face value. One student explained how she
could recognize spiritual teachers: It’s “just in how . . . they inter-
act with me. They could just be checking with me to see my spiri-
tual goals. [Or asking} how church was on Sabbath. It doesn’t have
to be anything major.” A male student drew the line between spir-
itual and pon-spiritual faculty members based on whether they
prayed for him personally: ““Non-spiritual’ faculty . . ., when
dealing with some really important issues of my life, never really
prayed with me—just told me what they would do if it were their
son, or what they would do.” A female student said that a spiritual
teacher is one that you “know [is] praying for you and doing
things for you.” But she recognized the complexity of such evalua-
tions by stating that “non-spiritual {teachets] can do some of the



same things as the spiritual ones, but with-
out Christ in them.”

Many of the characteristics or behaviors
students listed as indicators of spirituality
might also describe teachers who are “good”
but not necessarily spiritual. Indeed, some
students saw a correlation between a good
teacher and a spiritual teacher. One student
said: “Most of my ‘spiritual’ teachers have
been good at what they do—academically,
following the Christian motto, ‘whatever
your hand finds to do, do it with all your
might.”

prayer.

Personal Characteristics of Teachers

One final category of spiritual indicators might be labeled as
personal characteristics of the teacher. The large number of items
listed by our interviewees can be grouped into five areas: the
“look” of the teacher, his or her character traits, sincerity, vulnera-
bility, and relationship with God. Students seem to use
these personal characteristics to determine the genuine-
ness of the faculty member’s spirituality.

The search for genuineness is reflected in students’
comments that spirituality is “nothing [teachers] really
say, but their witness and actions.” Or, as one student
said: “They do what they tell us to do.” Another student,
recognizing the pressure that working in a Christian
school might have on teachers actions, described spiritual
professors by saying: “They just seem to be really in touch
with God and believe strongly, and it seems to be a part of
their life, not something they have to do because they are
part of a {Christian} school.”

When teachers ate vulnerable and open with students
about their own spiritual lives, students perceive them as
genuine and spiritual. When such teachers make a mis-
take, they say “I'm sorry.” One student explained that
spiritual teachers may show their vulnerability by saying,
“I'm growing, and the Lord is teaching me,” and talking
about where God has brought them from.” Another stu-
dent considered teachers’ openness about their relation-

asked what charac-
teristics caused them
to classify a teacher
as “spiritual,” 14 of
the 21 mentioned

students qualified this criterion. Students
take at face value the teacher’s spiritual
commitment when he or she relates the
topic of the lecture or discussion to Chris-
tian theology and values. By integrating
faith and learning, faculty members help
students construct a Christian worldview,
which is essential if scudents are to main-
tain their spiritual commitments in the
years following college.®

On the Andrews University teacher
evaluation form, this item appears: “Chris-
tian concepts were integrated into the
course when appropriate.” Those who are interested in and respon-
sible for a college’s impact on student spirituality would be wise
to pay careful attention to how students evaluate faculty on this
item and to provide discipline-specific training to help faculty
members integrate faith and learning.

The most important criterion used by the students we inter-

Picture
Removed

Sharon Prest, assistant professor of technology education at Andrews Uni-

ship with God as an indicator of spirituality: “Some teach- versity, enjoys getting involved with students outside formal class periods-

ers are spiritual people because they are looking for a
closer relationship with God and sharing about their experience.”

Summary and Implications

The students in our study identified actions and behaviors that
might indicate a spiritual teacher, but they were quick to ex-
plain—very emphatically—that something else is required to sep-
arate the real from the apparent. The religious behaviors they
mentioned most frequently are ones that are open to interpreta-
tion—prayer and worship at the start of class. Faculty members
who think that students will consider them spiritual simply be-
cause they have prayer or a devotion at the beginning of class are,
in most cases, mistaken.

Integrating faith and learning was mentioned as frequently as
prayer and devotions as an indicator of faculty spirituality, and no

viewed to evaluate faculty spirituality is how teachers treat stu-
dents. (Students also use this criterion to judge the sincerity of
other, more overtly religious activities.) Of all the teacher behav-
iors students listed as indicators of spirituality, this “caring and
concern” ties in most closely with the literature on Student Evalu-
ations of Teacher Effectiveness (SETE). Studies have found that
concern and respect for students, availability, openness to others’
opinions,’ perceived warmth and supportiveness,® the teacher’s
personal empathy,’ and student perception of the professor as car-
ing'"® were the best predictors of most ratings of teaching effective-
ness. Therefore, the criterion of “caring and concern for students”
appears to tie faculty spirituality to general teacher effectiveness.
Archer" found that a teacher’s care and concern for students
predicts a trust relationship. With that trust, he says, comes re-
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sponsibility. For Christian teachers, this presents opportunities for
role modeling and mentoring. It is encouraging to note Archer’s
suggestion that since caring and concern are not personality char-
acteristics, it may be possible to train teachers in these behaviors.
Thayer-Bacon,'? who approaches the study of caring professors
from a philosophical perspective, recommends that teacher-evalua-
tion questionnaires include questions that measure caring. She says
that although teachers may perceive themselves as caring, students
may not concur. In his study of more than 400 teachers who had
not previously collected SETE data, Centra' found that teacher
self-ratings on specific items and on a global item correlated
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Andrews University professor Woodrow Whidden conducts wor-
ship at the beginning of class.

