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Dedication

The Students Are...

...The most important persons on the campus.

Without them there would be no need for the insttu

...Not cold enroliment statistics,
but flesh and blood human beings with feelings emations like our own.

...Not persons to be tolerated so that we can dahoog.
They are our thing.

...Not an interruption of our work, but the purpogeato

...Not dependent on us.
...Rather, we are dependent on them.
We are not doing them a favor by serving them.

They are doing us a favor by giving us the oppotyuie do so.

- Author Unknown
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Abstract

Community college students, more often than nag fehallenges not typical to those of
traditional-aged students. They are more likelyattend part-time, tend to be the least
academically prepared, more financially challengdt&n working, and have a greater likelihood
of being single parents. What drives these stisdennot only graduate from the community
college, but go on to continue at four-year insitos? Also, how do these students define, or
come to “make meaning” of the force that drivesrthersistence in higher education?

The purpose of this study examines the relationbkigveen spirituality and persistence
of lllinois community college students who matretd to the baccalaureate degree granting
institution. The research questions ask the fahgw (1) How is spirituality defined by
community college students who persig2},For community college students who persist, how
do they come to “make meaning” of their educatiojoairney?,and (3)What is the relationship
between spirituality and community college stugenmsistence?

The study utilized qualitative case study methogplemploying three separate phases:
(1) Survey Questionnaire, (2) Guided Focus Growgrission, and (3), Face-to-Face Interviews.
Responses from the survey questionnaire were cddeber segmented and used to determine
those survey participants who would receive iniotad for the guided focus group discussion.
The guided focus group discussion was recorded amyersation transcribed so that the
researcher might establish recurring patterns anerging themes. From those focus group
discussion patrticipants, three participants welecsed to take part in the face-to-face interview
portion of the study. Through the course of thibsee phases of data collection, the researcher
was able to establish valid conclusions about tamtionship between spirituality and

community college student persistence.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

We are not human beings on a spiritual journey.aféespiritual beings on a human journey.
Pierre Teilhard De Chardin

As evidenced by the current body of available nededheorists, scholars, and
practitioners have focused heavily on engagingrataining students in America’s colleges and
universities (Astin, 1984, 1991, 1993; Braxton, @0Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004;
Braxton & Hirschy, 2005; Chickering & Reisser, 199to, 1975, 1981, 1986, 1987, 1993,
1997, 1998, 2000, 2005). Currently, retentionfiparamount interest to institutions of higher
education (Braxton & Hirschy, 2005, p. 9) and dd tiy Braxton, Hirschy and McClendon,
approximately 45 percent of students enrolled io-fwar colleges depart during their first year
(2004). However, literature regarding this phenoameis not as readily available or abundant in
the field of community college research. This vioidesearch leads to questions regarding the
extent to which the literature has addressed psgattial development concerns facing
community college students, particularly, thoseessspecific to their persistence.

Cohen and Brawer (2003), The American Community Collegesk the question,

“Which students persist?5uggesting that students are tracked, trans@aiptanalyzed, the
dropouts are surveyed...all in an attempt to leam &ond why students leave” (p. 61). Despite
these daunting efforts on the part of the acaddimyo (1993) maintains that more students will
leave colleges and universities than stay witheat @aving completed either a two- or four-
year degree. Tinto (1998) further opines that “iwhatters is not merely whether individuals are

able to begin college, but whether they are abfentsh” (p. 1).



Background

Spirituality, for many, is a nebulous term lackimgversal meaning. It is unique and
personal while at the very same time, indistingaisé, lacking clear demarcation, particularly
from that of religion. The attempts to constru@dhes and definitions of spirituality are
complicated by the lack of concrete and concludefnitions of the word itself. As a result, in
order to fathom the role of spirituality in commtyncollege student persistence, it must first be
clearly defined.

In more recent years scholars have challenged staffairs professionals to examine
the role of spirituality as it relates to studeatgistence. Chickering, Dalton and Stamm (2006)
acknowledge that college is an intellectual jourbayalso remind us that it is a time of inward
spiritual journey in which students expect a peasdransformation into something new and
more complete (p. 154). Unfortunately for manynoaunity college students, their spiritual and
intellectual journey is halted and the transformainto something new and different will not
happen. The vast majority of community collegalenis depart from the institution without
having earned an Associate’s degree and this lbellurational attainment has the potential to
have long-lasting adverse affects on these indalglpersonally. Moreover, there are societal
implications which cannot be ignored as communiijeges graduate approximately 50% of
America’s workforce, thus allowing us to remain quetitive globally.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this research study was to exarhmeeiationship between spirituality
and the educational persistence of lllinois comnyucnllege graduates who matriculated to the
baccalaureate degree-granting institution. Thasaech study examined spirituality and the

extent to which it provides personal capital, serag a buffer to life’s happenings, and aids in



the development of coping mechanisms necessagvérall well being. The research also
studied the persistence of community college stigdand the enormous level of challenge faced
by this population in their quest towards completod the Associate’s and baccalaureate degree.
Over the course of the study, the researcher wagaldentify the relationship between
spirituality and how community college graduateBrdethis phenomenon, persist in higher
education, prioritize numerous life responsibififisustain themselves, and find their purpose.
Research Questions
The overarching question addressed by the researctucted was as follows: What is
the relationship between spirituality and collegesgstence among lllinois community college
students who not only graduate, but matriculatewo-year institutions? The following three
guestions served as sub-questions and providedhrgléocus to the nature of the study:
1. How is spirituality defined by community collegeaduates who continue their education at
the baccalaureate degree-granting institution?
2. For community college students who matriculatthe baccalaureate degree-granting
institution, how do they come to “make meaningittedir educational journey?
3. What is the relationship between spiritualitd @emmunity college graduates’ ability to
matriculate to the baccalaureate degree-grantstgution?
Through the course of this study the researcherabbesto answer the overarching question
addressed by the research through the identificati@merging themes that surfaced throughout

the data collection process.



Significance of the Study
There is a biased opinion against community cellgdents and the quality of the
community college education which tends to be paweathroughout higher education literature.
This study offers a contribution to the field ohomunity college research in three significant
ways, by (1) adding to the current but very limitextly of scholarly research devoted solely to
community colleges, and (2) providing an additiosiahension by which student affairs
practitioners can best assist in the developmeahteatiention of community college students vis-
a-vis their spirituality and spiritual developmeniastly, (3), this research also furnishes
examples of the numerous definitions of spirityalitot only in higher education literature, but
also spirituality as defined by the research pigndints and its’ relationship to their educational
persistence.
Assumptions of the Study
There were certain assumptions madb@part of the researcher as they related to the
nature of the study conducted and they are asasllo
* It was assumed that the sample site and partigpaptesented the population selected.
* Itwas assumed that the responses given by therssivia survey, research questions,
and personal face-to-face interviews were honesf@nthe sole purpose of gathering
data for the sake of the research conducted.
* It was assumed that this body of research wowdglige an additional lens by which
student affairs practitioners could aid in the depment of community college

students.



Definitions of Terms
In an effort to provide optimal understandinglod research being conducted, the
following definitions are furnished:

» Spirituality - our way of making meaning of the rtnplle forces, shared connectedness,
Higher Power, and relations that make up our lgigsg us purpose (Fowler, 1981,
1996, 2000).

* Persistence — to be retained in college towardsygtetion of the Associate’s degree at
the community college-level and the Bachelor’'s degat the four-year college and/or

university (Tinto, 1975, 1986, 1987, 1993, 199082000, 2005).

» Matriculate — to enroll in a college or university a degree-seeking candidate (Tinto,
1975, 1981, 1986, 1987, 1993, 1997, 1998, 20006200

* Religion — belief in, worship of, or obedience teupernatural power or powers
considered to be divine or to have an influencéwman destiny.

* HERI - Higher Education Research Institute.
* NSCSSMP - National Study of College Students Sefarchieaning and Purpose.
Site and Participant Selection
The research took place on the campus of a pliliricis university, located
approximately 35 miles southwest of the city of &gjo. This institution provides both upper
and undergraduate level coursework for communitigge students seeking a baccalaureate
degree. Participants included students who wemamaanity college graduates and currently
enrolled at the research site institution for reslthan six semester hours during the spring 2011
term.
Organization of Dissertation
Chapter one introduces the research study alotighaickground information relevant
to the research being conducted. The purposeedttidy is also discussed and this chapter

introduces the reader to the study’s research iqussisignificance of the study, limitations,



delimitations, research assumptions, along withiflming a definition of terms utilized
throughout the course of the study. Chapter twaeves the literature referenced during the
course of the research study and provides bothastipg and opposing views of the theoretical
concepts and conceptual frameworks utilized forpiingose of the study. It also provides a
contemporary perspective on the subjects of spirtfuand persistence along with critiques of
the scholarly research on spirituality in higheoneation, persistence at the community college
level, and spirituality and educational persister@gapter three discusses all aspects of the
research process in full detail including, but inoited to, research design and methodology, the
data collection process, and the stages of thamgs@rocess in its entirety. Chapter four
provides the reader with findings related to treeesch questions along with a priori themes and
emerging themes. Chapter five concludes with a eehgnsive discussion, conclusions drawn
from the research, implications for student affargctitioners, and recommendations for future
research studies.
Chapter Summary

Persistence at the post-secondary level, partigtdammunity colleges, is an issue of
great importance to the field of higher educatiod aociety at large. In recent times, spirituality
has been given some attention, particularly asates to college student development and more
specifically, student persistence. The purpogéisfresearch study was to examine the
relationship between spirituality and the educatigersistence of lllinois community college
graduates who matriculated to the baccalaureatedeganting institution. The research
guestions are addressed along with the provisidotf limitations and delimitations of the
study conducted. Assumptions are provided along thie definition of specific terms that are

used throughout the study.



The following chapter will provide a review of theerature documenting the relationship
between educational persistence and spiritualigpmmunity college students. The goal is to
provide a historical overview of literature on thapic as well as to discuss the contemporary

state of this body of research as it relates tomamty college students.



CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

When | use the word spirituality, | don't necessarily mean religion; | mean whatever it is that helps
you feel connected to something that is larger than yourself. Dean Ornish

Introduction

The body of literature appraised for this studgraies the relationship between
spirituality and persistence among lllinois comntyeollege students who matriculate to the
baccalaureate degree-granting institution. Thevewf literature focuses primarily on two
distinct entities — spirituality and persistendéis chapter identifies some of the most current
bodies of literary research examining spirituadihd its role and presence in the lives of college
students along with their post-secondary educdtipesistence. Furthermore, the researcher
selected both primary and secondary source litexatsi these provided the most relevant and up-
to-date critiques of the original works cited, ofd#ion to furnishing subsequent research studies
relative to theorists’ seminal literary works.

The literature specifically sheds light on the si&ty which community college students
prioritize numerous life responsibilities, managetistain themselves, understand and connect
with the world around them, and how they comend fourpose. Additionally, it further
illuminates the historical background of the rofespirituality in community colleges, and
provides a current overview of the context in whicinrent research is presently situated. A
history of the problem of community college studeetsistence and matriculation to the four-
year institution is addressed during this chaptangwith support for the connection between
spirituality and educational persistence. Theaeseer also provides a review of recent
literature which further illustrates how studentsne to make meaning of the force that drives

educational persistence beyond the community celtEgree.



In summary, this review of literature providesamhation which supports the
relationship between community college studentsitsplity and educational persistence. It
concludes with an overview of where this body sle@ch is currently situated in the context of
21% century community college student persistenceaduiition to the moral and ethical
obligation to ensure the success of community gelludents, institutions are now held to an
even higher standard of accountability where oVgefformance and completion will be both
measured and gauged to determine which highly edvi@ancial resources will be allocated
and distributed to post-secondary institutions m@8wnity colleges can no longer rest on the
laurels of open access with regard to enrollmeatjqularly with the onset of performance-
based funding. With performance mandates direigtti/to funding, both academic and student
affairs professionals will need to make more oaad transparent efforts to identify those areas
deemed to be important to community college stugirat will support their persistence,
graduation, and matriculation to the baccalaurdatgee-granting institution. In doing so,
community colleges will continue to make enormoastabutions to the nation’s workforce,
thus allowing this country to continue to activelrticipate and remain competitive in the
world’s global marketplace.

Historical Background

Towsend and Braggs (2006) refer to community cellag “an outstanding institution,
perhaps the greatest educational institution ofwemtieth century.” Community colleges were
introduced to higher education near the turn ofttientieth century as transfer institutions that
were little more than extensions of high schoch qunior academy, whose role was to relieve
some of the burden of teaching first- and secoedr gtudents (xix). These institutions also

afforded students the opportunity to pursue higitercation while staying close to home.
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William Rainey Harper, considered by many schalanse the father of the community college,
viewed the Associate’s degree as an academic dralem students completing the first two
years of college (p. xix). Recipients of the Asate's degree could matriculate to a four-year
degree granting institution to pursue the baccalzerdegree or they could exit the junior
college, having completed an adequate amount tehigducation to secure viable employment
(p. xix).

The hallmark of community colleges has always Hsdible and rapid response to
learners’ needs (Phillipe & Sullivan, 2005). Frdme very early stages, community colleges soon
became more comprehensive beyond their transfetium(Townsend & Bragg, 2006). Walter
Crosby Ellis (1931) and Leonard Koos believed therexist a broader function of the
community college beyond the traditional post-seleoy academic instruction (Townsend &
Bragg, 2006). They identified a need to also pregandents for immediate employment after
obtaining the two-year degree as an additionaltianof the community college (Townsend &
Bragg, 2006). After World War Il the Gl Bill wastroduced as there was a need to educate
veterans returning home from war to a more indaistad nation. Educating this population
allowed veterans to become positive, contributiregnibers of the American workforce by
enhancing their ability to gain viable employment.

In 1956, Jesse Bogue advocated forctvamunity junior collegadding that in contrast
to the more traditional, full-time enrollment residial college experience, an additional function
of the community college was to “offer students dpportunity of part-time education” in
response to industrial developments, post-World Wgr.xx). The Truman Commission Report
stated that junior colleges were “critical to exgaug access to higher education” (p. xx). In

1974, the Carnegie Commission “advocated that juzoleges become an avenue to enhance
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access and used the tecommunity collegéo convey the intent of these institutions offgrthe
comprehensive curricular mission that permeateswanity colleges today” (p. xx). From the
very onset, community colleges served as the pyimpartal for minority and low-income
students and are still today viewed by many ag#teway to the four-year college and
baccalaureate degree (Townsend & Bragg, 2006). edery Cohen and Brawer caution that “for
most students in two-year institutions, the chasceot between community college and a senior
residential institution; it is between the commurbllege and nothing” (2003, p. 52).
Consequently, community college professionals rtakst on the responsibility to be fully vested
in the persistence of their students, given thesieally high “all or nothing” stakes.
Contextual Perspective

Spirituality

Although not pervasive in institutional missiordansion statements, strategic plans,
program reviews, or assessment surveys, spirjuadis a historical connection to higher
educational institutions. Chickering, Dalton, étdmm (2006) opine that the history of higher
education is integrally linked to the dominant rofeChristianity in shaping American social and
political institutions (p. 66). “Values formati@nd cultural learning, in addition to professional
preparation, were considered vital societal fumgiprovided by institutions of higher
education” (p. 66). They further posit that th&rists a historical legacy of concern for
students’ internal lives of personal meaning, farlues, beliefs, and spirituality” (p. 145). They
further posit that “there is a historical perspeetior students’ mental, physical, and spiritual
development dating back to the first dean of sttelahHarvard in 1890” (p. 145).

Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm (2006) believed thatdent affairs deans recognized

early on that friendship, finance, faith, and fat played important roles in the academic
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success of students in college” (p. 147). Howedtespite spirituality’s innate historical
connection to the mission of higher educationditun$ons, student affairs practitioners are
hesitant to engage students through the lens ofusdidevelopment. It appears to be a
pervasive fear of compromising “separation of chuand state” at non-religiously affiliated
higher educational institutions. Chickering, Daltand Stamm (2006) are highly critical of
student affairs professionals for their failureats as advocates for the role of spirituality in
higher education. In the interest of avoiding délppearance of meddling in those areas relative
to values and morality, they accuse student affaimgessionals of compartmentalizing religion
and spirituality to the category of private conceamd neglecting to attend to the role spirituality
plays in identity development and coping with stré&Shickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2006).
Persistence

There is a very limited body of scholarly reseatelioted to community colleges
exclusively and this void in the research calls igestion the extent to which the literature has
addressed psychosocial developmental concernggfaommunity college students, particularly
those issues specific to their persistence. Comiygollege students face challenges not typical
to those of students enrolled at traditional foeatycolleges and universities. They are more
likely to attend part-time, tend to be the leastdmnically prepared, more financially
challenged, are often working, and have a greielifood of being single parents. These
myriad challenges regularly compete and interfeth their educational pursuits and many
students suggest that their reasons for leavingat@re above and beyond the scope of the
institution (Cohen & Brawer, 2003). There are mano attribute these challenges as the causal

factors in low persistence rates in this populatiBat for those students who persist, what
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drives these students to not only graduate frontémemunity college, but to go on to
matriculate to the baccalaureate degree-grantstgution?
Spirituality, Persistence, and Community College Stdents

There is an inherent challenge in reviewing argh@ring the role of spirituality as it
relates to the persistence of lllinois communitijege students as there is no crystallized
definition for spirituality in higher educationditature. In addition, the story of the community
college is often told through the narration of ther-year voice which often casts disparaging
remarks on the community college student, the guaficommunity college education, and
constant relegation of the community college tordrks of “junior academy” (Bean, 1980,
1982, 1983, 1990; Bean & Eaton, 2000; Tinto 192811 1986, 1987, 1993, 1997, 1998, 2000,
2005). Despite the ambiguity and elusivenessdahatacterizes efforts to define spirituality in
the literature, recurring themes support the commebdetween spirituality and motivation or
influence on an individual’s life and purpose (Fewl1981, 1996, 2000; Fried, 2001; Palmer,
2003; Speck, 2005; Speck & Hope, 2005; Tisdell, 912901, 2003; Vogel, 2000).
Additionally, there are recurring themes in theearch literature which echo college students’
quests for truth and knowledge through spirituadi$yin doing so, they embrace, question,
challenge, and come to make meaning of themsehebgh&ir connection to the world around
them (Astin, Astin & Lindholm, 2010, 2011; Chickegi, Dalton & Stamm, 2006; Cohen &
Brower, 2003; Evans et al, 2009; Fried, 2001; Pal2@03; Parks, 2000; Speck, 2005; Tisdell,
1999, 2001, 2003; Vogel, 2000; Watt, 2003). Furtiere, there is strong evidence to further
support a relationship between spirituality andligl@arners (Speck, 2005; Speck & Hope, 2005;

Parks, 2000; Tisdell, 1999; 2001; 2003). CohenBumdver (2003) challenge us to find out what
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is important to community college students as,gmring these critical factors, we are likely to
miss what matters to them most.

Fliegler (2007) believes that community collegasethe way for persistence; however
Fliegler also opines that despite making collegessible, community colleges are under-
performing with regard to retention, graduationd éransfer rates. Fliegler (2007) applauds the
efforts of community college administrators who lerpent programs designed to promote
retention, graduation, and transfer through uniiedrices, college success courses, and dual
enrollment at both the community college and ursitgievel. Unfortunately, even with these
efforts in place, “only about one in four of the @€rcent of those students seeking a degree or
certificate succeeds in transferring to a four-ygaversity and /or earning an associate degree
or certificate within six years” (Shulock & Moor2Q07, as cited in Fliegler, 2007).

