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 The history of student affairs in higher education is rooted in the 1939 Student 

Personnel Point of View that emphasizes the development of the “whole” college student. 

To this day, higher education institutions around the country implement programs to help 

develop the student academically and socially to help prepare them for their independent 

lives in the real world. However, research is showing that there is an important 

component of college students’ “holistic” development that is missing: spiritual 

development. This area of growth is often somewhat incorporated into the cognitive and 

interpersonal models of student development theorists, but is rarely emphasized as being 

integral to the development of the whole student.   

Sharon Daloz Parks is a theology-trained minister who works with college 

students. Her theories of student development of college students lie in the importance of 

their spiritual and faith development. The basis of Parks’ work is formed from the 

cognitive and psychosocial theories of traditional student development theorists such as 

William Perry and Jean Piaget. Parks introduces the faith development of the young adult 

stage to the mix of previously determined stages of student development, which usually 

attribute the aspects of the young adult stage as simple transition phases between the 

adolescent and adult stages. In the young adult stage, an individual moves away “from 

seeing the world as complex, ambiguous, and not completely knowable” (Love, 2001, p. 

12).  

Parks acknowledges that although the terms are often used interchangeably, there 

is a difference between religion, spirituality, and faith. Religion refers to a system of 

beliefs and principles shared by a group of people. According to Parks, spirituality is 

more personal than religion and refers to a search for meaning, or purpose, and a spirit 
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that is at the core of life” (Love, 2001, p. 8). Similarly, Parks describes faith as the 

process of making meaning out of life and life experiences and “creating connections 

among experiences and events” (p. 8). According to Parks, spirituality is the search for 

meaning and purpose, while faith is taking the activities and experiences of life and 

creating meaning and purpose from them. Parks tends to focus on faith development but 

her research includes clear aspects of her definition of spirituality (Love, 2001).  

Parks says that there are “four interacting levels that compose faith: self, other, 

world, and ‘God’” (Love, 2001, p.8). The first level of “self” refers to making individual 

meaning while the “other” includes interactions immediately beyond the self, the “world” 

level recognizes there is influence beyond immediate interactions and the “God” level 

acknowledges the “center of power” (p.8) and “God” as an idea or a focus or cause to 

which a person has committed themselves. Parks’ model of faith development 

incorporates the four levels of faith and three components: forms of knowing, forms of 

dependence, and forms of community; that bring together the cognitive, affective, and 

interpersonal areas of one’s existence.   

The forms of knowing component is the cognitive aspect derived from student 

development theories, such as Perry. In the young adult stage, the form of knowing is 

called “probing commitment” (Love, 2001, p. 12) where the individual recognizes a need 

to take action and choose a direction in life forming their own faith and meaning from 

their actions.  

The forms of dependence component talks about the way people feel and their 

relationships that influence their views of knowledge and faith. For young adults, this 

component is referred to as “fragile inner-dependence” (Love, 2001, p. 12) where the 



Spiritual Development 4 

individuals exhibit signs of vulnerability and are full of promise because they are 

beginning to trust their own knowledge and recognize their own experiences. Young 

adults make their own decisions and begin to determine their own future but also still 

receive support and resources from their parents (ie. financial resources) (Love, 2001).  

The component of the forms of community refers to the importance of 

“interpersonal, social, and cultural context on one’s development” (Love, 2001, p. 9). 

Parks’ model stresses the significance of this component because it “identifies the tension 

between the desire for agency and autonomy and the desire for belonging, connection, 

and intimacy” (p. 9). Parks determines that young adults are in need of a “mentoring 

community” (p. 12) and suggests that, “the growth that comes with critical self-awareness 

must be grounded in the experience of a compatible social group” (p. 13). The support of 

a mentoring community is necessary for the faith development of young adults because it 

offers a challenging and supportive network for these individuals to develop themselves 

in. College students that fall into this young adult stage my also experience regression 

because of various influences, including a change in environment, and may decide to 

latch on to greater dependence on the truth of their authorities. During this stage, the 

individual’s inner-dependence is tested through experiences in various mentoring 

communities (Love, 2001).   

Since individual spiritual development for young adults is such a personal topic 

and is very different depending on the experiences from person to person, it can be very 

difficult to gage and assess. As a higher education consultant, how do you determine if 

students are receiving the spiritual development that they need? How do you measure 
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inner growth and experiences when each student comes to college at various places on 

their own personal paths and journeys?  

 Hall and Edwards (2002) formed the Spiritual Assessment Inventory (SAI) and say 

that the SAI: 

draws on the theoretical insights of object relations theory, which is very congruent 

with attachment theory and consistent with a sizable literature on God 

image/representation, indicating that one’s relational/emotional development is 

mirrored in one’s relationship with the Divine, however that is perceived by the 

individual (p. 341). 

 The SAI is a research tool that is composed of “two primary dimensions (Quality of 

Relationship with God, and Awareness of God), and five subscales (Awareness, Realistic 

Acceptance, Disappointment, Grandiosity, and Instability)” (Hall and Edwards, 2002, p. 

342).  Hall and Edwards (2002) found in their test of the SAI that “there is a substantial 

relationship between awareness of God and spiritual well-being, particularly satisfaction 

and meaning in relationship with God, which makes theoretical sense” (p. 352). The SAI 

showed that the quality of relationship dimension is independent from the awareness 

dimension but that both are integral aspects of one’s spiritual development.  

 Assessing young adults’ level of spiritual development using a tool such as the SAI 

would be an effective method that an outside party could use when consulting a higher 

education institution on whether they are contributing to their students’ spiritual 

development.  

Love (2001) also suggests that in order for student affairs professionals to better 

serve the spiritual development needs of young adults, they need to reflect upon their 
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personal spiritual development and how they “create meaning, purpose, and direction in 

our lives, the forms of dependence that exist in our relationships, and the types of 

community to which we belong” (p. 14). A consultant trying to improve aspects of 

spiritual development at an institution should stress that it is important to implement 

aspects of spiritual development into daily lives and not just at times that religious 

practices or holidays are occurring. Love (2001) suggests that offering young adults 

opportunities to participate in personal reflection, social, leadership, volunteer and 

community service activities can help initiate and create their search for meaning and 

purpose and help them with their personal spiritual and faith development. Implementing 

programs and objectives including the use of educational sanctions and reflection 

journals can assist students in determining their place and seeking their purpose and 

belonging within a community. Forming mentoring communities on campus and 

reorganizing previously existing groups to become like mentoring communities is another 

step student affairs can take. By even simply mentioning spiritual development and 

articulating it as a priority and an important component of a student’s development can 

help encourage its presence at universities.  

 