poorly (only .20 level) with
student évaluations. Since
the most frequently men-
tioned indicator of faculty
spirituality was caring for
students, teachers need to
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evaluated on spirituality is-
sues.

In this study, students listed a few classroom and out-of=class-
room teacher behaviors as indicators of spirituality, but added
qualifiers relating to genuineness. Students also listed various per-
sonal characteristics of teachers as indicators of spirituality. These
can be classified into five categories: the “look” of the teacher, his
or her character traits, sincerity, vulnerability, and relationship
with God.

From this study, we can reasonably conclude that teachers’ care
and concern for students and their ability to integrate faith with
the discipline taught are the two criteria that most heavily and un-

ambiguously influence students’ perception of their teachers’ spiri-
tuality. &

This article is adapted and reprinted from the Journal of Research on

Christian Education 9:2 (Fall 2000), pp. 205-221. Used by permis-
sion.

28  Journal of Adventist Education * April/May 2002

Jane Thayer, Ph.D., is Assistant Professor of

Religious Education and a member of the executive

committee of the Center for College Faith at An-

drews University in Berrien Springs, Michigan.

Her areas of research interest are college student
spirituality and its assess-
ment. Christine D.
Bothne, M.A., wus, at
the time of the study, a

, .
Pictures Master’s student in cur-

Removed riculum and instruction at
Andrews University. She
now teaches science and lit-

erature evangelism at
Onachita Hills Academy
in Amity, Arkansas. Her
greatest joy is training young people in evangelism.
She involves her students in giving Bible studies,
conducting children’s meetings, and aiding in
prophecy seminars. In the past year, she has worked
with youth in New York City, the Philippines,
and the Ukraine. Robert D. Bates, M.A., was, at the time of the
study, a doctoral student in religious education at Andrews University.
He has taught religion and history in Adventist schools for eight years,
most recently at Golden Gate Academy in Oakland, California. He is
currently pursuing academic studies in biblical languages.

REFERENCES

1. John A. Westerhoff 111, Wi// Our Children Have Faith? (New York:
Seabury Press, 1976).

2. James E. Marcia, “Identity in Adolescence.” In Joseph Adelson, ed.,
Handbook of Adolescent Psychology (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1980),
pp- 159-187.

3. Erik H. Erikson, Childhood and Society (New York: Norton, 1963).

4. Sharon D. Parks, Big Questions, Worthy Dreams: Mentoring Young
Adults in Their Search for Meaning, Purpose, and Faith (San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass, 2000).

5.Steven Garber, The Fabric of Faithfulness: Weaving Together Belief and
Behavior During the University Years (Downers Grove, I1.: InterVarsity
Press, 1996).

6. Ibid.

7. Kenneth A. Feldman, “The Superior College Teacher From the Stu-
dent’s View,” Research in Higher Education 5:3 (November 1976), p. 243.

8. Sheila K. Bennett, “Student Perceptions of and Expectations for
Male and Female Instructors: Evidence Relating to the Question of Gen-
der Bias in Teaching Evaluation,” Journal of Educational Psychology 2:74
(April 1982), p. 175.

9. Austin C. Archer, The Measurement of Charismatic Teaching in the Col-
lege Classroom. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Ed-
ucational Research Association, New Orleans, Louisiana, April 1994
(ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED 374 758).

10. Barbara J. Thayer-Bacon, Stephanie Arnold, and Jason Stoots, Iden-
tification of Caring Professors in Teacher Education Programs. Paper presented
at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association,
San Diego, California, April 1998 (ERIC Document Reproduction Service
No. ED 418 970).

11. Archer.

12. Barbara J. Thayer-Bacon, “The Nurturing of a Relational Episte-
mology,” Educational Theory 47:2 (Spring 1997), p. 249; Thayer-Bacon, et
al.

13. John A. Centra, “Self-Ratings of College Teachers: A Comparison
With Student Ratings,” Journal of Educational Measurement 10:4 (Winter
1973), p. 287.