Scrivener and Coghlan (2011) highlight this diparecy by noting that nearly 50% of
American high school graduates utilize communitjeges as their initial step towards post-
secondary education. They believe that the routemmunity college is often the path
frequently taken due to the community colleges’ropecess policies and affordable tuition.
Unfortunately, they also note that only one-thifdimse students intending to earn a certificate
or degree actually accomplish this goal withinyaars. Scrivner and Coghlan (2011)
characterize these persistence rates as unaccelaatdnd give cause to insufficient financial
resources, conflicting demands outside of the anadmstitution, and a general lack of
preparedness for college-level academic requiresresnthe primary reasons why community
college students are unable to be retained. Mc@gand Greene (2005) echo these concerns,
and also note that gaps in academic achievemeptatieularly pronounced in students from

low-income backgrounds as well as in students trco
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Community college students’ graduation and persi rates across the country
arguably remain lowest in comparison to their fgaar college and university counterparts.
However, in the most recent literature providedSoyivener and Coghlan (2011), “the current
national focus on increasing these rates is engowga(p. 8). They highlight initiatives taken at
the institutional, state, and federal levels ta@ase graduation rates of community college
students. Moreover, they specifically cite fedgnalgrams, such as the Obama Administration’s
“Achieving the Dream” initiative which encourageshemunity colleges to further examine
student-outcome data in an effort to improve artthane existing programming designed to
increase student retention (Scrivener and Cogladhl). Community colleges are currently at
the forefront of educational reform and in addittorbeing in the national spotlight, community
colleges are being given support for the dauntmdjtaeless task that is community college
student retention, persistence, and graduation.

Theoretical Framework
Spirituality and Fowler’s Stages of Faith Developmet

This literature review examined the theoreticahfework of spirituality as defined by
James W. Fowler (1981, 1996, 2000) who suggestsfinduality is the application of seven
developmental stages of faith through the framevedrinaking meaning” and finding one’s
purpose. Through the course of his research ¢m faowler conducted more than 5,000
interviews where he asked participants to tell gbmg about their lives, pilgrimages, and their
journeys which helped him to formulate their waysmaking meaning” (Fowler, 1981). In his
book, Stages of Faith published in 1981, Fowles@néed faith as a developmental process
encompassing seven stages:

Infancy and Undifferentiated Faith — the first pmeages of God are here...the seeds of
trust, courage, hope and love are fused in an iendiitiated way and contend with
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sensed threats of abandonment, inconsistenciedegvations in an infants’
environment. the quality of mutuality and the strength of treifonomy, hope, and
courage (or their opposites) developed in this phexlerlie (or threaten to undermine)
all that comes later in faith development (p. 121).

Stage 1 — Intuitive —Projective Faith — the intetprojective child whose age ranges
from two to six or seven uses the new tools of spe@md symbolic representation to
organize his or her sensory experience into meamitg (p. 123)...children begin to
construct their first image of God through the &mytfilled, imitative phase in which the
child can be powerfully and permanently influenbgdexamples, moods, actions, and
stories of the visible faith of primarily relatedudts (p. 133).

Stage 2 - Mythic-Literal Faith — the stage in whibk person begins to take on for him-
or herself the stories, beliefs, and observanagsstymbolize belonging to his or her
community. Beliefs are appropriated with litenatieirpretations, as are moral rules and
attitudes. Story becomes the major way of givingyuand value to experience. This is
the faith stage of the school child (ages 6 and @ transition to formal operational
thought makes such reflection possible and necgs&aevious literalism breaks down;
new “cognitive conceit” leads to disillusionmenthvprevious teachers and teachings.
Conflicts between authoritative stories (Genesisraation versus evolutionary theory)
must be faced. The emergency of mutual interpalgmerspective taking (“I see you
seeing me; | see me as you see me; | see you seeisgeing you.”) creates the need for
more personal relationship with the unifying poweéthe ultimate environment

(pp. 149 -150).

Stage 3 - Synthetic-Conventional Faith — a perserjgerience of the world now extends
beyond the family. A number of spheres demancdhttte: family, school or work,

peers, street society and media, and perhapsaeligtaith must provide a coherent
orientation in the midst of that more complex ancese range of involvements. Faith
must synthesize values and information; it musvigi®a basis for identity and outlook.
It is a “conformist” stage in the sense that idsitely tuned to the expectations and
judgments of significant others and yet does nettasure enough grasp on its own
identity and autonomous judgment to construct aathtain an independent perspective
(pp. 172 — 173).

Stage 4 - Individuative- Reflective Faith — mogpraypriately takes the form in young
adulthood. This stage is marked by a double deveémt. The self, previously
sustained in its identity and faith compositionsanyinterpersonal circle of significant
others, now claims an identity no longer definedh® composite of one’s roles or
meanings to others. To sustain that new idertitpmposes a meaning frame conscious
of its own boundaries and inner connections andawhitself as a “world view”. Its
dangers inherent in its strengths: an excessivédamte in the conscious mind and in
critical thought and a kind of second narcissisiwinch the now clearly bounded,
reflective self over-assimilates “reality” and gherspectives of others into its own world
view (pp. 182-183).
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Stage 5 - Conjunctive Faith — involves the inteégrainto self and outlook of much that
was suppressed or of unrecognized in the intefeStage 4's self-certainty and
conscious cognitive and affective adaptation tdityeaThis stage develops a “second
naivete” in which symbolic power is reunited withnceptual meanings. Here there must
also be a new reclaiming and reworking of one’s.pasere must be an opening to the
voices of one’s “deeper self”. Importantly thizatves a critical recognition of one’s
social unconscious — the myths, ideal images aejgices built deeply into the self-
system by virtue of one’s nurture within a partasusocial class, religious tradition,
ethnic group, or the like. Unusual before mid;l&age 5 knows that sacrament of
defeat and the reality of irrevocable commitmemis acts. Stage 5 can appreciate
symbols, myths and rituals (its own and othersfause it has been grasped in some
measure, by the depth of reality to which theyrgip. 197-198).

Stage 6 — Universalizing Faith — Stage 6 is excegydirare. They persons best described
by it have generated faith compositions in whidirtifelt sense of an ultimate
environment is inclusive of all being. They areritagious” in the sense that they create
zones of liberation from the social, political, aomic and ideological shackles we place
and endure on human futurity. Living with felt paipation in a power that unifies and
transforms the world, Universalizers are often expeed as subversive of the structures
(including religious structures) by which we sustaur individual and corporate survival
security and significance. Many persons in thaegstdie at the hands of those whom
they hope to change. Universalizers are often rhomn®red or revered in death than in
their life (pp. 200 — 201).

For the purpose of this study based on Fowle@811 1996, 2000) Stages of Faith
Development, both Stage 4 — Individuative-Reflexthaith, and Stage 5 — Conjunctive Faith,
were employed as one could comfortably place thenmtaof community college students
within this range regardless of age. During Stagelndividuative-Reflective Faith, people
come to understand themselves and their identisasrelates to their role in connection with
the world around them. As Stage 4 happens duanyg adulthood (Fowler 1981), this stage
best describes the faith development of a moretimadl-aged community college student.
During this time, individuals formulate meaning whiallows them to understand and interpret
the world for themselves. However, since his oagjtheories of faith development published in

1981 and 1996, Fowler has revised Stage 4 to be refiective of mid-life as opposed to early

adulthood.
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Stage 4: Individuative -- Reflective Faldinitially labeled individuative-reflexive) his
stage is initiated when one’s self-definition beesself-authored, and one’s system of
beliefs, values, and commitments becomes a cohanehéxplicit meaning-making
system. In his 1981 work, Fowler suggested tregestt thinking “most appropriately
takes form in young adulthood” (p. 182). Howevarlater writings (see Fowler, 2000),
he indicated that this transition usually occursMeen ages thirty and forty, typically
resulting from changes in relationships or chale=nig one’s environment (Evans et al,
2009, p. 198).
During Stage 5 — Conjunctive Faith, people drawnflwoth their cognitive and affective
adaptations to reality where symbols and images@maected with meaning. This stage
happens before mid-life and would be most appleéd the returning adult community college
student. At this stage in life, one has alreadyeeienced setbacks and disappointments that
have caused an individual to not only question airherself, but also life in general. Coming to
terms with who one is and the circumstances aramedelf, reaffirms and solidifies one’s own
respective identity. Furthermore, this level oftunaly gives cause for not only the acceptance of
others, but also the appreciation of differing ens. The beliefs of others at this point in lik@ d
not challenge, threaten, or interfere with onef-sencept with regard to knowing who one is
along with one’s own personal beliefs, morals, ealdes.

Fowler (1981) describes faith as universal andi&mental. While the symbolic and
ritualistic traditions used to describe a partictigath or religious belief may differ as a resoit
culture or other factors, the core essence ofdlk is the same for all human beings. At the
same time, however, Fowler (1981) sees infinitéviddal variation in the experience of faith as
he argues that “each person’s faith is uniqueXijp. Moreover, Fowler (1981) sees faith as
serving a role in human socialization. He explairag the way in which our expressions of faith

are acknowledged and encouraged (or dismissedganded) by others drastically alters the way

in which faith manifests in our individual liveg:owler (1981, 1996, 2000) believes this to be a
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person’s way of seeing themselves in addition W tieey come to know themselves in relation
to others against a background of shared meanitigarpose.

A great majority of the scholars and theorists wdference Fowler's (1981, 1996,
2000) Stages of Faith Development take issue withdsearch because Stage 6 — Universalizing
Faith, is so extraordinarily unattainable by therage human being. Fowler (1981, 1996, 2000)
himself claims this stage to be exceedingly rarerdg those very uniquely, exceptionally, and
extraordinarily spiritually developed human beimgh reach this level of self-actualization.
Fowler believed “this level of faith developmentsilikened to that of Mahatma Gandhi, Martin
Luther King, Jr., (during his last years of lifeyjdaMother Theresa of Calcutta” (1981, p. 201).
Regardless of one’s age or stage of faith developrr®@wler believed that “central among the
qualities that make and keep humans is our capfeityust and fidelity” (1981, p. 292). Fowler
believes that “humans cannot live without meanarg] that our meaning making is intrinsically
tied up with promises and fidelity” (1981, p. 292)e further asserts that our efforts to make
meaning are fully interconnected with “covenants”pur ability to make and sustain promises
to ourselves and others (1981).
Support and Critiques of Fowler's Stages of Faith Bvelopment Theory

This review of literature presents bstipport and critiques of some of the most ground-
breaking spirituality research, particularly relatto higher education and students’ spiritual
development. Making meaning and adult faith arth&r explained and supported through the
more recent works of Parks (2000), who employs Edw/faith theory as the basis for her work
on mentoring young adults in their search for megnpurpose, and faith. Tisdell's research
(1999, 2001, 2003) also stems from Fowler’s (198ih development theory; however, she

infuses spirituality with culture in adult and hegreducation. Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm
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(2006) share tremendous insight on college stutspitstual development in their text,
Encouraging Authenticity and Spirituality in HighEducation Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton,
and Renn (2009) discuss the works of Fowler anlsFarparticular as they provide reviews of
their respective theories along with critiquesha &pplication of spirituality to developing
college students.

The debate over Fowler’s Stages of Faith is likelgontinue for years to come. As
much as Fowler’'s work has been celebrated, it bas lkequally criticized. However, his original
theory (1981) of faith development and making megrias been the cornerstone of some of the
most ground-breaking national research studieotlege students in their quest to find purpose,
develop spiritually, and understand life. Additadig, Fowler’s research permeates the literature
on spirituality and is often referenced as the H&®i many studies on this topic. However, there
are solid oppositions to Fowler’'s (1981) StageBaith.

According to Evans et al. (2009) who cited Browgh{1986) and Moran (1983), there is
little evidence to even support the experienceta§& 6 — Universalizing Faith. Since his
original 1981 faith theory and in response to hisos, Fowler (2000) has since revised his
position with regard to both Stages 5 and 6 asdheues that Stage 5 — Conjunctive Faith, is the
usual natural end-point to human spiritual progoes&s cited in Evans et al., 2009). He then
goes on to claim, however, “that in partnershighwtite spirit” any individual has the ability to
advance to Stage 6 — Universalizing Faith (Evara.e2009, p. 199). Fowler (2000) does,
however, further clarify, that individuals who enayauniversalizing qualities are not “perfect”
in any physiological, psychosocial, or moral senadditionally, Evans et al. (2009) provide
additional revisions to the theory with particulegard to Stage 5, as posited by Fowler in 2000:

Stage 5: Conjunctive faith (labeled paradoxicalsmidlative initially). Movement into
this stage takes place in midlife or beyond. Voimes an increasing awareness of the
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complexity of life and unconscious influences om’srbehavior and attitudes.

Symbolism is again appreciated in conjunction withceptual meanings, and

individuals are more deeply aware of their conwaies. Individuals are more accepting of

other faith traditions while also holding a deepnooitment to theirs (Evans et al., 2009,

pp. 198 — 199).

Despite her admiration for his contribution torgpality theory, research, and literature,
Tisdell (2003) criticizes Fowler’s (1981) studyieg his sample as almost 100% white and male,
many of whom largely identified themselves withtbtite Judeo-Christian faith and traditions.
Tisdell (2003) believes Fowler’s faith developmstages (1981, 1996, 2000) to be far too linear
and that development of this kind is far more dgglaped as it is a consistent process of
evaluation and re-evaluation, in which one corttarconsiders and reinterprets one’s faith in
accordance with changes in one’s life. Tisdell B0fuggests it “offers a broader, more
inclusive definition of faith as related to meanmgking beyond religious tradition” (p. 97).

Tisdell (2003) credits Fowler (1981, 1996) fomging spiritual knowing to the fore;
however, she claims that he overlooked symbolicgsses that are often deeply cultural (p. x).
Tisdell (1999, 2001, 2003) considers spiritualdyote an important part of the human experience
and further believes culture to be of equal impwréa She reaffirms that there has been recent
consideration for the role of spirituality in teaofp and learning; however, she also informs that
the there has been little discussion of the commettetween one’s culture and spirituality in
research literature (p. ix). Tisdell (2003) makegen assumptions about the nature of spirituality
which are as follows:

1. Spirituality and religion are not the same, butrfany people they are interrelated;

2. Spirituality is an awareness and honoring of whessnand the interconnectedness of all
things through the mystery of what many refer tohasLife-force, God, Higher Power,
higher self, cosmic energy, Buddha nature, or Gagiit;

3. Spirituality is fundamentally about meaning making;

4. Spirituality is always present (though often unamkliedged) in the learning
environment;
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5. Spiritual development constitutes moving towardagge authenticity or to a more
authentic self;

6. Spirituality is about how people construct knowledigrough largely unconscious and
symbolic processes, often made more concretesrf@rns such as music, image,
symbol, and ritual, all of which are manifestedtardlly; and

7. Spiritual experiences most often happen by surgfiselell, 2003, p. xi).

Tisdell (2003) accepts that there are as many itiefis of culture as there are of spirituality but
she defines culture as “shared beliefs, valuesawiers, language, and ways of communicating
and making meaning among a particular social gr@ppXi).

Tisdell (2003) looks at spiritual development harmge over time where spiritual
development is moving forward and spiraling bagke says that, while some people are likely
representative of the stages as prescribed by Fowbny people need to “spiral back” and
reconsider events and experiences in our livesoit@airred at earlier points in the developmental
process (p. 99). However, Tisdell (2003) purptrt the integration of cognitive development,
moral development, cultural development, and gertiztity development are essential to the
spiritual developmental process and cannot be eghoiisdell (2003) further posits that, despite
the limitations to Fowler's 1981 study, it “contuites to our understanding of how people
construct knowledge through image and symbol” §). 9n addition, Tisdell (2003) believes
spiritual development to be an area that has lggeared by both development and learning
theorists and suggests that further research shoauidclusive of gender patterns and the
ideology of embracing cross-cultural spirituality.

Parks (2000), like Tisdell (2003), speaks of a@tand its connection to spirituality.
Parks describes culture as being a mentor withrdeigaspirituality as she purports “...every
culture serves as a mentoring environment mediatpgctations of adulthood and the terms of

faith” (p. 206). Parks describes the shared lindmgeeen the terms “culture” and “cultivation”,

by explaining that culture contains the rituals amethods by which people cultivate or grow
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their sense of meaning and personal significaf@aks sees culture as a mediating and
organizing influence on not only our social relaships, arts, rituals, symbols, and practices, but
also on our faith.

Parks (2000) maintained that faith is multifaceasdt manifests in our experiences in
several forms (p. 20). She also suggests thatfittéo find meaning is a primal force that
courses through human life as a demand for or@etenm and relation” (p. 20). Parks quotes
William F. Lynch, a Jesuit priest, who describeithfas “the most elemental force in human
nature” (p. 20) and Parks herself, speaks of fath center of power, value and affection. She
cites Fowler in describing the activity of faith ‘astuiting life as a whole” — a wholeness that is
felt as a sense of relatedness among self, otluetlsa center of power and value that some
would name God (Fowler, 1981, as cited in Park®02@. 21). Parks also posits that in
examining faith in this vein, that which centers alfows us to make meaning, and helps us to
sustain, is the nucleus which functions as “God2(p).

Parks (2000) quotes H. Richard Niebuhr (1993) etinowledges the presence of God
or a Higher Power along with the value of the Hehesame: “To deny the reality of a
supernatural being called God is one thing; to Wwthout confidence in some center of value
without loyalty to a cause is another” (p. 21).rk8abelieves faith to function as truth and trust
suggesting that “when the activity of meaning-mgksrecognized in these comprehensive
dimensions, we begin to perceive how both truthtamst are at stake in the composing of faith”
(2000, p. 23). Parks (2000) affirms faith to be tore component of trust and like Fowler
(1981), there is a shared belief in the role tlodh lpromise and fidelity play in how human

beings come to make meaning in their lives.
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Parks also goes on to specify that a worthwhilé faust stand up to the tests and trials
that come with real-life experiences. Accordindg’rks (2000), joys and disappointments,
successes and failures, along with loves and kadtrayall serve as factors that test and mold our
mature faith. Parks explains that at its besthfeerves as a foundation for altruism, bravery,
fidelity, and self-confidence, even when confrongdccatastrophic life events. For Parks
(2000), faith “enables one to feel at home in thwerse” (p. 23) as in addition to centering the
mind, “it provides a resting place for the heapt’ 24). Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm (2006)
suggest that Fowler (1981, 1996) provides a mageltigical perspective in distinguishing the
concepts of faith, belief, and religion (p. 39)weaver, faith is defined more personally and
existentially. Faith is not always religious is @ontent or context. “...It is a generic feature of
human life and is foundation to social relatiospérsonal identity, and to the making of
personal and cultural meanings” (Fowler, 1996, iegslan Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2006,
p. 39). They further believe that Fowler’'s (198296, 2000) conception of faith is similar to the
understanding of spirituality in common usage amAngericans today (Chickering, Dalton, and
Stamm, 2006, p. 40). They reference Parks (2008haslike Fowler (1981), believed that
human beings came to make meaning through théir. f&aith is seen as transcending religious
belief as it is an act of contemplating one’s psgand the meaning of life. Faith is the act of
seeking, discovering, and making meaning out chsilects of the human experience (Parks,
2000 as cited in Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 208640).

This is not the only shared similarity betweenrsearch of both Fowler (1981) and
Parks (2000). Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm (23@®) Parks (2000) as building upon the work
of notable developmental psychologists “particyldiniat of Piaget, Erikson, Levinson, Kegan,

Gilligan, and Belenky and her colleagues” (p. 58hickering, Dalton and Stamm (2006) argue
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that as a result of her study of theology and lestdp ethics as well as her work as a minister,
Parks’ (2000) work is grounded in both the pradtagplications of theology and faith, but also
student development theory.

While Parks (2000) received very positive revievith regard to faith and spirituality
development, Watt (2003, as cited in Evans, e2@D9) suggests that in attending to both the
cognitive and affective aspects of faith developtmBarks (2000) favored the cognitive and as a
result, her theory may not be useful in workinghamfrican-American women as their faith
development is more affective in nature (p. 208att (2003) also believed Parks (1986)
ignored the role of ethnicity in the faith develogmhprocess and Anderson (1994) purports that
Parks’ 1986 study did not consider the very unigsigect of women'’s faith development (as
cited in Evans, et al., 2009, pp. 209-210).

Evans, et al. (2009) believe the works of both IE0\{1981, 1996, 2000) and Parks
(2000) to have added “important dimension to owtenstanding of student development”;
however, they found “most of the studies of spaitand faith development to be cross-sectional
in nature” (p. 210) encompassing more than onecagpestudents with regard to gender,
race/ethnicity, theological belief or lack thereafie, and culture. Additionally, they have
identified clear voids in the research on spiridevelopment. Evans, et al. (2009) outline the
following critiques and voids in the research afitypal development. First, spirituality outside
of Western cultural and religious context needsd@xplored (Cartwright, 2001). Second,
Goodman and Mueller (2009) call for additional ati@n to be drawn to the worldview of
atheists and agnostics. Third, Love (2002), cdibednore research on the interaction between
culture and spiritual development, which was hasesbeen addressed by Tisdell (2003).

Fourth, Watts (2003) initiated research on faitedepment in African American women. And
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fifth, Anderson’s (1994) investigation of spirititgland feminist ideology calls for more in-
depth investigation and consideration.
Spirituality and College Student Development

Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm (2006) claim therbda resurgence of interest in
examining the authenticity of spirituality, persbrmeeaning, and values as part of higher
education’s mission. They also suggest that, aihat is clear that there is an apparent growing
interest in spirituality on our campuses, it ididiflt to determine the cause of said interest.
However, they purport that students are attraciexpirituality in college because of their
“struggle with the big questions of identity, caraelationships, and purpose” (p. 153).

As stated by Tisdell (1999, 2001, 2003), Park88612000), and Chickering, Dalton,
and Stamm (2006), college students develop in myxays during their college experience and
spirituality development provides yet another Ibysvhich practitioners can enhance, guide,
enrich and facilitate this developmental experiefis@ns, Forney, Guido, Patton, and Renn
(2009) believe that “student affairs professiormabsthe strongest and most consistent voice in
the academy articulating concern for human growththe development of students” (p. 20).
They further suggest that the increase in liteeat@voted to the various aspects of student
development supports the need to take a more icadigproach to student development theory.

It is affirmed by Evans, et al. (2009) that theerest in spiritual development on the part
of college students gives ample reason for camposa®ate an increased sense of awareness
and sensitivity to spiritual development. Thewsgly advise that education on spirituality and
faith development in students be infused throughpmes-wide educational programs as well as
faculty and staff development training opportursiti€hey cite Gilley (2005) who cautions

educators by reminding them of the responsibibtgd no harm and states that “fulfilling this
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responsibility can only be accomplished through pghensive study directed at addressing the
spiritual issues with which many students may lappgling” (Evans, et al. 2009, p. 211).
Additionally, Evans, et al (2009) advise higher eation professionals that “a learning
environment in which the meaning making associatéid spiritual development can occur must
include a careful balance of care, support, antlezige” (p. 211).

Tinto and Student Departure Theory

The seminal work on student persistence in higdecation, as told by Vincent Tinto
(1986, 1987, 1993, 1997, 1998, 2000, 2005) isrestengly enough, written in the context of
student departure. Tinto (1999) highlights problemasbtaining, interpreting and standardizing
data from institutions, and the additional challeiog determining students’ departure rates from
the mass of data collected (p. 9). According tad@sTheoretical Model of Student Departure
(1975, 1981, 1986, 1987, 1993, 1997, 1998, 20005 @etermining student departure in a
traditional four-year college or university settiisgdifficult; however, student departure at the
community college level presents a greater levehallenge in higher education. Tinto (1993)
believes “this problem is especially acute amomrfi@e or non-degree seeking students, forms
of participation far more common in the two-yeallege environment” (p. 8).

Braxton, Hirschy and McClendon (2004) take a npmesonal approach and position
suggesting that institutions think of student dagarbeyond institutional fiscal accountability as
there are far greater stakes that may have lomg-#elverse consequences in the lives of college
students. They see this as an issue intimatelyesiad to the “development of human potential”
in college students (p. xi). Students who droproay never return to higher education, thus,

placing life-long constraints on their future suexe
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The views of Tinto are arguably less personal thase of Braxton, Hirschy and
McClendon (2004) as he attributes community colletgelent departure to overall academic
under-preparedness (1993). It is further opinedinjo (1993) that the quality of education
received at the community college is sub-par leggitudents ill-equipped to face the academic
rigor of senior-level, post-secondary higher ediocatTinto describes two-year colleges as less
academically demanding than four-year institutioRi& further supports his opinion that two-
year colleges lack academic rigor by pointing bt two-year academic dismissal rates are
higher than those at four-year institutions, desthie purported “less demanding” environment
at two-year schools (Tinto, 1993, p. 80). Howe®rgxton, Hirschy and McClendon (2004)
affirm that there is a moral commitment to studemtd an obligation as institutions of higher
learning in a developed nation as “our succes$bas tied to a large college-educated work-
force” (p. xi). Retention, when viewed in this nebecomes imperative to the future of a nation.
For Braxton, Hirschy and McClendon (2004), thera moral and ethical obligation on the part
of the academy with regard to retaining commuodiege students as this is directly tied to the
nation’s ability to produce educated citizens whmmembers of a productive, adaptable, work-
force.

Tinto (1975, 1981, 1986, 1987, 1993, 1997, 199802 2005) considers it to be
inherently a part of the mission of the communitilege to accept those students who might not
otherwise continue in post-secondary educatiorstitutions. He further suggests that “a greater
proportion of such students leave because of dnlityeto meet the academic demands of
college is not surprising” (1993, p. 80). Juxtagubso Tinto’s assertions about community
colleges and their students, Townsend and Brag@g(2flaim that “most researchers judge the

value of community college education through thesés of the four-year college and university”
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(p. xxi). They also believe that the literatureskewed offering that community college
literature is dominated by a few elite voices, gahg white males in highly selective, often
private universities” (Townsend & Bragg, 2006, pvi).

When examining persistence from this perspeciive evident that there exists an
inconsistent body of literature which praises comityucolleges for the open access and
affordability, while at the same time, vilifyingem for sub-par academic performance and
retention outcomes. This creates the conceptui@izaf the community college as “second
best” institutions of higher learning. From thiergpective, student outcomes such as
persistence, program completion, transfer, and-pagjram employment are now of greatest
importance. Itis on these terms that a substdmtidy of evidence has accumulated, both
lauding the openness and inclusivity of commun@ifeges but also condemning them for
inadequate results...it is easy to cast communitiggelas a “second best” higher education
institution (Zwerling, 1976, as cited in Townsemtid&ragg, 2006, p. xxi).

Townsend and Bragg (2006) provide cautionary adwith regard to judging the
community college by the four-year institution’'sgstick. Although these comparisons are
convenient and automatic (Townsend & Bragg, 200@)y portray the community college as
inadequate and inferior. “Such simplistic compams are unfortunate because they undermine
the community college as an important form of hrgbgucation with its own unique mission
and agenda” (p. xxi).

Bean'’s Theoretical Model of Student Attrition (198982, 1983, 1990) provides an
explanatory model of student retention in whiclisi and student retention and persistence
function in concert. Like Tinto (1975, 1986, 198893, 1997, 1998, 2000, 2005), Bean (1980,

1990) believes there to be certain environmentdbfa that affect retention. Bean (1980, 1990)
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further gives merit to the students’ education&mtions upon entrance to the post-secondary
institution with regard to their desire to obtaecbalaureate degrees. However, in examining
students’ persistence, it is relevant to note mesetindings which provide the characteristics of
those students who are most likely to persistaptbst-secondary education level:

1. The higher the degree offered, the higher the tietemates; the exception to this rule is
that elite private liberal arts colleges have hrgle¢ention rates than many institutions
offering masters or doctoral degrees.

2. The higher the quality of the institution and thermelite it is, the higher the retention
rates.

3. Older institutions with longer traditions and largmdowments have higher retention
rates.

4. Institutions where the majority of the studentgradk classes full-time, are of a traditional
age (18-23), and reside on campus have highetti@tigates than institutions where the
majority of students attend part-time, are oldecanmuter students, and work full-time.

5. Predominantly white institutions that enroll a telaly high percentage of African-
American, Hispanic, or Native American studentd lkely have lower retention rates
than similar institutions enrolling fewer studefrtam these groups; however, at many
institutions minority students have higher graduatiates than majority students
(College student retention, n.d.).

There appears to be a bias against communitygesiand community college students
in the literature with regard to persistence. @'mearlier research in particular is criticized by
Barbatis (2010) who states that Tinto’s findingiseet the positions of a more elite research
participant as he studied mostly White, Non-Hispasiudents who came from middle-class and
higher socioeconomic levels with higher levels diiavement in secondary education.
However, Tinto (1993) did take into account thelldmges faced by lifestyles which mirror
those of community college students offering theatehts which occur elsewhere in a student’s
life may also play an important role in determinimlgat transpires within the college” (p. 109).

Tinto (1993) describes the external obligationgvofk, families, and communities as, at times,

working in opposition to the demands of the acadanstitution. He also notes that, in cases
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where the social and academic “systems of thetunistin are weak,” the external demands will
greatly compromise an individual’s persistencel(®).

Based on Tinto’s own description of the myriadllgmges faced by community college
students, it evident that this population woulddeemed the least likely to persist in higher
education. Furthermore, Bean (1980, 1990) sugg¢ieststudents who possess economic, social,
or educational advantages are the most likely tsigten college while those students who lack
these advantages are the most likely to deparerefre, from Bean’s Student Attrition theory,
community colleges, regardless of their qualityalue, are the lowest status institutions
therefore, they will have the lowest rates of retenas they will continue to enroll those
students deemed the least likely to persist (B£88(,1982, 1983, 1990).

A typical retained student will enroll in collegeettly after high school (at age eighteen

or nineteen); will attend, full-time, a selectivaif-year residential private college or
university seeking a Bachelor’'s degree; will comgarf a white or Asian family with
educated parents with relatively high incomes (lsgbioeconomic status); and will have
attended a high quality high school, taken colleggparatory courses, received high
grades in high school, and scored well on standeddiests. In addition, the student will
intend to graduate, have a major and career gteddyin mind, participate in numerous
campus activities, enjoy being a student, feel igadr she fits in at school, and will have
a positive attitude toward the school, the facuhg, courses taken, and the academic and
social life of the college. The effects of thesardgteristics or circumstances are
cumulative. The fewer of these attributes a stutiast the greater the chances of the
student withdrawing from college (College studeaténtion, n.d.).
The aforementioned description is the antithesth®itommunity college student and such
variables need to be taken into consideration vgarging the post-secondary educational
persistence of this student population.
Conceptual Framework
Bruce W. Speck’s (2005) conceptual framework defjrspirituality, aptly referred to as

the “definitional dilemma”, was applied in selecfiliterature for this research study as Speck

advises that in examining spirituality, it mussftibe defined and in doing so, one mustvaks&
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exists?who or what is in charge (man in the natural othe supernatural power)&nd,what is
the purpose of existenceBy addressing these questions, spirituality isdefined nor restricted
by religion. Evans, et al. (2009) posit that gpality, faith, belief, and religion as concepts a
confusing and often used interchangeably. Pai®8QReven intimates that for many, faith is
simply equated with religion (p. 15). Parks (2088plains that religion provides a condensed,
bounded, delineated set of symbols, stories, dndlsithat help people to impose order on a
chaotic reality. A consensus regarding the ordeeality is shared by a whole community of
people and, according to Parks (2000) “the religiofhthe world survive only when countless
people are able to confirm, “Yes, life is like thgi. 118).

On the contrary, Parks’ (2000) description of igpality speaks to a connection with
one’s self in relationship to understanding ongistence in the world and with others. For
Parks (2000) spirituality is founded in the humaiest for purpose, meaning, and the desire to
transcend the limitations of the physical worlcheSees spirituality as growing from the desire
to find coherence between the meaning of our ispeitual world, against the understanding of
our external reality (Parks, 2000). In summaryigreh is founded in the desire to create a group
identity or shared framework for “acceptable” sbbi@havior whereas spirituality is a highly
individualized experience rooted in the personaldi®r each individual to make meaning in his
or her own life. Throughout the course of each da is required to engage in constant
reconciliation with the existence between one’®mself and the external world, or “common
ground” shared with others.

From another perspective, Chickering, Dalton atain®n (2006) define religion as
“ the conceptual framework and the recognizedtustin within which a society’s deep moral

values and the rules governing what is definecdba®ct behavior for individuals are generally
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associated (p. 37). In their text, Chickering, DajJtand Stamm (2006) cite the work of Hill and
colleagues (2000) who researched spirituality &hidion as two separate entities with
“definitional distinctions and overlaps” (p. 47)ill, et al. (2000) maintain that “despite the
tendency among scholars and researchers to digtingatween spirituality and religion as
understood and practiced by individuals, these pimama are inherently interrelated” (p. 47).
They further posit that “religion and spiritualityvolve a process of individual search to identify
what is held as sacred and therefore worthy of iev@nd commitment” and conclude with the
following:

* Religion and spirituality are both understood bgiwiduals to include “subjective
feelings, thoughts and behaviors that arise fraaaach for the sacred” (p. 68).

* Religion is distinguished from spirituality in thidimay include a search for non-sacred
goals, such as societal identity, affiliation, dredhlth and wellness, with a context that
has as its primary goal the facilitation of thersbdor the sacred — for example,
membership in church.

* Religion involves the means and methods, sucht@sior other prescribed behaviors,
through which the search for the sacred is valalateand receives support from a
recognized group. Spirituality in contrast may regjuire external validation (Hill, et al
2000, as cited in Chickering, Dalton, and Stamme2@p. 47- 48).

Tisdell (2003) however, is staunchly opposed &dbncept of spirituality and religion
being one in the same and states that despitevértaps, there are inherent differences.
Notwithstanding the fact that religion is a frameltor rituals, images, and symbols that are
intimately tied to our cultural traditions, spirdity and the quest for meaning are distinct from
the formalized social construct we call religiohisdell (2003) speaks of leaving the religions of
our childhoods and offers that people make theades from religion for a variety of reasons:

...primarily because they are rejecting the codifislds and regulations of their religious

traditions...Sometimes they are rejecting the negatiessages they appropriated
(rightly or wrongly) from various leaders withinabe traditions about their badness, their

inferiority to others of a different status, gendarculture...Some leave because they are
ashamed of the role their religions played in &lnysof colonization, in the Holocaust,
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or in committing human atrocities in the name obd3... Furthermore, some leave
simply because there is too much of a dichotomwéen their personal beliefs and the
official creed or ideology of their religious tréidns (pp. 52-53).

Tisdell (2003) believes it important to note thainy aspects of spirituality have
nothing to do with religion and further states ttratigious traditions and institutions do not
have a corner on the market of who does and dadsawe spiritual experiences” (pp. 54-55).
With regard to her own research conducted on gpirity and culture in adult and higher
education, Tisdell (2003) notes that most of thes@eally significant spirituality experiences
shared by participants interviewed for her reselizhvery little to do with religious traditions
of participants’ childhoods. Instead, Tisdell'®(B) participants reported that their encounters
with spirituality were more “in their life experieas and relationships with others, the earth, and
the larger cosmos” (p. 55).

Defining Spirituality and Speck’s Definitional Dilemma

Speck (2005) provides illustrative examples ofrthétiple definitions which he claims
describe spirituality in current and availablerbtieire and believes that “foundational to any
definition of spirituality is the worldview from wbh the definition arises” (p. 9). Speck further
purports that the definitions of spirituality anased as they are “cogent statements that explain
a scholar’s worldview” (p. 9). He further argueatth scholar’s worldview might be suggestive,
at best. Speck (2005) believes that one musttamtdwo possibilities when responding to the
guestion of what exists; (a) existence in the r@tonly, and (b), the possibility of existence in
both the natural and supernatural. Speck (20083 Gagan (1980) who suggests that existence
in its entirety within the natural world is the ocoss and spirituality in this vein must be defined
in terms of the natural order. According to thisridgiew of naturalists, like Sagan (1980), the

supernatural does not exist. Fried (2001) exp#mdsand argues that spirituality is a means of
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creating meaning for ourselves. From this perspedooking to an external or supernatural
source to provide meaning is not possible (Fri@®12. Conversely, when examining what
exists in the possibility of the natural and supéunal world, the relationship between these two
realms varies given particular philosophical ormlbgical traditions but, the supernatural realm
is primarily metaphysical (Speck, 2005). Accordingpeck (2005), “when employing this
ideology, the natural realm exists because it itvdd from and sustained by the supernatural
realm” (p. 9).

In answering the question of who or what is inrgkeavith regard to spirituality, Speck
(2005) utilizes the same two worldviews -- one otatural and the other encompassing both
the natural and supernatural. Speck (2005) sugtfest when addressing who or what is in
charge from the naturalistic worldview, one carnyaeffer to natural forces, “whether nature or
humans or a combination of both” (p. 10). Speck mamts that most “generally in the literature
on spirituality in higher education, humans arefteal point of authority” (p. 10). However, in
the supernatural realm, the authority appealsdamtitological primacy of the supernatural realm
(Speck, 2005).

By arguing that “the dependency of the naturdihnean the supernatural realm is
evidence of the ultimate authority vested in theesnatural realm” (p. 10), Speck (2005)
clarifies that this does not fully remove the auityoof humans, but does make humans
accountable to an authority within the supernattealm. Speck (2005) suggests that in
describing purpose with regard to spirituality e thatural realm, one cannot include an afterlife
“so whatever counts for purpose only counts tonteiral order” (p. 10). “Under naturalistic
worldviews, ethics takes on high importance becéwosea person relates to the natural order is

paramount” (p. 10). Speck (2005) highlights thafasion resulting when individuals espousing
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a naturalistic perspective use “God terms” (e.@¢ Gligher Power, Sacred Spirit). In this case,
the person is not speaking of an actual superraitaar, but using terms that indicate the
existence of a supernatural deity.

Speck (2005) believes “the same principle holds for definitions about spirituality
grounded in a natural-supernatural worldview” (p). Speck (2005) explains that defining
spirituality in terms of a “dualistic worldview” nsti give equal weight to the supernatural and
naturalistic perspectives. Speck (2005) concepemkpirituality as having both a vertical and
horizontal dimension. Speck’s (2005) vertical disien reflects one’s relationship to God or a
Higher Power. The horizontal dimension reflects @nnections to others, nature, and
ourselves. However, Speck (2005) takes specialtoadvise that those supporting a dualistic
worldview not “fudge on either side of the dualismmminimize the other side” (p. 11). Speck
and Hope (2005) characterize spirituality as a ialyas it is neither religious nor secular and
difficult to define and analyze. They caution tdaspite commonalities in spiritual experiences,
“not all spiritual journeys lead to the same degtion” (p. 280). They further purport that
because definitions of spirituality suffer from wagess, “those who are serious about engaging
the academy in a genuine academic discussion atuspity should tackle the problem of
defining spirituality so that it can be discussatianally” (p. 280).

Current Spirituality Research in Higher Education

The UCLA Higher Education Research Institute’s RIFEeam of Alexander W. Astin,
Helen S. Astin, and Jennifer Lindholm (2010) are ¢b-investigators and directors of the
National Study of College Students’ Search for Megrand Purpose (NSCSSMP). Since 2003,
these researchers have embarked upon a longitisdutyl that examined the spiritual

development of undergraduate college studentssatigtimost ground-breaking study of its kind
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to date. As a multi-year study, their researchdp@sned the course of seven years. However,
one of the biggest challenges presented to the Hé&dearch was the belief that religion and
spirituality are one in the same.

During the course of the HERI study the NSCSSMeaech team reviewed and
compiled data from 14,527 students at 136 collegelsuniversities. The research team also
collected data in the form of focus group surveys] interviews with both students and faculty
(Astin, Astin, & Lindholm, 2010). The National $tyiof College Students Search for Meaning
and Purpose (NSCSSMP) sought to first explore #mmus definitions of spirituality proposed
by scholars in business, education, and othatdigAstin, Astin & Lindholm, 2010). Much like
the literature in higher education regarding spality (Agha & Miller, 2005; Anderson, 1994;
Astin, 1993; Cartwright, 2001; Chickering DaltonSq&amm, 2006; Dykstra & Parks, 1986;
English & Gillen, 2000; Evans, et al, 2009, Ferndi®86, Fleischer & Schulman, 2005; Fried,
2001; Gilley, 2005; Goodman & Meuller, 2009; Hard986; Hill, et al, 2000; Jarrell, 2009;
Love, 2002; Moran, 1983; Parks, 1986, 2000; Sp20R5; Tisdell, 1999, 2001, 2003; Vogel,
2000; Watt, 2003), they too experienced challemgegfiningspirituality. In addition, the
research team from the HERI NSCSSMP grappled ngtwith the issue of how tmeasure
spirituality, but also, how to do this with the appriate instrument. Despite the myriad
challenges faced by the HERI team in conductingarsh on the topic of spirituality, it was the
shared belief of the team that “higher educatiavuhattend to the spiritual development of
college students” (Astin, Astin, & Lindholm, 2010)he findings from this study provide a
powerful argument that spirituality is essentiattdlege students’ lives (Astin, Astin, &

Lindholm, 2010, 2011).
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Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011) assert that ké&iing the spiritual growth of students
will create a more socially aware generation, cottadito social justice. They also link spiritual
development to greater tolerance, acceptance efgity, the ability to adapt to social and
technological change, and the ability to evaluatdtipie perspectives in efforts to confront the
challenging and rapidly shifting social, politicahd economic landscape on a more individual
level. They further advise that bringing studentsoiuch with their own spiritual growth
enhances interpersonal and intrapersonal skikksnptes the development of leadership abilities,
and generally contributes to overall emotional vibeling and a sense of motivation with regard
to students’ educational pursuits (Astin, AstinL&dholm, 2011).

The work of the HERI team shows the critical intpace of spirituality as it relates to
the lives of America’s college students. Throughbe course of their study, they re-
emphasized the difference between spirituality rtigion but respected the positions of those
who believed them to be one in the same along thdke who chose to not acknowledge
spirituality and/or God or a Higher Power at aldditionally, the HERI team solicited the
positions and opinions of faculty with regard teittown spirituality during the course of their
longitudinal study. The faculty’s perspective eddjreat depth and breadth to the study as they
have ongoing and consistent interaction with sttelentheir respective classrooms,
opportunities for further engagement outside ofdlassroom, and great influence over college
students’ decisions and sometimes, overall acadsungicess. It was also posited by the HERI
team that the faculty opinion and/or belief witlgaed to their spirituality might have some
bearing with regard to their classroom instrucstyles in addition to how they interacted with

their students on a daily basis (Astin, Astin, &dholm, 2011).
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Current Community College Persistence Research
In 2009, Xueli Wang published a research studytledtBaccalaureate Attainment and
College Persistence of Community College Transtedénts at Four-Year Institutions. Wang
(2009) views community colleges as a gateway tdHuwealaureate degree-granting institution
and suggests that many students who aspire taleaBachelor's degree, or higher, begin at the
community college level. Wang (2009) also quotesi® (2001) who believes that the outcome
of higher education not only shapes economic retluat also determines quality of life.
Scrivener and Coghlan (2011) share the belief ai@001) as they affirm that in
today’s economy, “having a post-secondary crediem&ans better jobs and wages” (p. 1).
Scrivener and Coghlan (2011) also speak of theeakitole community colleges play in terms of
graduating individuals who make up more than hbAmerica’s educated, trained, and skilled
workforce. They cite the Georgetown University @erior Education and the Workforce in
stating that 22 million new jobs for workers witbllege educations will exist by the year 2018
(Scrivener and Coghlan, 2011). A potential cris@nhs on the horizon in the form of insufficient
completion rates at America’s community collegeg asthese institutions that produce 50% of
the country’s workforce. At the current rate ohdwates, Georgetown University projects a
three million worker shortfall in meeting this dema(Scrivener and Coghlan, 2011).
Community college graduates are a sizable percertBigaccalaureate degree-granting
institutions’ enrollment and because of such, thegeneed for both community colleges and
four-year colleges and universities to be vestetbmmunity college students’ success.
Characteristics associated with the educationalesscof these students, therefore, are
important factors to be taken into account whersering the mission and functions of
four-year institutions, especially at a time ofre&sed accountability pressures facing

post-secondary education, when student outcomdsasupersistence and completion
rates become pivotal performance measures (WaQ§, p0571).
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Wang (2009) discusses the very negative portr@ayedmmunity college graduates’
baccalaureate-degree attainment and cites num#reossts, like Tinto (1975, 1981, 1986,
1987, 1993, 1997, 1998, 2000, 2005) whose opiredarates the assertion that students who
begin their educational experience at the commualiege do not fare well at the four-year
college or university (Bean, 1980, 1990; Chris®99%; Crook & Lavin, 1989; Dougherty, 1987,
Ganderton & Santos, 1995; Rouse, 1995; Scriven€nghlan, 2011; Whitaker & Pascarella,
1994). However, Wang (2009) further opines thase who take this position create an
obligation for “higher education researchers tklaathin the community college transfer group
in identifying factors that affect these studemtducational attainment” (p. 571).

There has been abundant empirical evidence toroconéipeatedly that community
college beginners fare less satisfactorily tham-fear beginners. Not as much empirical
attention, however, has been directed towards stgdypmmunity college transfer
students in their own right to examine what exaictfjuences their attainment (p. 571).

In Wang’s (2009) research study, precollege charatics such as psychological
attributes, post-secondary experiences, and emaeatal factors were used to predict the
educational outcomes of community college transf&¥ang (2009) also examined persistence
literature along with other scholarly works whiatoyided empirical data from earlier research
studies on community college student outcomes, (&delman, 1999; Tinto,1993; Pascarelli &
Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Lee and Frank, 1990; Velerag&algi, 1987). Student demographic
backgrounds (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, ancsgonomic status) were identified as predictors
of both community college beginners and those wkarast likely to persist in addition to the
level of secondary educational skill and mastenaiied.

Wang (2009) suggested that there is a commondiioit in existing persistence models

as they examine external motivating factors morthaa internal motivational factors. Wang

(2009) cites “abundant empirical evidence” thatmups the achievement gap between first-year
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community college and first-year university studefmt. 572). However, Wang (2009) notes that
there is a lack of empirical research focused anroanity college transfer students’ academic
success and persistence. According to Lee, Mackweid, and Marks (1993, as cited by Wang,
2009), students who succeed in the community celteginiversity transfer process face a more
complex path to the baccalaureate degree, anddiagdo the authors “it seems reasonable that
students who are successful in transferring...aresaecially motivated and resilient group”

(pp. 572 — 573).

Wang (2009) identified three factors that conti@alto community college student
persistence: (a) locus of control, (b) self-concaptl (c) educational expectation. Wang (2009)
described the concept of locus of control as &lpsipgical construct used to study academic
outcomes and believes “the internal locus of cdna® community college transfers perceive
themselves, may play a positive role in determinulngther they can successfully navigate the
less traditional route of persisting to their deggeal” (p. 573).

It was further posited by Wang (2009) that stugleself-concepts had an enormous
influence on their educational success. Accortiing/ang (2009), the majority of research on
self-concept has been reflective of pre-schoomelgary and secondary school students;
however, “existing research on college studentsalasshown self-concept to be important in
explaining educational outcomes” (p. 573). “ltéasonable to argue that community college
transfers who have positive self-concept are mkedylto follow their educational goals than
those with similar abilities and backgrounds butwiegative self-concept” (p. 573).

The third motivational factor for community coleegtudent’s persistence identified by
Wang (2009) was that of educational expectatiotihiass measured by whether or not the

student entered post-secondary education witmtieati to obtain a baccalaureate degree.
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“Motivation theorists believe that individuals’ dioe and persistence in a given activity can be
explained partly by beliefs about how well theylygirform on the activity” (Atkinson 1957,
1964; Atkinson & Feather, 1966; Wigfield 1994; Weddl & Eccles, 1992, as cited in Wang,
2009, p. 573). From this perspective, studentpeetations about the possibility of earning a
degree play a significant role in dictating theoefidevoted to earning said degree. Furthermore,
research suggests that students’ motivations toadegree are strongly associated with
academic success and degree attainment (Camb@®, Carter, 2002; Pascarella & Terenzini,
1991, 2005, as cited in Wang, 2009).

Wang (2009) concluded the study by noting the irigmze of community college
transfer students in the four-year college andensity pipeline through facilitating more
seamless transitions and the creation of policegssgthed to assist with baccalaureate degree
completion. In summary, Wang (2009) opined thesb&hat community college transfer
students not only affected the influence of thesmiss and functions of community colleges, but
also helped redefine and expand the missions ofyfear colleges and universities (p. 585).

Chapter Summary

Community colleges have a historical connectiotithe spiritual development of their
students and these intrinsic values — spiritual#ith, belief, and religion, for many seem
synonymous. Fowler (1981, 1996, 2000) provideddisearcher with a solid theoretical
framework to examine the role of faith developmarthe lives of community college graduates.
Using Fowler’s Stages of Faith Development (19&B6] 2000) the researcher employed both
Stage 4 — Individuative and Reflective Faith, atay® 5, Conjunctive Faith, as these were most
applicable to the age and maturation of both tiaakt-aged college students as well as adult

learners. The researcher also utilized Tintolgl&nt Departure Theory (1975, 1981, 1986,
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1987, 1993, 1997, 1998, 2000, 2005) as an addittbearetical framework employed to
examine the persistence of community college stisdeho graduated and matriculated to the
baccalaureate degree-granting institution. In otddrest examine the relationship between
spirituality and educational persistence, the netea utilized Speck’s (2005) conceptual
framework of defining spirituality, paying closdettion to how research participants defined
spirituality, who they believed to hold the positiof authority — man in the natural or the
supernatural referred to as God or a Higher Poavet,determining the purpose of one’s
existence.

Fowler’s (1981) original work has since been thenfdation for several scholars and
theorists who present research to support theemastof a relationship between spirituality and
college persistence. However spirituality, unlieh, belief, and religion, defies absolute
explanation and definitions of spirituality arelugnced by the belief and value systems of the
respective theorists doing the interpretation.hdiltgh gaining attention on America’s college
campuses within the last decade, the availabletitee on spirituality is still based primarily in
those participant responses of white males whataeped in Judeo-Christian based religious
practices, beliefs, and traditions. Additionatlye lens by which most literature is written,
researched, studied, and referenced still belangsat of the four-year baccalaureate-degree
granting institution. Noticeably absent from titerature is the presence of research focusing
solely on community colleges and their studentshofars and theorists continue to ask which
students persist and the reiteration of questidfiwtoy” and “how” are pervasive in the
persistence literature. However, community cole@es a whole, are not invited to the research
table and in doing so, viable research literaturéaoge numbers of students who will graduate

from the community college and matriculate to therfyear baccalaureate-degree granting
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institution is unavailable despite continual referes to their meriting worthiness and
recommendation for further study.

It is hoped that this dissertation will play agah the efforts to close this gap in higher
education literature. Chapter three of this dissien will outline the methodology by which
these issues will be explored in a specific popatadf community college students who

graduate and matriculate to the baccalaureate elegemting institution.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

It isn't until you come to a spiritual understangliaf who you are — not necessarily a religiousifegl
but deep down, the spirit within — that you canibég take control. — Oprah Winfrey

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to describe théauztiogy utilized in this study. The
researcher explored the relationship between sglity and persistence among lllinois
community college graduates who matriculate tobtecalaureate degree-granting institution.
Throughout the course of this chapter the reseaxgitiedescribe the methodology used to
explore the relationship between spirituality aedsgstence among lllinois community college
graduates who matriculate to the baccalaureateedegnanting institution. The organization of
this chapter includes the research design, dalactioin procedures, advertising the research
study, data collection procedures, pilot studyrugment of research study participants, de-
limitations, and a concluding summary. This chaptso provides a detailed description of the
gualitative case study design selected by the relsea

Creswell (2007) posits that qualitative researgltellect data themselves through

examining documents, observing behavior, and irgenng participants (p. 38). Creswell also
affirms that qualitative research begins with agstions, a world-view, the possible use of a
theoretical lens, and the study of research probleuiring into the meaning individuals or
groups ascribe to a social or human problem. MeTi2009) provides the following which
summarizes the use of this methodology for the geef the research being conducted in this
study:

Anchored in real-life situations, the case studults in a rich and holistic account of a

phenomenon. It offers insights and illuminates mirggs that expand its readers’
experiences. These insights can be construechtdive hypotheses that help structure
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future research: hence, case study plays an imyodke in advancing a field’s
knowledge base (p. 51).

For the purposes of data collection the researim@oyed an on-line questionnaire,
utilizing software and online survey tools providedSurvey Monkey.com which is a company
specializing in online survey construction. In duah, the researcher conducted a guided focus
group discussion along with open-ended, face-te-faterviews to gather necessary data to
respond to study’s research questions. The rdssaatso referred to copious notes taken during
on-site data gathering process along with memoamgaiuring the guided focus group
discussion. Creswell (2007) suggests that the tgtiak researcher typically gathers multiple
forms of data, such as interviews, observationd,dmtuments, rather than rely on a single data
source. As stated by Merriam (2009) tase study does not claim any particular methods fo
data collection or data analysis. Any and all radthof gathering data, from testing to
interviewing, can be used...” (p. 42).

Data Collection Procedures

Prior to the start of any research activities gaionducted at the research site, the
researcher was required to complete the site utistit's Institutional Review Board (IRB)
process. The researcher was also required tode@i documentation submitted and approved
by the National Louis University Institutional Reseh and Review Board (IRRB) for further
review and consideration at the site institutidime researcher registered through the research
site institution’s formal research process andaimd so, was required to name the Senior
Student Affairs Administrator as the “researchar*axlvisor”, and the researcher as the
“student” or “advisee”. Additionally, the reseaecttompleted the Research Subjects and Safety
Review form and awaited a response from the s#itution’s Institutional Review Board. Once

approval was granted at the research site instituthe researcher was able to begin conducting
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the research activities. The researcher maintaimetiighest level of professional ethics meeting
all of the requirements of the National Louis Umsrgy Internal Research Review Board (IRRB)
and those of the site research institution’s lngthal Review Board (IRB) throughout the
course of this research study.

Advertising the Research Study

The researcher created an electronic web-baseitl @naunt along with an electronic
web-based phone number linked directly to the rebea’'s personal cell phone number. This
phone number was provided on all of the printeceathements for the study and allowed for
students to contact the researcher to expresestterthe study. The electronic web-based
phone number also provided a transcription of thieevmessage which arrived in the
researcher’s e-mail account inbox establishednferésearch study.

The researcher worked closely with the Senior &tudffairs Officer at the research
site institution for access to prospective partaits in the study. The researcher was asked to
provide no less than eight posters advertisingthdy designed to recruit potential research
participants. The posters were used like simitimeatisements of programs and various events
at the site institution as they were displayed asets in those areas heavily trafficked by
students. The image for the graphic was criticatigortant to the research being conducted as
the researcher believed an image, more so thansywalld capture the attention and interest of
on-lookers, students, and others at the univerSiythermore, as there is no pure definition of
spirituality, the researcher believed an image @allow for the on-looker to create one’s own
interpretation and/or definition based on the impg®/ided.

In an effort to evoke an image that captured inatresearcher believed to be the

essence of spirituality and educational persistetheeresearcher solicited the assistance of a
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professional graphic designer. Using the conoéptinds breaking through and/or pressing
towards light, the graphic designer created an enfagthe research study. The graphic used for
advertising the research conducted is providedgpehdix A.

The researcher forwarded the image to the resas#tecnstitutions’ advisor for approval
to ensure that this would be appropriate for puthlsplay at the university and to also ensure
that it provided the clarity and resolution necegsar the university’s student newspaper’'s
printed advertisements. After the advisor andetthiéor of the student newspaper gave
appropriate feedback and approval the researchatert posters and flyers to be both displayed
and distributed throughout the research site urgtit.

The researcher created an on-line survey questi@wvia Survey Monkey which is an
on-line software program whereby researchers agatey invite, tabulate, cross-reference,
eliminate (as a result of non-eligibility), and ret@ata on all recipients and respondents
including those who opt out and/or partially resphpohhrough Survey Monkey, the on-line
survey questionnaire invitations were forwardetheresearcher’s web-based electronic email
addresses provided as a means of contact.

Pilot Study

Two weeks before the researcher’s scheduled ddtedin on-campus recruitment
activities, the researcher conducted a pilot egercihe purpose of the pilot exercise was to
assess the clarity of the research questions gossrtual community college graduates at the
research site institution. Furthermore, the pltticipants’ response would give a good
indication as to whether or not the researchergeguinstrument utilized language that would be
easily understood, that the graphic used for abegtthe survey was appealing, and that the

length of the instrument was appropriate for resde@urposes.
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The researcher obtained the names of two facultylbers teaching undergraduate
courses in the social science/education area(sg. rdsearcher asked the faculty if they would
announce the upcoming study in their classes ieffant to recruit pilot participants. Each of
the faculty announced the research study duringpbtigeir respective classes and a total of
sixteen names and electronic mail addresses of contyrcollege graduates were provided to
the researcher. Through Survey Monkey, an invitattoparticipate in the pilot study was
forwarded to the sixteen names provided. Theareber received a total of eight completed on-
line survey responses.

The pilot study participants included five malgsee females, four African Americans,
one Hispanic, two White Non-Hispanics, and one AsiaPacific Islander/American Indian, or
Alaskan Native. Fifty percent (four) of the resgents fell between ages 25 — 34, two were in
the 35-44 categories, and the remaining two felha45-54 categories. With regard to
spirituality, their responses varied as did theligious affiliation which they identified as
Baptist, Muslim, Agnostic, and Catholic, Non-Denoational and Other.

Of the eight pilot participants, four (50%) repattthat they believed in God or a Higher
Power, six (75%) reported that they were peopliitth and their spirituality connected to their
faith, and four (50%) believed that their spiriiiahelped them to cope with their educational
experiences. Additionally, three (37.5%) belieteeir spirituality would play a role in the
completion of their baccalaureate degree, and ((¥2&%) also believed that their educational
experiences were enhanced by their spiritual devedmnt.

Because the image on the recruitment flyers, pasééd newspaper ad was so critical to
the recruitment of student participants, this wias ancluded as a part of the pilot survey. Pilot

study participants were asked to provide feedbacthe image created to advertise the study.



50

Almost all of the pilot study participants believiedsome degree that the image was appropriate
for the nature of the study being conducted. $ihe eight pilot study participants commented
that the image was inviting and appealing and bédeved that the image would catch the eye
of potential research participants, additionaltg pilot study participants stated that the image
would very likely stimulate conversation by otherso viewed the graphic advertising the
research study on the campus.

The pilot study participant’s responses offerezlrsearcher a glimpse of what the
actual research participants would provide in tlag wf responses. Pilot study participants’
responses also solidified the purposeful sampliiged by the researcher as pilot study
participants were all community college graduatesently enrolled at the research institution
for the spring 2011 term for a minimum of six setaefours. As suggested by Patton (2002), in
the researcher’s quest for responses, the reseavelanindful to “value the potential response
against the potential distress of the respondgntd15). At no time were pilot participants
placed in harm’s way and their responses (e.gipatrdnscribed, etc.), along with their
respective identities, remain anonymous.

Recruitment of Research Study Participants

Initial contact with prospective participants waade through posters advertising the
research study. The researcher received appnmralthe host institution’s Senior Student
Affairs Officer to hang posters and distribute flyén the institutions’ common areas, heavily
trafficked by students also for the purpose ofcsitig prospective research participants. In
addition, the researcher secured a full-page, aawertisement to be run in two consecutive

editions of the student newspaper. These ads stextegically run during, and shortly after, the
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period in time in which the researcher was schetlidde on the campus of the research site
institution. This was done for the purpose of emaging student participation.

The researcher forwarded an electronic announcetm@ach of the institution’s clubs
and organizational advisors along with Chairs @c#ic academic departments (Education,
Social Work/Sciences, Women’s Studies, and Hunes)iti The researcher also made concerted
efforts to meet with each of the student clubs engdinizations, specifically the Student
Government Association; however, this organizatimhnot think that the researcher’s interest
and/or intent was aligned with their purpose oflsaganization and denied the researcher’s
request to present to this student group. Thedutee student clubs/organizations’ meeting
times posed a conflict for the researcher andrasidt, the researcher was not able to meet and
present the research study to students in thiseveither. However, the researcher did make
contact with the faculty/staff advisors of everyrarized student club and/or organization via
email, as these professionals have daily intenastith numerous students enrolled at the
institution and were well positioned to forward themes of potential research study
participants.

Arrangements were made for every aspect of thee @dlection to be conducted at the
research site institution. The researcher madecry to the university’s Registrar as to which
days and times were most populated by studentsngthe campus and was told Wednesday
and Thursday afternoons, between 3:00 p.m. and/B0 The researcher reserved a table to be
used for recruitment purposes. The researchdretmnd the table with a poster advertising the
study along with flyers, and sign-in sheets foerasted students. This also provided potential

participants with the opportunity to meet with tlesearcher and ask questions about the research
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being conducted. The researcher’s recruitmené tabk adjacent to the university’s food court
and cyber café, directly off of one of the mainrantes to the university.

The researcher arrived no less than twenty mirhgésre the three o’clock hour to set
up the table advertising the research study, penstdidents to provide contact information, and
flyers to be given to students, faculty, adminisira as well as various other interested on-
lookers. The researcher left between 7:45 p.m.8ad@ p.m. on each of the scheduled visit
days. The researcher also brought along a latdipas interested students could receive the
survey via electronic mail, on the spot. The lgptso allowed the researcher to answer queries
of interest that had come through the electronib-v@sed email account established for the
purpose of the research project. In this locatitictv appeared to be the nucleus of the site
institution, the researcher was immersed in theaieh study participants’ environment.

Initially, the researcher made arrangements tib this campus for two consecutive
weeks during the aforementioned days and timeser Alie initial two weeks and in an effort to
increase the overall participant/respondent pbel researcher was advised by both the advisor
and the researcher’s Dissertation Chair to exteadtéampus visits by an additional week, and as
a result, both Wednesday and Thursday afternoonitege of the following week were added.

At the beginning of the research study, the redeardid not receive much
correspondence from the electronic announcemerigetidty, staff and advisors; however, once
on campus, after connecting the researcher witkdhresponding emails and advertisements of
the research study throughout the research siiieutinen, the researcher was approached by
several club and organization advisors who provigedy student referrals. Several referrals

for potential participants were provided to thesggsher from individual faculty, academic
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advisors, multicultural affairs, the transfer cdoedor, veterans and military affairs coordinator,
and various other academic and non-academic exviidin the institution.

Connecting with these individuals was criticatfasse individuals have numerous
contacts with community college graduates througkiweir matriculation process at the research
site institution. Additionally, two faculty, onedaching Research Methods and the other Social
Work, but teaching research and research concelatsve to their specific courses during the
spring 2011 term, invited the researcher to presetwo of their evening classes. This provided
the researcher the opportunity to present to fodietgraduate classes in total. In addition, the
researcher received referrals for additional pdssasearch participants from other
administrators and faculty throughout the hostasgeinstitution.

Through these planned, purposeful selection acrditenent efforts, in addition to
faculty, staff, and administrator referrals, thee@cher was able to obtain the names of several
potential research participants. Over the coufsleree weeks, the researcher spent a combined
total of approximately 30 hours on the campus efrisearch site institution. Through face-to-
face recruitment efforts along with posters, newspads, flyers, classroom visits, and
faculty/staff referrals, the researcher identif2&8 potential research participants which was
more than a sufficient potential participant papbegin the research study.

For those students who contacted the researchadviertisement or referral (e.qg.,
poster, student newspaper advertisement, flyerdwbmouth, etc.), they were asked to forward
their electronic mail address and phone numbdraaveb-based electronic mail address created
for the research study. After having done thisinatation for the on-line survey, via Survey
Monkey, was forwarded to each of the potentialaeg®eparticipants. It is at this juncture

students were able to formally indicate, soliddgpd confirm their interest as a participant
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regardless of their completion of the on-line syna lack thereof. A copy of the informed
consent document forward to all research parti¢gpenprovided in Appendix B.
On-line Survey Questionnaire

Upon receipt of the on-line survey, participantrevable to fully review the scope of
research being conducted along with the terms i&feagent for research participants. Research
participants were also provided an informed condentiment which outlined the nature of the
research study, the incentive for participatingytaot information for the researcher and the
researcher’s Dissertation Chair, along with theaesher’'s promise to at no time place
participants in harm’s way in addition to the optio withdraw from the study at any given
time. All participants were required to provideeactronic signature for the informed consent
documentation. An electronic signature was necgssathe informed consent was the first
page of the on-line survey questionnaire. Stude&htschose not to provide an electronic
signature on the informed consent page were deamidible and were not allowed to continue
with this portion of the research study. A copyttt# on-line survey questionnaire utilized in this
study is included in Appendix C.

Each component of the research was conducted segjlyewith the on-line survey
guestionnaires distributed first, the guided fogumup discussion, second, and open ended face-
to-face interviews conducted last. Through thdarmed efforts of data collection in stages, or
sequentially, the researcher was able to strearttiméata collection process. Also, by
collecting the data in stages, the researcher blag@ readily identify data that would was
deemed most beneficial to the research study. Bhar(R009) advises that “gathering data is a
systematic procedure that evolves from the topio@diry itself” (p. 150). It is also suggested

by Merriam (2009) that when judging the value afada source, “a researcher can ask whether it
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contains information or insights relevant to thee@ch question and whether it can be acquired
in a reasonably practical yet systemic mannerl§l).

Of the initial 268 students who received the om-I8urvey Monkey invitation, 35 of the
electronic invitations were returned as undeliveramnd ten students opted out of the research
study. Sixty-two students responded to the ondoevey Monkey invitation and they were
required to provide demographic information (agbeniity, gender, and student status,
religious/theological/metaphysical affiliation,) émsure that the researcher had a diverse
participant pool. Of the 62 respondents, 10 eletdgtbt complete the on-line survey
guestionnaire in its entirety thus deeming thenfigitde. Of the 52 remaining, only 47 met all
eligibility criteria.

These 47 potential participants were offered 8@6afeteria meal card as compensation
for their time and also, as a means of thankingitfag their contribution to the research effort.
The meal card provided a place for the researcBegisture and also required that the
participants’ name be provided. This also aidethenaudit trail as students were required to
sign for the meal cards upon retrieval and theesponding meal card number was assigned to
each name and logged as received. The Higher EdonahResearch Institute’s National Study
of College Student’s Search for Meaning and Puri(28&0) emphasized the importance of
compensating student participants for their time iawvolvement with the research being
conducted and also provided comparable monetarypeosation. Patton (2002) suggests that
“the interviewee is usually getting paid” (413)or@pensation, however, does not have to solely

be in the form of monetary payment.
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Focus Group Discussion

From the 47 eligible, completed survey respond&iisvere invited to take part in a
guided focus group discussion. These 25 partitgparovided the most divergent responses
with regard to age, gender, ethnicity, religioudiation, and their own personal definition of
spirituality. Of the 25 invited to take part iretfocus group, ten responded with interest.
Merriam cites Macnaghten and Myers (2004, p. 65 Welieve that “focus groups work best
for topics people could talk about to each othdahair everyday lives — but don’'t” (2009, p. 94).
Patton also provides the following in terms of defg a focus group:

It is not a problem-solving session. It is notegidion making group. It is not primarily

a discussion...it is an interview. The twist isaifocus group participants get to hear

each other’s responses and to make additional cotsrbeyond their own original

responses as they hear what other people havg {p.s286).

From the original ten focus group participants, stuglent phoned the researcher on the
morning of the focus group and shared that he leat involved in an automobile accident and
would not be able to attend. The researcher wisivadvell and encouraged him to continue his
educational journey. The other student was oubwhtand asked if he could participate via
speaker phone or Skype. Because this was notdeown either of the IRB’s submitted and
approved by National Louis University and the reskeaite institution respectively, the
invitation to the out of town would-be student papant had to be rescinded.

In an effort to establish the comfort level necegsa conduct this type of research, and
to ensure that participants’ personal views aloity the integrity of the research was not
compromised, only those directly involved in theearch study (e.g., researcher and
participants) were allowed in the room reservedtierpurpose of the guided focus group

discussion. The focus group discussion took piaxcthe campus of the research site institution

in a reserved secured room which required key-eadess. The room had no windows and the
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researcher arranged the tables in board room stjlere was no head of the table as the
researcher wanted to convey a message of equakpsip with the research participants
establishing a symbiotic relationship whereby tgearcher benefitted from the information
gleaned, and the participants benefitted in thigrfowhich allowed them to share and tell their
very own personal story of community college gradsiaeducational persistence.

On the day of the scheduled guided-focus-groupudson, seven of the eight scheduled
research participants arrived for the sessionrReithe beginning of the focus group, the
researcher announced general housekeeping rullesekded to the tape-recorded conversation,
the openness, honesty, and respect necessarghand robust discussion, the required
informed consent, and the $10.00 compensation fmalieto each focus group participant upon
the conclusion of the guided focus group discussibime researcher also made it clear that there
was no authority figure or expert on spiritualitydathat no response, statement, or opinion
would, nor could, be judged by anyone in the rosnalasolutely right or wrong. The
participants agreed and the focus group discussgan. Approximately ten minutes into the
focus group discussion, the missing eighth paici@rrived late. While this was initially set up
to be a closed-door discussion, the participangmimmously agreed that the additional
participant be invited into the running discussidrhe researcher gave the focus group
participants ownership over the discussion thuseemeping them to be more open and free to
tell their stories.

The researcher asked members of the guided faoup gliscussion the guided research
guestions along with the interview questions, dr-questions. A copy of the Guiding Focus
Group Discussion/Interview Questions Matrix is udgd in Appendix D. From their responses,

is was evident that participants wanted to shagg #xperiences as it related to spirituality and
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community college students’ educational persistefidaoughout the course of the discussion
there were resounding affirmative vocalizationgjding of heads, laughs, and stirring moments
of absolute silence as respondents focused derpbnehed in the words that flowed from their
fellow participants’ mouths. Through the courséhefconversation and based on the responses
from both guiding and interview questions posed,ftitus group participants came up with their
own definition of spirituality as it relates to camnity college graduates’ persistence which is
as follows:

Spirituality is greater than any organized religidhis the driving force that allows you

to keep going in spite of. It is the belief in Ganad the driving force that is faith which

motivates you and encourages you to continues tha acceptance of His will for your

life and in spite of the many obstacles that cairs,the confidence that God will get

you to graduation and in knowing this, it allowsuyto seeing yourself "walking across

that stage!”

In that room not only was spirituality defined tlalso stories were told, relationships
were created, commonalities were established, arahmeeded hope and encouragement, for
some participants, were provided. In fact, focxmug research participants collected phone
numbers and even asked if the researcher could bantefor a "Part 1I". Upon the conclusion
of the focus group discussion, each of the eighigiants was given $10.00 as compensation
for their time, as well as a personal hand-writteank you note mailed to their home address.

While capturing the audio tape recording of th&lgd focus group discussion, the
researcher took additional precautionary meashkreaddition to a micro-cassette tape-recorder,
the researcher used the Livescribe smart pen althghe voice recording device located on the
researcher’s personal Blackberry Smartphone. uidirehe use of multiple audio recording
devices, the researcher was assured that sevinased record the focus group discussion

accurately were taken. Patton (2002) reminds“thaome method of keeping track of what is

observed must be established” (p. 309). Patto@2Rflso cautions qualitative researchers from
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absolving themselves of note-taking as “the ustape recorder does not eliminate the need for
taking notes, but does allow you to concentrateakimg strategic and focused notes, rather than
attempting verbatim notes” (p. 383). Notes takenhe researcher reflected those variables
more tangential to the central factors addressdaeistudy, but clear and distinct factors,
nonetheless such as seat selection and/or arrangdme participants entered the room,
demeanor during the discussion, time of day, weatmel lack of windows for utmost privacy,
and overall mood upon the conclusion of the foaasig and exit of participants.

The researcher contracted with a professionastrgstionist whose role and function
was to capture a written record of the conversatammd statements from focus group participants
as if in real time so that the discussion couldrbeslated into written records. The
transcriptionist was critical in assisting the mas@er in documenting the focus group forum
along with the face-to-face interviews. Throughkliauecording along with the aid of a
transcriptionist, the researcher was better pogtiao be actively involved as a facilitator
conducting the research and interviews and notermed with capturing the event, at that
moment in time, in its entirety. Rather than disting the participant(s) with a frantically
moving hand taking copious notes, the researchsrabke to engage in the discussion vis-a-vis
non-verbal gestures of smiles, nods, uh-hum’s angHter when appropriate. Additionally, the
researcher believed that the eye contact made betilie researcher and the participants was
essential to the truth and honesty necessary iforésearch endeavor.

The participants trusted the researcher and geareh environment, including the other
participants. They felt safe enough to tell tls¢aries and based on comments provided by each
participant, they were not ashamed of their respeceligious and/or spiritual opinions and

beliefs as their individual definitions of spirifitg and the relationship to their educational
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persistence were as uniquely different as eachsfgooup discussion participant. Copies of
audio and written responses will be kept secureadlotked file cabinet belonging to the
researcher for no fewer than five years and dedngddy confidential. Participants will have
access to the data collected (interview transomptivritten field notes, survey results and audio
recordings) along with any data relative to thedividual responses upon their request at any
given time for no fewer than five years, in ac@nce with the standards of National Louis
University.

It was presumed by the researcher that 45 mitatese hour would be more than
sufficient time for the purpose of the focus grobpywever, the discussion exceeded the time
allotted for this purpose. The entire focus grdigzussion lasted one hour and twenty-six
minutes and even after the tape(s) stopped roliagjcipants continued their personal
conversations, both group and individually, witheatparticipants. As with the on-line survey
portion of the research study, the majority offiheus group discussion participants informed
the researcher that their personal interest, nmthan monetary compensation, was their
incentive to participate. This concluded the seqoimase of the data collection process for the
research to be conducted.

Face-to-Face Interviews

After reviewing the transcripts of the focus gragssion, three of the focus group
members were selected for individual face-to-faterviews. An effort was made to select
participants with highly divergent ages, gendetisnie backgrounds, religious beliefs, and
responses regarding spiritual beliefs, and defingiof spirituality. When the researcher
contacted the three participants selected for fadace interviews, immediately, two of three

participants asked about the room where the foomgpgtook place. Interview participants made
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comments about the energy in the room used foloities group discussion saying that they
shared a positive experience in that location aadlaevbe very comfortable speaking more in
depth to the researcher in that particular sp&cewith the guided focus group discussion, face-
to-face interviews were audio tape-recorded; howdweconvey a more intimate and personal
setting, the researcher did not take any handemritbtes but did create a personal reflective
journal after the individual meetings in an efftrtcapture the importance of the face-to-face
interview conversations with participants. Durihg actual interview, however, the researcher’s
focus and attention was solely on the researclcgaanhts and the stories they told.

Interview participants were asked specifically attibeir responses to the initial on-line
survey questionnaire, their experience as a ppaintiin the guided focus group discussion, and
presented with both guided research and intervigestipns. As these questions were open
ended, face-to-face participants were allowedaba@iate in greater detail with regard to their
responses to the research questions posed inadttitshedding more light on their experience
in on-line survey questionnaire as well as the gdibcus group discussion.

One of the three face-to-face interview particisamas an African-American male, age
25, who began his educational journey at a four-yeaversity, but as a result of his academic
under-achievement, he had to start over at a contyeollege. He shared that he had come
from a family of successful college graduates wbw had lucrative careers as medical doctors,
pharmacists, and attorneys. His failure at the@emsity level was seen as an embarrassment to
both him and his family. He viewed his communitjiege graduation as redemption and
because of his past, is now wholly committed toduscation. He claims that this experience

made him humble and enhanced his spirituality deeitv him closer to God.
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The second of the three participants selectethfm-to-face interview was a White
female, 41 who, on her deathbed, as she lay inngdidr a double lung transplant, shared with
the researcher that she promised God if she Isteelwould complete her Bachelor’s degree. As
a parent of teenager (at the time), she could tihk that should she die during surgery, what
type of educational example would she leave forseer? She even stated that if it took her
another twenty years to complete her bachelorsedeghe promised the Lord and committed
her life to finishing her education.

The third of the three selected for face-to-faxterview was a 47-year-old African-
American woman who also faced death but not inspit@ bed, but on the battlefield where she
served in the United States military during thejin/ar. She now suffers from post traumatic
stress disorder and credits God with not only kegppier alive on the battle field, but also
guiding her in her educational journey as He (Gmyes as the driving force in her continuing
her education so that she can help other vetelikag)erself, continue their education.

In addition to a handwritten thank you note, eafcthe face-to-face interviewees
received a $25.00 gift card to be used at a ndtretail store. Transcribed record of the face-to-
face interview was also offered to interview pap@nts in addition to their initial monetary
compensation. This was done as a gesture of gdaaivdlin appreciation for their time and their
contributions to this research effort. Patton @d@und it to be very much appreciated by
participants when they received copies of theegmiews and this gesture “increased the depth
of responses as they were speaking not just tahaenterviewer...” (p. 414).

The basic principle informing these exchangesagrecity. Participants in research
provide us with something of great value, theiristand their perspectives on their

world. We show them that we value what they gisdwy offering something in
exchange (p. 415).
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The researcher conducted member checks with hoded focus group discussion
members as well as face-to-face interview partitipaeferring back to the respondents to
ensure their interpretation of responses is aceurslterriam (2009, p. 217) refers to this as
respondent validatian

...the idea here is that you solicit feedback on y@muerging findings from some of the

people that you interviewed. This is the singlesmmportant way of ruling out the

possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of wipatrticipants say and do and the
perspective of identifying your own biases and marstanding of what you observed

(Maxwell, 2005, p. 11, as cited in Merriam, 2009).

Instrumentation and Interview Questions

To begin the initial examination of the relatioipshetween spirituality and community
college graduates who persist and matriculatedddtr-year institution the researcher designed
and created an on-line survey instrument. Asra#ot by Leedy and Ormrod (2010), survey
research involves acquiring information from a gra people — their characteristics, opinions,
attitudes and previous experiences through askiag tquestions and tabulating their answers
(p- 187). The on-line survey questionnaire wasiaditered to 268 students in total with the
purpose of identifying community college graduaté® were currently enrolled a minimum of
six semester hours at the selected research Btdest The on-line survey instrument had a
total of twenty-two questions with several sub-dioes and presented statements where
participants were to indicate via a Likert scaliedsg agreement”, “agreement”, “indifference”,
“disagreement”, or “strong disagreement” to eadteshent.

Leedy and Ormrod (2010) support this type of vagylanguage by suggesting that a
rating scale (or Likert scale) is more useful whadsehavior, attitude, or other phenomenon of

interest needs to be evaluated on a continuunagf,‘1adequate” to “excellent,” “never” to

“always,” or “strongly disapprove” to “strongly amve” (p. 189). Leedy and Ormrod (2010)
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also believe that survey instruments are simptéesign; however, conducting survey research is
not as easy as it may appear to be, nor does i mh@kprocess of conducting research any less
rigorous. The survey instrument did, however,sisbe researcher in drawing basic descriptive
statistics and allowed the researcher to then suimenparticipant responses with percentages
and frequency counts to draw inferences (LeedyCGmerod, 2010).

Merriam (2009) purports that in qualitative resbaglata collection, the focus group is
an interview on a topic with a group of people Wwitawe knowledge of the topic and that the data
obtained from a focus group is socially construetgtiin the interaction of the group. Itis
suggested by Merriam (2009) that “the key to ggttinod data from interviewing is to ask good
guestions” (p. 95). The researcher referred tartfeemation gathered from the initial on-line
survey instrument in an effort to solicit additibnesponses designed to generate robust and
hearty discussion during the guided focus groupicts well as the face-to-face interview
component of the research study. The researchsepted the guided researcher and interview
guestions in a way that would solicit response$i¢oquestions of (1)Jwho exists?”, (2),“who
or what is in charge (man in the natural or a supsural power)?”,and (3), What is the
purpose of the existence(Bpeck, 2005). According to Speck (2005), theduag or phrasing
of questions is a crucial consideration in extragthe type of information desired (p. 95).

Chapter Summary
This study examined the relationship between comiygollege graduates’ spirituality
and their persistence at the baccalaureate degaaérgy institution. During the course of the
study the researcher examined the lesser studeadodispirituality in terms of how students
come to make meaning. The researcher asked tba/ifio) overarching question as the basis for

all research conducted in the study: What ig¢tetionship between spirituality and college
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persistence among lllinois community college stusievho not only graduate, but matriculate to
four-year institutions?

The researcher elected to conduct a qualitatige study design. For the purpose of the
study, Fowler’'s (1981) spirituality theory and tentext of making meaning provided the
theoretical framework for the research conductadorder to answer the research questions, the
researcher employed Speck’s (2005) conceptual fremketo address the issues of (Ayho
exists?”,(2), “who or what is in charge (man in the natural @supernatural power)?”, and
(3), “what is the purpose of the existencedh addition, Vincent Tinto’s (1986, 1987, 1993,
1997, 1998, 2000, 2005) theory of student depamazused to examine student persistence.

A copy of the researcher’s proposed methodologyreriswed by a panel of experts in
the field including the researcher’s DissertatidraiC and the Institutional Research and Review
Boards at both National Louis University and thgeaach site institution, respectively. A pilot
study was conducted with eight community collegedgates (17% of the actual research
participant population of 47 sampled) currentlysuing baccalaureate studies at the research
site institution.

Each component of the research was carried atages, or sequentially with the on-
line Survey Monkey questionnaires being distributed, guided focus group discussion held
second, and face-to-face interviews conducted [&ise research study was advertised at the
selected research campus. It was the intemeofdsearcher to recruit no fewer than 200
potential research participants. The researchexesbazl the original recruitment number having
recruited 268 potential participants for reseanstppses. From the 268 potential participants
identified, having received the Survey Monkey iatithin, 62 students responded and/or partially

responded. Of this number, 52 students fully catapl the survey and from this number, forty-
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seven eligible student participants remained. y=setven students were given an on-line survey
guestionnaire and asked questions about, butmaetl to, the following: age, gender, and
ethnicity, belief in a God or a higher being, aaligious/theological/metaphysical affiliation.
Additionally, research participants were also askegrovide their own definition of spirituality.

Twenty-five of the most diverse student responsierdre invited to take part in a
guided focus group discussion and from this numdaght of the invited respondents
participated. Out of the eight guided focus grdigzussion participants, three stood out as they
had the most fascinating stories to tell as ittegldo spirituality and community college
students’ persistence and because of such, thesyseécted by the researcher for the purpose of
face-to-face interviews.

Data collected during all three phases of theare$estudy were coded by participants’
age, gender, ethnicity, religious affiliation / Agaligious affiliation, and definition of
spirituality. The researcher also reviewed the dathered from both individual and group
responses from the online Survey Monkey questioanaudio recordings, transcriptions
provided by the guided focus group exercise, imtlial face-to-face interviews, memoing
conducted throughout the data collection procedsagoersonal reflective journal. With these
combined data, the researcher was able to visuadizeections as well as create correlations
based on participants’ responses. The researchevdsethese results will crystallize recurring
patterns, emerging themes, and valid conclusiorspaituality and educational persistence.
Additionally, this particular study will provide itbe significant contributions to the field of
community college research as it will (a), addn® ¢urrent but very limited body of scholarly
research devoted solely to community college stisdand spirituality, and it will (b), provide an

additional lens by which student affairs practigosmican enhance the development of community
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college students holistically, thus enhancing therall retention, graduation, and matriculation
rates of this student population. Lastly, (c), tlesearch also furnishes examples of the
numerous definitions of spirituality not only inghier education literature, but also spirituality as
defined by the research participants and itstieiahip to their educational persistence.

Jarrell (2009) created a diagram which shows st of the research approach
employed during the course of her doctoral stutllye researcher adapted Jarrell’s (2009) model
and modified it to reflect the research approadizet for this research study. A diagram
illustrating the data collection process is prodide Appendix E.

The following chapter provides a description of tlaa analysis along with the research
findings of the study conducted. It reflects abponses as given by the research participants
and provides data to support the existence ofdlaionship between spirituality and community

college graduates who matriculate to the baccadd®i@egree-granting institution.
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CHAPTER 4
DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

Sometimes people get the mistaken notion thatuslity is a separate department of life—
the penthouse of existence. But rightly understiasla vital awareness that
pervades all realms of our being. David Steindl{Ras

Introduction

This chapter provides a detailed account of théifigs from the research study derived
from an on-line Survey Monkey questionnaire, a gditbcus group discussion, and open-ended
face-to-face interview questions. The primary pseof the study was to examine the
relationship between spirituality and educatioralspstence of community college graduates
who matriculate to the baccalaureate degree-gmairistitution. The ambiguous and elusive
topic of spirituality was defined by research pap@ants during each stage of the data collection
process. Additionally, participants were askedxplain the role that spirituality played in their
own educational persistence.

The researcher identified some initial a priogrttes based largely on those reoccurring
in the literature on spirituality and persistenespectively (e.g., faith, making meaning, religion,
God, Higher Power, self, motivation, retention/gration, etc...). However, the researcher
remained open to the discovery of additional enmgrghemes which surfaced during the course
of the data collection and analysis derived frowha@search participants’ varying response(s).
Germane to the findings of the research is theodlisty of how community college graduates
defined spirituality, in their own terms. The rasgher sorted participants’ interpretations of
spirituality based on common words used by paiaip such as God, religion, faith, church,
self, man, Lord, Savior, Him, Higher Power, drivifogce, Jesus, purpose, motivation, voice,
support, guidance, journey, and strength. Eachlwarterm and the frequency in which it was

used during the on-line survey questionnaires,gifdcus group discussion, and face-to-face
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interview process was coded and assigned a pdunt @sed on the number of times used by
each participant both individually, and collectielThrough the effective use of triangulation —
on-line surveys, the guided focus group discussiod,face-to-face interviews, the researcher
was able to compare and cross-check data (Mer@@09). However, Merriam (2009) further
purports that in postmodern research, “we damabgulate wecrystallize We recognize that
there are far more than three sides from whiclpfw@ach the world” (Richardson, 2000, as
cited in Merriam, 2009, p. 934).

Crystals exhibit “an infinite variety of shapesbstances, transmutations, multi-

dimensionalities, and angles of approach. Crystagprisms that reflect externalities

and refract within themselves, creating differevibcs, patterns, and arrays casting off in

different directions. What we see depends on oglesof response — no triangulation but

rather crystallization” (Richardson, in Richardsbist. Pierre, 2005, p. 963).

These measures of crystallization also help torengalidity and reliability.
Additionally, it established recurring themes amdk@rns in subject responses that help to unify
both quantitative and qualitative research findiggsned from various components of the
research; from the survey stage through oral irgers portion of the process. The researcher
created initial codes from the themes that emetigexigh data compilation, review, and
analysis. According to Miles and Huberman (1998ikg is analysis and it may take the form
of reviewing field notes, transcribed or synthedjagissecting them meaningfully while keeping
the relationship of the parts intact. They refethiis as the “stuff of analysis” (p. 56).

Codes are tags or labels for assigning informatampiled during a study. Codes

usually are attached to “chunks” of varying size—d# phrases, sentences, or whole

paragraphs, connected or unconnected to a spsettiag (p. 56).

The findings in this chapter are discussed indls@ctions: Initial responses from the on-

line Survey Monkey questionnaire are shared, ppaits’ own individual definition of

spirituality provided, and relevant data collechexin this stage of the research study are
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presented in both chart and table formation. Tleerse stage of the research findings involves
identifying emerging, reoccurring, and undiscovetezmes gleaned from the guided focus
group discussion along with the focus group paréints’ collaborative definition of spirituality
as it relates to educational persistence. Thd #md final stage of the research involves the
identification of those occurring themes which agupe as constants during the open-ended
face-to-face interviews and throughout each phasiseaesearch study in its entirety. These
constants allowed the researcher to analyze tleeaddiected through each stage of the research
which also provided uncovered emergent themes wsuplport the existence of a relationship
between spirituality and community college gradsigpersistence at the baccalaureate degree-
granting institution.
On-line Survey Questionnaire

Two hundred and sixty-eight potential researchigggnts received an invitation to an
on-line survey created with the use of Survey Mgnie-line web tools and data hosting
software. Students were required to provide denpdgcanformation such as their age,
ethnicity, gender, student status, religious/thgiclal/metaphysical affiliation, eligibility critesi
etc. They were also asked questions about thkéf loe God or a Higher Power (or lack
thereof) along with their belief in spiritualityAdditionally, each participant was required to
provide a definition of spirituality in his or hewn words. The researcher believed providing
this definition was an important component in tieedvery of certain themes. Furthermore, the
researcher believed it to be significantly impottanthe discovery of themes based on certain
demographic and definitional information so questicegarding gender, age, ethnicity, religious
affiliation, and participants’ own definition of sjuality were essential in the data collection

process. Additionally, this type of initial datapported the researcher’s concerted efforts
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towards purposeful sampling, which in turn, woulel¢y a most diversified research participant
pool.

From the initial 268 participants, 35 of the eleaic surveys sent to e-mail addresses
provided were returned undeliverable. Ten studeptsd out of the research study in its
entirety. Sixty-two potential research particigarésponded to the on-line Survey Monkey
invitation; however, 10 of these chose not to pitevthe very relevant demographic information
necessary to derive themes based on participa#gbnses and some only provided partial
responses thus making them ineligible for partitbgmain the research being conducted. Of the
52 students remaining, 47 met all eligibility critewhich required that all eligible participants
be community college graduates currently enrolletti@research site institution for a minimum
of six semester hours during the spring 2011 tefiable 1 provides the age range, gender,
race/ethnicity, religious affiliation and spirititgldefinition for each of the 47 on-line Survey
Monkey participants.

Table 1 Demographic Information Derived from On-line $eys

*Names not Age | Gender Race / Religious Spirituality Definition
used Range Ethnicty Affiliation
Participant 1 18-24| Femalg African Baptist Having faith in God or a Higher
American / Power.
Non-
Hispanic
Participant 2 18-24| Femalg White / Non- Spirituality includes believing in
Non- Denominational | God, praying to him, and
Hispanic reading the Bible. It is believing
without seeing. Walking with
God every day.
Participant 3 35-44| Femalg White /| Raised Lutheran | Something that can be religious
Non- but studying or come from a state of religion
Hispanic Buddhism but can come from within.
Participant 4 18-24| Femalg Other Muslim Sense @frfgs towards
something spiritual.
Participant 5 25-34 Male White / Catholic Beliving in spirits.
Non-
Hispanic
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Participant 6 45-54| Female Non- | define spirituality as who you
Denominational | really are. Your inner being.
Participant 7 35-44| Femalg African Baptist The belief in a Higher Power npt
American / of this earth.
Non-
Hispanic
Participant 8 18-24 Male Hispanic Non- To me spirituality is a concern
Denominational | for that which is unseen and
intangible, as opposed to a
physical or mundane.
Participant 9 35-44 Male African None An intimate journey one takes
American / order to find and understand th
Non- connection to a greater reality,
Hispanic be it nature, a higher being, or
humanity as a whole, etc.
Participant 10 45-54| Femalg Other Other / Incleasiy The acknowledging of
practicing of the essence of whp
I am.
Participant 11 35-44| Femalg African Baptist Spirituality to me is your
American / religion.
Non-
Hispanic
Participant 12 25-34| Femalg African Baptist Spirituality is believing in God
American / and knowing that he died for ou
Non- sins and if we are true believers
Hispanic we should worship and praise
him according to his word.
Participant 13 35-44 | Female White / Lutheran Being connected to the world
Non- and everything that surrounds
Hispanic you and it.
Participant 14 35-44| Female African Non- Spirituality is the belief in a
American /| Denominational | Higher Power. Not necessarily
Non- organized religion.
Hispanic
Participant 15 35-44 Male African Baptist An inner strength.
American /
Non-
Hispanic
Participant 16 35-44 Male African Non- All mankind has been created in
American /| Denominational | the image of God (Genesis Ch.
Non- 1:26-28). We are a three-part
Hispanic being (Spirit, Soul, Body). GOD

is a three-part being (Father,
Son, Holy Spirit) | am connecte
to God Spiritually through His
SON/ JESUS. Through Prayer,
Meditation on scripture
(BIBLE/GOD's WORD) and
personal experiences with HIM
that cannot be denied(In HIS
Presence) | find myself in
pursuit of Goals that will please

o
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Him. (Building His House,
Adding to His Kingdom, Being
Who He created to BE)
Unfortunately most of mankind
is spiritually dead because of
SIN. This is a problem that can|t
be denied. This disconnection
causes us to pursue our own
pleasures, choices, decisions,
whether right or wrong. The
yield is a life produced in the
darkness of Sin instead of in th
Light of GOD's Presence. HIS
PRESENCE CHANGES
EVERYTHING!! (out of time
not out of words).

11

Participant 17 35-44| Female African Baptist A faith that is not seen yet its
American / known.
Non-
Hispanic
Participant 18 35-44| Female Hispani¢ Non- Knowing that there is a Higher
Denominational | Power other than ones’ self.
Participant 19 25-34| Female African Pentecostal | would define spirituality as the
American / belief in a higher being then
Non- yourself.
Hispanic
Participant 20 18-24| Female Hispani¢ Non- Spirituality is the transcendence

Denominational | beyond materialism, and the
body. It is the connection that
you can find with your soul in
order to reach peace, love and

much more.

Participant 21 25-34| Female African| Other / Christian | Spirituality, in my opinion, is
American / feeling something deep in your

Non- soul that you follow and seek
Hispanic whenever you feel the need to.

Participant 22 25-34| Female African Non- Spirituality is a connection felt
American /| Denominational | between yourself and a Higher

Non- Power. It is the awareness that|a
Hispanic whole universe exists beyond

our current lifetime. Spirituality
is an inner peace that can be fe
and not seen.

=3

Participant 23 25-34 Male African Baptist Belief in God and Jesus our
American / Lord and savior.
Non-
Hispanic
Participant 24 25-34| Female Hispani¢ Catholic Batig in a Higher Power

guiding you through life.
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Participant 25

25-34

Femal

White /
Non-
Hispanic

Non-
Denominational

| have a personal walk with the
Lord. | believe in him whole-
heartedly that He is the True
God. | believe in the trinity

Jesus is the Father, Jesus is the

Son, and Jesus is the Holy Spi
Love the LORD your God with
all your heart and with all your
soul and with all your strength.

Participant 27

35-44

Femal

White /
Non-
Hispanic

Other /
Pagan-like

My spirituality is about energy,
the universe, nature, and using
that energy to bring what you
need to yourself, also for
protection and healing.

Participant 28

35-44

Femal

a)

African
American /
Non-
Hispanic

Pentecostal

Spirituality is the base of my
reality. Spirituality is the inner
being the lives on the inside of
me. My relationship with God is
included in my spirituality.
Prayer, communication with
God, praise to God, are also a
part of my Spirituality. The
acceptance of God’s son Jesus
Christ is a part of my
spirituality. | believe that he wa
crucified for all sin and rose
again and is coming back for th
believers. One of the most
important part of my spirituality
is | believe in the gift of the holy
ghost, the comforter who came
when Jesus went back to be wi
his father. The Holy Ghost lead
and directs me, instructs me,
keeps me. My spirituality gave
me the strength to go back to
college after 20 years, and will
continue to be my strength as |
continue on to achieve my
bachelors May 2012, and
masters 2013!

°Z

D
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Participant 29

25-34

Femal

a)

African
American /
Non-
Hispanic

Pentecostal

Spirituality to mean is to have
and actively participate in a dee
relationship with a Higher
Power. That Higher Power for
me is God whom | reach by
magnifying his son Jesus. For
me, it is also about gaining
wisdom and applying what you
have learned to your life so tha
you can reach others and allow

P

light to shine through you.
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Participant 30 25-34 Male Asian or] Lutheran Belief in something higher.
Pacific
Islander /
American
Indian or
Alaskan
Native
Participant 31 25-34 Male African Non- Spirituality is connecting with
American /| Denominational | God beyond the natural realm. |it
Non- is understanding that there is a
Hispanic Force that even man cannot
explain in words or figure out
mathematically.
Participant 32 45-54| Female African Baptist When your mind is on God and
American / everything you see around you
Non- reminds you of him and you tal
Hispanic to him and about him constantly.
Participant 33 45-54| Female African Pentecostal / Having the belief of the spirit of
American /| Bible Believing | God; the father, the son, and the
Non- holy ghost. That his son Jesus
Hispanic died for my sins.
Participant 34 55and Male African Baptist Fear God and keep his
beyond American / commandments. Belief in a
Non- Higher Power, not man or
Hispanic objects. Something unknown tp
our five senses. To seek and
understand why we were put
here to and to satisfy what
purpose.
Participant 35 35-44 Male African Baptist Having Faith in God...knowing
American / that there is more to life than the
Non- physical realm.
Hispanic
Participant 36 25-34 Male African Baptist An ultimate or immaterial
American / reality.
Non-
Hispanic
Participant 37 25-34| Female African Baptist Believes all things are possiblg.
American /
Non-
Hispanic
Participant 38 35-44| Female African Baptist The belief in something elevates
American / your person to a higher being ar
Non- purpose in life.
Hispanic
Participant 39 45-54| Female African Pentecostal Spirituality is the relationship
American / that you have with God that is
Non- through fellowship. To
Hispanic fellowship is to acknowledge the
existence, read the Bible, pray,
and mediate. Operate in faith
and relinquish the negative
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motive or to a more positive
one.
Participant 40 45-54 Male White / Catholic To have a conviction from
Non- within.
Hispanic
Participant 41 18-24| Female African Baptist Spirituality is connected to a
American / Higher Power. It is knowing that
Non- there is a higher being that
Hispanic controls everything you do.
Participant 42 25-34 Male African Agnostic | believe that people are spirityal
American / if they believe in a Higher
Non- Power.
Hispanic
Participant 43 45-54| Female African Baptist Being in touch with the fact that
American / a Higher Power is at hand.
Non-
Hispanic
Participant 44 45-54| Female White / Other / Believing in God and Jesus
Non- Meseanic Jew
Hispanic
Participant 45 45-54| Female African Non- A personal relationship with
American /| Denominational | God the father, the son, and the
Non- holy spirit.
Hispanic
Participant 46 25-34| Female African Undecided Spirituality to me means having
American / a relationship with God or the
Non- “Higher Power”...anyone can
Hispanic attend and say they belong to 3
religion.
Participant 47 35-44| Female White / Lutheran Spirituality is inner strength
Non- which provides motivation
Hispanic within myself to continue to
have faith that God will continue
to carry me through the hard
times in life. This spirit keeps
the passion growing for new
challenges and glows brighter
when | am overwhelmed with
life's challenges.

Note.The demographic information provided above isa@fl/e of On-line Survey Participant Responses.

Participants and Exclusion Criteria
Gender
Of the 54 students who responded to this questi®nyvere male and 38 were female

giving the researcher a total of 54 potential redeparticipants (See Figure 1).
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Figure 1 Breakdown of number of research participantsdoy.
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Enrollment Criteria

Of the 54 students who responded to this queshi@nyere enrolled a minimum of six
hours for the spring 2011 term and four were ratstreducing the total to 50 potential research
participants (See Figure 2).
Figure 2. Depiction of enrollment criteria for participatian project. “Yes” reflects number of

participants eligible for inclusion into study. “Neeflects number of participants subject to
exclusion criteria.
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Graduation Status
Of the 50 students who responded to this ques®adentified themselves as community
college graduates and one did not, thus leavingaebearcher with 49 potential research

participants (See Figure 3).
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Figure 3 Graduation status of recruits. “Yes” indicatesnber of eligible participants
identifying themselves as community college graésiadnd “No” indicates number of subjects
excluded from participation as result of lackingreounity college graduate status.
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Race and Ethnicity

Of the 47 students who responded to this ques?®@nyere African American, four were
Hispanic, 10 were White/Non-Hispanic, one was amm#®acific Islander/Alaskan Native, and
three identified themselves as Other (See Figure 4)

Figure 4 Breakdown of number of participants by self-idiged racial/ethnic identity.

Other 3

Asian/Pacific Islander/Alaskan Native 1
White/Non-Hispanic 10
Hispanic 4

African-American 29

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Age
Of the remaining 48 students who responded tooestion, five were age 18 — 24, 17
were age 25 — 34, 15 were age 35 — 44, nine werdag 54, and one fell into the 55 and

beyond category (See Figure 5).
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Figure 5 Breakdown of number of participants by self-ideed age category.
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Belief in God or a Higher Power

Of the 48 students who responded to this questibresponded as having belief in God
or a Higher Power although one student did submatresponses to this question as s/he also
selected undecided (See Figure 6). However, mrtant to note a significant limitation of the
project, in that none of the research participaeéponded as having no belief in God or a
Higher Power.
Figure 6 Breakdown of number of prospective participdnyself-identified religious
affiliation status. “Yes” indicates some beliefarGod/Higher Power, “No” indicates no belief

in a God/Higher Power, and “Undecided” indicatepressed uncertainty regarding the belief in
a God/Higher Power*However, one participant indicated both yes anderided.

50 47
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10 -
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0 1

Yes No Undecided
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Coding and Classification of Terms

The researcher closely examined the definitionspaftuality provided by each of the 47
on-line Survey Monkey questionnaire participarfisom these definitions the researcher
established additional a priori themes based osetlwords or phrases participants frequently
used to define spirituality. The researcher idaatithe number of times these specific words
and/or phrases were used by participants and a&bmnumeric point value (or weight) to each
word and/or phrase. The point value assignmentoedsd with numbers by range beginning
with 10 (ten) assigned to the word and/or phragel msost often and subsequent numbers (e.g.,
9, 8, 7, etc.,) used thereafter, based on a |&sxprency of use by research participants.
Table 2 provides a detailed list of terms by fregpyeof use.

Table 2 Frequency of Verbiage Used in Spirituality Défons Derived from On-line Surveys

Word or Phrase Number of Times Used Weight Assigned
Faith 5 5

God 26 10
Prayer/Praying 3 3

Bible 3
Him 8

Belief/Believing 13

Religion

Knowing 4
Within
Higher Power 13 7

(A).ho‘)\‘@oo

[E=Y

Journey

ol

Inner

Personal

Connection

Relationship

Strength

Soul

NS gl o A w] 9 e
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Presence 3 3
Peace 2 2
Feeling 4 4
Understanding 1 1
Lord 3 3
Force 1 1
Son (Jesus) 23 9
Universe 2 2
Myself/Me 14 8
Body 2 2
Continue 4 4
Guide/Guiding 2 2
Life 8 6
Purpose 2 2
Energy, Earth, Nature 1 1
Walk 2 2
Man/Mankind 4 4
Motivation 1 1
Challenge/Hard Times 3 3
Communication/Talk 2 2

Note.“Number of Times Used” reflects the frequency inieh the listed terms appeared in participantslioa-
definitions of spirituality. “Weight Assigned” & weighted value assigned to terms used by paatitsp Higher
weighted value numbers indicate higher frequenaysaige of that terminology.

Emerging Themes and Sub-Themes

After reviewing the definitions provided by the #e&earch participants, the researcher
reviewed the weighted values assigned to eacheah#tmes derived from students’ own
definition of spirituality. From these weighteddss, the researcher was able to establish four
emerging themes: 1.) God, 2.) Me / Myself, 3.) BelBelieving, and Faith, and 4.) Relationship.

Additionally, thirty-three sub-themes categorizgdrélevance were aligned with the four
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identified emerging themes. Table 3 provides aitéet breakdown of themes and sub-themes
found in the definition analysis.

Table 3 Emerging Themes and Sub-Themes Identified int8ality Definitions

Emerging Themes Sub-Themes
God Him, Higher Power, Holy Spirit, Lord, Jesus/Son
Me/Myself Inner, Personal, Body, Soul, Life, Within

Man/Mankind, Universe

Relationship Connection, Presence, Peace, Continue,
Energy/Earth/Nature, Strength, Walk

Belief/Believing/Faith Bible, Religion, Prayer/Piag, Knowing,
Understanding, Knowing, Feeling, Guide/Guiding,
Journey, Purpose, Motivation, Force, Challenge

Note.“Themes” indicate major categories of overarchimgntes derived from spirituality definition surveySub-
themes are classified by relevance into categonégr existing major themes.

Religiosity
When asked if they were “religious people”, of #hieresearch study respondents, 32
responded yes, 11 said no, and the remaining feve wndecided (see Figure 7).

Figure 7. Breakdown of religiosity self-reported in surveyResponses indicated answer to
guestion “Are you a religious person.”
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Religious Affiliation

Of the 47 research participants, all 47 providedftllowing in terms of their religious
affiliation: 15 were Baptist, four were Catholio/é were Pentecostal, three were Lutherans, 11
were Non-Denominational, one was Muslim, one wasdstic, one responded as having no
religious affiliation whatsoever, and six respondsdother.” (see Figure 8).

Figure 8 Participant self-reported religious affiliation.
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Agnostic
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Religion and Spirituality

When asked if one had to be a religious persomderdo be a spiritual person, of the
forty-seven research study participants, five yasl 39 said no, and three were undecided
(see Figure 9).

Figure 9 Religion and spirituality response. Figure aadeés number of participants responding
to the question “Does one have to be a religiousqrein order to be a spiritual person?”
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Spirituality Responses

When asked to provide responses to various quastemarding spirituality as it relates
to others, participants’ own spirituality, belief God or a Higher Power, and the role of
spirituality in their lives, the forty-seven reselaparticipants provided the following Likert scale
responses in terms of majority: 14 (29.8%) disadrthat all human beings were spiritual
beings, 23 (48.9%) agreed themselves to be spibtiags, 41 (87.2%) strongly agreed that
there was a God or a Higher Power, 37 (78.7%) gtycergreed that in terms of their spirituality,
God or the Higher Power is the authority, 21 (51).3%0ngly agreed that their spirituality
defined who they were, 28 (59.5%) strongly agréed prayer was a part of their daily life, and
15 (31.9%) agreed that meditation was a parteaif thaily life (see Figure 10).
Figure 1Q Selected frequencies of response to a numhlmgueastions regarding spirituality.

Figure indicates average level of agreement withh egatement on a 1-5 Likert-type scale
(1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

All human beings are spiritual beings
Meditation is a part of my daily life

My spirituality defines who | am

Prayer is a part of my daily life

| consider myself to be a spiritual person

God or a Higher Power is my spiritual authority
My spirituality is an important part of who | am

| believe there is a God or a Higher Power

Making Meaning
When asked to provide responses to various quastegarding spirituality as it relates
to their educational journey, the 47 research gpehts provided the following Likert scale

responses in terms of majority: 30 (63.8%) stromgireve themselves to be a person of faith, 28
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(59.6%) strongly agreed that their spiritualitc@nected to their faith, 30 (63.8%) strongly
agreed that their spirituality helped them to cojth their daily life, 27 (57.4%) strongly agreed
that their spirituality helped them to cope witlkithreducational experiences, 31 (66%) strongly
agreed that their spirituality was tied to theitfaand hope in God or a Higher Power, and
twenty-nine (61.7%) strongly agreed that theirigpat development was important to them. In
addition, see Figure 11 for a depiction of Likerale responses to a number of questions
regarding “making meaning” on the spirituality seyv

Figure 11 Selected frequencies of response to a number stiqus regarding the “making

meaning” component of the spirituality survey. Wgindicates average level of agreement with
each statement on a 1-5 Likert-type scale (1 =ngtyodisagree to 5 = strongly agree).

My spirituality allows me to cope with my educational experiences 4.4
My spirituality gives me purpose in life 4.45
My spirituality is connected to my faith 4.47
My spirituality is tied to my faith and hope in God/a Higher Power 4.51
My spirituality helps me to cope with my daily life 4.53
My spiritual development is important to me 4.55
I am a person of faith 4.62
1 2 3 4 5

Spirituality and Educational Persistence

When asked to provide responses to various quastegarding spirituality as it relates
to their educational journey, the 47 research gpehts provided the following Likert scale
responses in terms of majority: 17 participantsZ3@ agreed that their spiritual development
was enhanced by their educational experience, dRipants (40.4%) strongly agreed that their
educational experiences were enhanced by theitusdidevelopment, 22 participants (46.8%)
strongly agreed that their spirituality had a dirgiect on their continuing their education, 20

participants (42.6%) strongly agreed that theiriglity played a role in their having obtained
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an Associate’s degree, and 29 participants (61stPongly agreed that their spirituality would
play a role in their completion of their baccalaieedegree at the university level. Furthermore,
depictions of Likert scale responses to the “edanat persistence” component of the
spirituality survey are depicted in Figure 12.

Figure 12 Selected frequencies of response to a number stique regarding the “educational

persistence” component of the spirituality survéjgure indicates average level of agreement
with each statement on a 1-5 Likert-type scale §irengly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

My spiritual development is enhanced by my
educational experience

My spirituality has a direct effect on my continuing

my education 3.91

My spirituality played a role in obtaining an

Associate's degree at the community college level 3.98

My educational experiences are enhanced by my

spiritual development 3.98

My spirituality will play a role in my completion of
the baccalaureate degree at the university level

4.34

Focus Group Discussion
From the 47 eligible completed surveyoeglents, 25 were invited to take part in a
guided focus group discussion. These 25 surveicjpamts provided the most divergent
responses with regard to age, gender, ethniciigjoas affiliation, and their own personal
definition of spirituality. Of the 25 who receivdis invitation, 10 responded with interest and
eight ultimately participated in the guided focusugp discussion. From the original 10 focus
group participants invited, eight actually partetipd. Table 4 provides general demographic

information on the guided focus group discussionigpants.
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Table 4 Demographic Characteristics of Guided Focus @miscussion Participants with
Accompanying Spirituality Definitions

Name

Age
Range

Gender

Race /
Ethnicty

Religious
Affiliation

Spirituality Definition

Participant 1

45-54

F

AA

Pentecostal

Spirituality is the
relationship that you have
with God that is through
fellowship. To fellowship is
to acknowledge the
existence, read the bible,
pray, meditate, operate in
faith and relinquish the
negative motive over to a
more positive one.

Participant 2

18-24

Baptist

Spirituality is being
connected to a Higher
Power. It knowing that ther
is a higher being that
controls everything around
you.

D

Participant 3

45-54

AA

Pentecostal /
*Bible believing

Having the belief of the
spirit of God: the father,
son, and holy ghost. That
his son Jesus died for my
sins.

Participant 4

25-34

AA

Non-
Denominational

Spirituality is connecting
with God beyond the
natural realm. It is an
understanding that there is
force that even man canno
explain in words or figure
out mathematically.

a

Participant 5

45-54

Other

Other /
*Inclusive

The acknowledging and
practicing of the essence o
who | am.

f

Participant 6

35-44

Lutheran

Spirituality is inner strength
which provides motivation
within myself to continue tg
have faith that God will
continue to carry me
through the hard times in
life. This spirit keeps the
passion growing for new
challenges and glows
brighter when | am
overwhelmed with life's
challenges.

Participant 7

35-44

AA

Pentecostal

Spirituality is the base of
my reality. Spirituality is
the inner being that lives o
the inside of me. My
relationship with God is
included in my spirituality.

Prayer, communication with
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God, praise to God, are alg
a part of my Spirituality.
The acceptance of God's
son Jesus Christ is a part g
my strength as | continue o
to achieve my Bachelor’s
degree in May 2012, and
masters 2013!

Participant 8 25-34 F AA Other Spirituality is the base of
my reality. Spirituality is
the inner being that lives of
the inside of me. My
relationship with God is
included in my spirituality.
Prayer, communication with
God, praise to God, are alg
a part of my Spirituality.
The acceptance of God's
son Jesus Christ is a part g
my daily life.

o

> —h

O

=2

Note.The demographic information provided above isaefie of guided focus group participants’ respsnse

The guided focus group discussion was conductedsecured room on the campus of
the selected research site institution. The roachrio windows and provided optimum privacy
and discretion. Additionally, this room required/kaode access, preventing unauthorized
interruption of the discussion. Although the graugs comprised of seven female and one male
participant, their ages, religious affiliationsceéethnicity, and definitions of spirituality were
very diverse. It should also be duly noted thahefeight focus group participants, none
indicated compensation as a motivation for theitip@ation. Participants either participated
because of their interaction with the researchealewlisiting the research site institution, faculty
referral, or out of their own personal feelingsafiosity about spirituality and the research
being conducted.

The researcher began the discussion going overadmaisekeeping rules as they

related to respect for each other’s opinion andrmfng the participants about the purpose of the
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meeting. The researcher stated that the intetti®eeting was to provide respondents with an
opportunity to come together to discuss, in furthetail, their initial responses from the on-line
Survey Monkey questionnaire. The researcher aldicated that this type of discussion was
designed to further stimulate participants’ thirkabout their initial responses through talking to
other research participants. It was also statettkils venue gave participants the opportunity to
hear other participants’ responses and positiotisetoesearch questions posed. The guided
focus group discussion was structured so thattigit feed off of one another and encourage a
more hearty and robust discussion on the topipioitgality and educational persistence.

The researcher shared with the group that they eah selected as a result of their
responses to the initial on-line survey questiomabpirituality means something different to
each individual person and there was somethinguenadpout what they each said. The
researcher established a very user-friendly enment informing participants that this was
indeed their discussion and her role was to sdéeljitate.

Research Question 1: How is spirituality defined byommunity college students who
persist?

The focus group discussion began with the overagctesearch question: What is the
relationship between spirituality and college p&esice among lllinois community college
students who not only graduate, but matriculat®to-year institutions? The researcher, after
having asked the group to think about that quesboa minute or so, asked the group more
specifically, “what is spirituality?” Immediatelyarticipant 1 responded with, “It's that inner
guidance...that voice that will compel you to reaajhbr -- to go further.” Participant 1
believed that spirituality was often her sole seu€support that enabled her to do these things.

She shared with the group the following:
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As for me, | received my Associate’s degree bacRinHowever it's taken me this long
because | had to overcome a lot of obstacles -Hyfaemotional, even mental living
conditions -- you know, to get to this point. Artdaatime | think | would have given up,

it was that small inner voice that says, “You knehat? You've got to keep going.” You

got to keep pushing. And it was that very thingy-spiritual life and existence -- that

guided me to this point (Participant 1, personahcwnication, June 15, 2011).

Participant 2 echoed Participant 1's sentimentspoke of spirituality as a motivating
factor in persistence.

...spirituality is that inner motivation definitelgs you (Participant 1) were saying,

because your inner motivation lets you believe wiglour whole heart and your whole

soul and mind that you can be the best that you teame. Whatever you want to do, you
can do it, regardless of whatever is going on iaryide or regardless of what people may
think of you or how people may view you in socibtyyou just going to a community
college. Your inner spirituality, it just allows ydo say, “You know what? I'm going to

do what | have to do to better myself (Participanpersonal communication, 2011)!”

Participant 7 believed that her spirituality was life but in addition to serving as a
motivational factor, her spirituality provided heith a source of strength. According to
Participant 7, “...spirituality is who | am and | widunot be who | am at all if it wasn't for God
in my life.” Participant 7 was divorced and théesprovider for her own biological children as
well as foster children. She claims to have bespired by a motivational speaker who visited
her church. According to Participant 7, the speakss at the top of her field at a private lllinois
university, and the words of the speaker motivéwed(Participant 7) to return to school.

For some of the focus group participants, theimitdn of spirituality was directly
connected with their religion and/or religious frees. However, the majority of the group
voiced a clear delineation between the two. Fpeit 2 spoke of the division created by
religious denomination and dogma. She also bedispdrituality in terms of it being larger than
religion:

God is a spirit. And that’s how He talks to usptigh our spirit, you know. And He

corrects and fixes things and also tests thosgshmour physical lives along with the
people who are around us. Now, religion, thagdlyesomething that | have been
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thinking a lot about lately because I'm a part gbapel singing group and we go to

different churches in different denominations. Apoly know, we have been in all types

of churches — Pentecostal, Baptist, Methodist, @eathLutheran...and when you get to a

certain type of church, you expect the people af tenomination to act a certain kind of

way. This really bothers me because | feel likeefre all Christians then we’re all
serving the same God, right? Are we really exmkttidbehave a certain way because our
religious affiliation says Baptist, or Catholic, Miethodist? That is something that my
church has been struggling with -- and | see ihd Aometimes it really hurts me and it
makes me cry because | feel that God wouldn't warb be so divided. So, yes, religion
and spirituality are two different things. And définitely believe that spirituality is

greater than religion (Participant 2, personal camication, 2011).

Participant 3 also made a clear demarcation betwpieruality and religion and
provided the group with the following:

Well, to me -- you know, you may have your own apm but to me, religion means to

do it over and over again. But with spiritualitypure seeking to hear the word of God. It

no longer becomes going to a certain church, gmagticertain things. You're really

listening for a word from God...something specifigdthr you. And, correct me if I'm

wrong, have there been times when you've gonedealiurch, and God spoke exactly

what you needed to hear (Participant 3, persormahmanication, 2011)?

Participant 5 echoed the sentiments of many obther focus group discussion
participants in terms of defining spirituality frotie relationship aspect; however, she also
provided an undiscovered notion of spirituality adtressed in the body of literature perused for
this research study nor, identified by the researahterms of a priori codes and themes. This
notion of spirituality involved gender identificati, or a male or female categorization being
assigned to God or Higher Power. According toipi@dnt 5, spirituality is relational but
religion (in terms of organized hierarchical refigs institutions) is simply codification of the
laws of the dominant power structure and this teguh gender identification being assigned to
God or a Higher Power.

Participant 4, like Participant 5, spoke of spailtty from another very different vantage

point that had not been identified by the researhthe literature reviewed for this study, nor

through her own creation of a priori themes andesodAccording to Participant 4, his
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spirituality was symbiotic with humility. For thigarticipant, God is in control and is viewed as
the absolute Higher Power and he willingly surreade His will.

During the course of the focus group discussiaghtesommunity college graduates
students created their own definition of spirittyafind educational persistence that the
researcher summarized and read aloud in their pcese

Acceptance of His will for your life, in spite ofhen you're at a place that you never

thought you would be because it wasn't part of yidels navigational systemin spite

of the struggle, even when the very road and timirmaous pseudo practice of going here

and there is not doing it for you; you know it's about the worship building or the

worship service; in spite of war zones and the agy/issues that you have to deal with as

a parent, a mom, a soldier, a student, life-algedimanges, in spite of near-death illnesses,

in spite of the children, in spite of the changeterms of what the family thought you

should, or could, or might have been, and evepiite ®f grades in those classes where
we were not as successful as we wish we would haea, we still accept His will for

our life because you know, in spite of it all, ygee yourself graduating with a Bachelor’'s

degree — walking across that stage (Participant8,lJpersonal communication, 2011).

Research Question 2: For community college studentgho persist, how do they come to
make meaning of their educational journey?

Focus group Discussion participants claimed they there able to “make sense of it all”
(e.g., life, school, purpose, meaning, obstacles) because of their spiritual connection and
relationship with God or a Higher Power. Theymlad this relationship to be very personal —
liken to that of “me and God or a Higher Power,iagigthe world.” For the greater majority of
the focus group discussion participants, spirityalias intrinsically tied to their motivation to
persist in their educational studies. They oftfienred to God or a Higher Power speaking to
them or “hearing a word from Him”. They believédt this communication with God or a
Higher Power created an interactive relationshigvben themselves, their spirituality, and God
or a Higher Power. They fully acknowledged Godhar Higher Power as the authority and in
this trichotomous relationship, self, spiritualignd God or the Higher Power was linked with

their walk (way in which they behaved, functionadd interacted with others), their daily life,



93

and essential to their existence as this relatiprista continuum — far above and beyond their
educational experiences and pursuits. They lot&kegirituality for not only guidance, and
motivation but also, a much needed source of sasten

...that's what it means to me, spirituality. When y@avd a connection with God and you

believe in God, you know? Whatever you are abogotthrough, He’s going to take

care of you, and you're going to hear a word fram.H no longer sought a certain

religion. It's who is feeding my soul (Participatpersonal communication, 2011).

Participant 3 believed that when one practicestsplity, as opposed to religion, one is
able to arrive at a place where one is able to bhawvee relationship and connection with God
and because of this relationship she was alsotalalecept that this was His will for her life. She
understood that there would be struggles and pmablaut because of her faith and connection
with the Lord, she believed that despite theseghiall would be well.

Although all of the focus group participants claghtBemselves to be spiritual beings, the
majority of them did not believe that all peoplerevspiritual Participant 3 however, provided a
different perspective.

| think that all people -- | believe that all peeglre spiritual. | think that's the thing that

connects us all. And I also think that that's ohéhe things that we don't recognize --

that we are spiritual beings. My personal bebethiat God is spirit. And without God,
there could not be. And | believe that God liveslirof us. And, again, we just don't
recognize that. We were created to be in His inaagkHis likeness. But, again, there are
times to where | believe that there’s so much thgiing on in the lives of people to

where we just have not come into the awarenesshankhowledge (Participant 3,

personal communication, 2011).

Participant 5 believed that human beings commuaispirit-to-spirit and further
suggested that we misinterpret the spirit of Golihmting our spiritual connection to gender
specificity, particularly, the male/female perspeet She believed that because God is a spirit,

we reference Him as “He” but there are those wiszidlee God as being “Mother God” just as

others reference Him as “Father God.” In viewingd@s a spirit opposed to God being
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identified by gender, she claims to make meaningemability to see the full glory, abundance,
kindness, and love in the world and this keepgjoarg. Participant 5 also referenced the Bible
as referring to “God as love” and questioned thatause love is without boundary, how one
could relegate an omnipotent and omniscient powernadle and female terminology. For
Participant 5, specific religious and denominatlatescriptors did not apply.

In addition to how focus group participants viewkd world, students spoke to how they
were able to better understand their life-courBleey saw God or a Higher Power as providing
support, instructions and directions for their Heelling them what to do and where to go.
Participant 4 claims to seek the Lord for directiorvery aspect of his life and even shared with
the group that he gives all credit to God for hgséciate’s degree completion and connects his
spirituality with his faith in God. For this pasipant, God is in control and he willingly
surrenders as he views God as the absolute aythorit

| pray to God about everything. | even prayed tal @een before | came here. | said,

God, please help me to communicate with everybodyat they are able to understand

how important my spirituality is to me. Spirituglihas helped me to be humble. It has

helped me to realize that | need to do the thihgsod has told me to do. And if | do
that, then | will prosper. He’s still given me ahet chance to succeed so it's because of
that, | can't prosper in college without spirittxahi- it's helped me in so many ways.

(Participant 4, personal communication, 2011).

All of the focus group discussion participantskepto the obstacles, trials, tribulations,
and insurmountable challenges faced but many mefecktheir faith as being a conduit to God
or a Higher Power. According to these studentsr faith allowed them to better understand

life accepting both the good with the bad as thas all a part of their journey. For these

students, the journey was also a part of God oHigber Power’s divine purpose for their lives.
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Research Question 3: What is the relationship betvem spirituality and community college
student persistence?

When the members of the group were asked how $peituality their educational
persistence, they spoke of spirituality as theidg\orce behind their ability to continue.
Participant 7 said that when her body is tired,dpearit tells her to continue. Participant 6
claimed that there was a direct correlation betwesrspirituality and her persistence stating
that with the personal attacks on her body andlifiess issues, without Him, she would not have
made it. She gives herself no credit for her acadsuccesses thus far and attributes it all to her
relationship and faith in God.

When the group was asked if they could do colleglkout God, they unanimously said,
“no.” They shared that their spirituality sustaihem, keeps, them, and allows them to continue
their education in spite of the obstacles, stungphitocks, and hurdles of not only baccalaureate
studies, but also, life. Participant 3 furtherpded the following:

When my flesh doesn't want to do homework or studwhatever, the spirit speaks to

me and says, you've got to do this! You were aggighis! No matter how hard it may

seem, even in unchartered territory, learning sbmetfor the first time, you’re going to
get through this (Participant 3 personal commuioca011)!

Participant 8 believed that despite the myriad axties that could have impeded her
educational pursuits, she could hear the voiceanf i@ the back of her head. She claims that
without Him, she would not have been able to cargiand His voice and His presence in her
life gave her the will to persevere.

For many of the students who participated in tlea$ogroup discussion, their re-entry
into higher education was not immediate. Altho@gimticipants 2 and 4 entered post-secondary

education as traditional-aged students matricidatmmediately upon high school graduation,

this is, by far, the exception, and not the rulenfimst community college graduates. For both
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Participant 1 and Participant 6, it took more thatecade for them to begin pursuit of a
baccalaureate degree and Participant 7 statedvbatafter being motivated to return, it still
took her an additional two years to enter the comitywcollege where she received her
Associate’s degree.

All of the focus group participants acknowledgkd presence of God or a Higher Power
in their lives and spoke of the presence as aioekttip, a connection, a “walk” with the Lord
and being able to talk with Him and/or hear Hisceoi They also believed that the presence of
God or a Higher Power provided a guiding forcehiiit decision making and strongly
influenced their decisions to not only remain ih@al, but also the strength, motivation,
inspiration, and courage to finish. In spite af tfelay in starting, Participant 7 completed her
Associate’s degree in a year and a half and isdjrentertaining thoughts of pursuing
coursework at the graduate degree level. AccorttifRarticipant 7, “she heard the right things
because she was in the right place because Goeldpter there and this motivated her to begin
her post-secondary educational pursuits.” She tenopenly to the group that she had her
share of challenges with her health, her childeeal with various other things. However,
Participant 7 firmly believed that in spite of thierementioned obstacles, God gives her
strength. “l lean on Him and not myself for string that | am able to continue on with school,
and in two semesters, I'll be done!”

Participant 4’s story, although entering post-séleoyn education immediately upon high
school graduation, was uniquely different from skegen other members of the group.
Participant 4 started out having been admitteddonapetitive Chicago-area university but was,
unfortunately, unsuccessful in this endeavor, and gesult had to begin his academic career

again at the community college level. He viewsspsitual connection with God as having
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allowed him a second chance, or redemption. Fuar Giod is the leader and the guider and has
an ever-present role in his life.
...and | attribute that to the Lord because | cortbtqoray for words to say. You know, |
pray for things to do. | pray for even the smalifst. God, please help me to drive here
safely; God, please help me to study hard; pleagenge the energy to study. And He
always delivers at the right time, at the rightgelaSo, you know, I just pray. And there's
no way that | can do without Him for even one singgcond. Not just one single day, but
not even a single second (Participant 4, persarahtunication, June 15, 2011).
Participant 1 summarized the connection of heitsality to her educational experience
by stating that for her, spirituality “kicks in” véim she experiences self-defined “weakness” and
allows her to continue even when she wants to gpvel he focus group participants all agreed
that their spirituality helped them to stay focusadt provided clear direction, instruction, alpat
to follow, and allowed them to see the end resulhe journey — graduation at the baccalaureate
level. Students also attributed their receiptimdificial aid monies to cover their cost of
attendance to their spirituality and their faithGod. Many in the group shared stories of harsh
economic struggle, single parenting, and a lontphyof challenges with academic achievement
and poor performance. They all believed that @een more than their own family and friends,
provided them with their sole support for academicsuit. Despite insurmountable obstacles,
guided focus group participants believed, stated,agreed that their being enrolled at the
university, at this particular time in their livasas divinely ordered and part of the plan that God
had for them.
Students metaphorically described their acaderperence as it related to their
spirituality and educational persistence to tha ofr without gas. Spirituality was the fuel that
kept them going. Without their connection to Gttty described themselves as running on

empty and believed, like a car, they would havelsimce stopped. For this group of students,

spirituality ran parallel with their educationalrpistence and Participant 4 even provided
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scriptural passage to support their position. “desys in the book of Job that He is the vine, and
we are the branches; and apart from Him, we camotlang.”
Sub-Themes and Discovery

After having listened to the tapes and having catetiia thorough review of the
transcription of the focus group discussion, tleeaecher grouped the themes into three separate
coding categories: God or Higher Power, Self, amg&se. In doing so, the researcher was able
to discover the sub-themes attached to each o tioethe aforementioned codes. Additionally,
the researcher discovered three additional thewlash were as follows:
Man / Mankind, Gender Assignment, and Challengesddy research participants. Table 5
reflects those re-occurring themes, those discoversd sub-themes for both.

Table 5 Emerging Themes, Recurring Themes, Discoveraahiels and Sub-Themes

Emerging Sub-Themes Discovery Sub-Themes
Re-Occurring
Themes
God Faith, Knowing, Man / Mankind Energy, Earth, Nature,
Prayer / Praying / Praise, Universe,
Meditation, Bible, Him Beyond the Natural,
Belief / Believing, Lack of Understanding

Religion, Higher Power,
Soul, Holy Spirit, Jesus,
Lord, Son (Jesus), Force
Presence,
Acknowledging,
Fellowship, Control,
Scripture, Positive,

Motive
Self Inner, Personal, Feeling, Gender “Father God”, “Mother
Me / Myself Body, Walk, Assignment God”, “Him”, “He", Or
Communication / Talk, “His”,
Relationship, Connection Male /Female
Life, Within, Terminology

Overwhelmed, Essence of
who | am, Reality,
Acceptance, Flesh, God’s

Plan

Purpose Journey, Strength, Peacg, Challenges Obstacles, Stumbling
Understanding, Continue Blocks, Hard Times,
Guide / Guiding, Humility, Family,
Motivation, Divine Order, Physical Health, Mental

Achieve / Emotional Instability,
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Financial Means,
Weakness / Tiredness /
Fatigue, Struggle,
Desire to “give up”,
Unchartered Territories,
Lack of academic
success

Note The above-listed themes are derived from infdionagathered in both on-line questionnaires aedgthided

focus group discussion.

Face-to-Face Interviews

Although each of the eight guided focus group pgodnts told fascinating stories about
their spirituality and how they came to make megrmhtheir educational experience, there were
three participants who were uniquely different frtra others and because of such, they were
selected to take part in the face-to-face interypention of the research study. Two of the face-
to-face participants asked the researcher if it atasl possible to meet in the room where the
guided focus group discussion took place and becalulimited scheduling during that time at
the research site institution, two of the threerwews took place in the room requested. The
final interview took place in a secured, privat@fesence room in the Student Affairs suite. The
three participants selected for the purpose of-tadace interviews were assigned pseudonyms
to maintain their anonymity.

As with the guided focus group discussion, theasdeer had multiple methods of
recording the audio of the participants’ spokendgphowever, the researcher did not take any
hand-written notes and shared with the interviemigpants that she would not be doing so.
The researcher felt it important to clearly comneate to the interview participants that their
stories being told in a more intimate setting neefrithe researcher’s undivided attention. The
researcher made constant eye contact with thevieteparticipants and made a conscious effort

to convey through non-verbal gestures of focuselldpa nodding head of agreement, and
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occasional smiles and laughs where appropriatestieawas connecting with them both in-
person and verbally. This connection was evidsriiee-to-face interview participants went
into much more personal detail with their storiésprituality and educational persistence. This
gesture of pure interest on the part of the rebeanmade the interviews with the participants
more conversational and as a result, yielded mchrabust stories. However, the researcher did
keep a personal reflective journal of her intecivith face-to-face participants which helped
to connect the actual physical interview experienith the transcription of the conversation in
absence of hand-written notes.
Eric
The first participant interviewed was Eric. Ergca twenty-six year old African-
American male who comes from a family of accom@islprofessionals, many of whom
currently practice medicine and/or work as licenglkdrmacists. This, as he shared, was to be
his lot in life also and for him, academics haveargresented much in the way of a struggle.
Prior to high school graduation Eric was admitted ia competitive Chicago-area university.
He shared with the researcher that he never stagiddor the most part, took his educational
experience for granted.
| came from a background where, you know, studyagn’t important to me because |
didn’t have to do it. And | didn't realize that uitgot to college -- actually until | got to
my second college. Before that | went to the uisivg and | was one to always go off
the cuff, you know, always just trying to do thirgjsthe last minute and | realized, after |
flunked out, that wasn’t going to work for me anymo It was humbling having to go to
a community college after that but my spiritualitys helped me to be humble. It has
helped me to realize that | need to do the thihgsGod has told me to do. And, if | do
that, then | will prosper. He's shown me in marffedent ways. There are times where
I've said, “Nah, come on... | don't need to do th&hat way.” And yet, God has still
forgiven me and He’s still given me another chatocgucceed. So it's because of that, |
just feel so fortunate to have another opportupégause | know that | can’t prosper in

college without my spirituality which connects neetlhe Lord. My spirituality has helped
me in so many ways...(Eric, personal communicatiane3, 2011).
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Eric, Research Question 1: How is spirituality dahed by community college
students who persist?

When Eric was asked by the researcher to defindisgity, he opined

as follows:

Well, spirituality involves a relationship with Goltl involves you realizing that there's a
higher self, that there's someone that is beyoul there's someone that is looking out
for you and that is guiding your every step. Spdiity exceeds, of course, the physical
senses of sight, smell, hear, or touch. It's somegtiat can't be explained. It's something
that is very... you know... it's there, but you cgmit your finger or you can't really
explain it in words. It's just there (Eric, persbcemmunication, July 23, 2011).

Eric informed the researcher that his spirituags very important to him and without

it, he wouldn’t be here. When asked by the re$earo specify, “what is here?”, Eric stated the

following:

...In school, at my job, at home, anywhere, just dailive in general. Spirituality is a
driving force for me to really live. And there'sldference between existing and living.
Existing involves you're just being there physigafind, again, we talk about the
physical senses. But spirituality is more -- yeuipt only existing, but you sense
everything that's around you, including the thitigs you really can't explain in words or
you can't touch with your hands. It's something iha- it's just there. And you know it's
moving you (Eric, personal communication, July 2311).

Eric believed that spirituality was an awarenesthefpresence of a Higher Power which
guides you every step of the way and he also badighvat all people were spiritual beings but
suggested that many are unaware.

All people are spiritual beings. However, theretaase that really don't sense their
spirituality. They don't embrace spirituality agyhshould. There are those that just want
to live logically. They want to live by everythirtigat they touch, everything that they can
see. But spirituality involves faith, which accordito the Word in Hebrews 11:1, Faith
is the substance of all things hoped for and th@egxe of things not seen. So we're all
spiritual human beings, but there are those tla@lyrembrace their spirituality and know
that there's something in the air (Eric, persooahmunication, June 23, 2011).

Eric has a strong belief in God or a Higher Poared affirmed that there was an obvious

distinction between spirituality and religion. Henc, spirituality provided him with a
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relationship with God and because of this relatiqméie possesses a broader scope of the world
around him. According to Eric, “...although you wbkhow everything that’s around you, you
are aware of a presence.” For Eric, religion wasemoutine.
There are people who go to church, and they liveligion. There's nothing spiritual --
there's very little that's spiritual in their walkjust is there. | know that there's a church
building I have to go to. | know | have to do thesgetain things — like a practice — bow
and pray and stand and sit — like going throughtbéons (Eric, personal
communication, June 23, 2011).

Eric, Research Question 2: For community collegawdents who persist, how do
they come to make meaning of their educational jourey?

Eric spoke of spirituality as being relational gsu are willing to put your heart and soul
into it and you know that you want to do this besmii is the right direction for you.” For Eric,
spirituality is an intimate part of his daily lifé¢de shared with the researcher that he prays
because he wants to commune and fellowship with &aldin doing so, he is better able to
experience all that God has for him. He refere@otd as being the driving force in every
aspect of his life and the connection to God isulgh his faith. Eric believed that his faith and
spirituality allowed him to believe in the unsedfor Eric, “spirituality involves just knowing
that there’s something in the air, something thalriving you, something that is guiding you —
in the right direction.” Eric stated that he hadvibled himself to God’s will for his life and in
doing so, his spiritual connection to God allowéu ko better understand the plan He had for
him. When asked how he came to make meaning thrihwegdriving force of faith, Eric
providing the following:

...with faith, you know that there’s a purpose. Yawow that you're supposed to do

something, and you’re supposed to impact certanplee But you don’t know with just

your natural mind. However, when there’s somethingj is driving you to do something
that you really are born with, that you have a within you but that needs to be

developed, then you understand that there’s a gerpdhat you’re not just here to make
money. You're here to impact people. You're herbasuccessful. You're here to help
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others be successful. And that really is the mepafrlife. (Eric, personal
communication, June 23, 2011).

For Eric, his educational experience was enhabgdds spirituality and he conveyed
this message as he spoke of his first post-secprdcational experience at the university.
According to Eric, his family wanted him to pursplearmacy as this would be a more
financially lucrative career. After taking thetial science courses, he failed miserably. Soon
after, this lack of academic success was refleictéis other courses and for a brief time, he
thought about giving up as opposed to starting.oVéhen he first arrived at the community
college, he began with English. His love for laage and speaking was further increased by his
Communications class and he believes that histsgiity led him to the community college to
pursue that major as this is what God intends ifortb do.

Eric spoke metaphorically about his relationshifhwgod in terms of finding his purpose
as God placed a seed, or purpose, within him asplitgethe storm, or obstacles, with
nourishment, or spirituality, the seed will stiiroe forth and bear fruit:

The seed is able to withstand the storm, partigulanen it is developed in a really solid
foundation. God placed that seed under good granddhat soil was my family. My
family is comprised of, of course, people who aoaf the medical field. But they
understand the importance of education, and thdgnstand the importance of gifts. My
grandfather in Cameroon was an economics majohardved economics. He was in
the labor union in Cameroon and he really wantediis and his grandkids to know the
importance of a good quality education; but alsd ffou use your education to not only
make money, but to impact those around you...So tinatle that seed implanted by
God, the soil that was my family which really hadge surround — you know, surround
that seed against all the storms that might hawgecd\nd the storms are people that just
talked negatively about me and said, “Well, commations isn’t going to be
anything.”...”You're not going to make money in doitigat.” And even though people
said that, somehow or another, that seed developbe soil which helped me to realize
my gift — Communications. | didn't realize it fuliyntil | went to the community college
and even today, | still don't realize it to itslésit extent. But eventually, with more
sunlight and with more water of the Word (of Gatyyill begin to grow into a beautiful
harvest (Eric, personal communication, June 231201
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Eric went on with the metaphor of the seed andythaad, fertile ground stating that as he
grows in his faith, his spiritual connection to Gadreases and like a seed, his spiritual
maturation develops roots. According to Eric, natter what is going on around the seed
(obstacles or impediments to growth such as wiad, storm, heat, etc.), his spiritual roots
allow him to yet withstand.

Eric, Research Question 3: What is the relationspi between spirituality and
community college student persistence?

When Eric was asked about the relationship withitsiity and educational persistence,
he spoke of trials and tribulations and the deirgive up. He openly shared that sometimes
school is just tough and in spite of him knowingttbommunication is a gift that God has placed
within him, there were times when it still just betes too much.

| had to work also and take care of family. Soatsweally just tough for me. And | had

to really rely on spirituality and it helped me liza that | have to be humble. | have to

realize that nothing good comes easy...You know,o& kt the story of Jesus. In order

for us to really receive eternal salvation, he teagay the hard price of going on the
cross. And there are many others in the bibleghatv that nothing really good comes
easy...that eventually you will have to go throughal$rand persist amongst those trials
and this is tested by your faith....l had to reatizis with my education. | had to accept
that even though I'm doing all this homework am@ve to study a lot for tests, | have to
rely on Him and persist in my relationship with Himorder to complete my education

(Eric, personal communication, June 23, 2011).

Eric affirmed that his education is but one of tha&ls of his life’s journey, all of which
are designed to fulfill his own unique purpose.ais® shared that in his completing his
Bachelor’s degree he will be able to share witlergtihe story of God planting the seed within
him and in doing so, help them to realize that ttoeyhave a destination, purpose, and goal.
Susan

The next participant to take part in the face-toefanterview portion of the research

study was Susan. Susan was a forty-one year olteE¥Mon-Hispanic woman and she recalled
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that during a near-death experience, her only tegide was not finishing her Bachelor’'s
degree. During the guided focus group discussi@aitold the group that she couldn't expect
her son, at the time graduating eighth grade, tetstand the impact of not being able to finish
what you started unless she finished what sheestai$usan spoke very candidly to the
researcher about the day she got the call thdutigs for transplant were available. She walked
the researcher through every step that she anduseand took, from leaving the house to being
rolled down the hospital hallway on the gurney.céwing to Susan, “I remember telling God
that if He gave me a chance to succeed and geranmisplant and do what | needed to do and get
back on my feet, that | would finish it before mgxntime around. Now, I'm just twenty-six
hours away from finishing and I'm going to do iBusan'’s story of thoughts of baccalaureate
degree completion from her deathbed compelleddbearcher to invite her to take part in the
face-to-face interview portion of the research gtud

Susan, Research Question 1: How is spirituality deed by community college
students who persist?

When asked to define spirituality, Susan opinedaliewing:

Spirituality, for me, is the driving force that keeme not only internally happy, but

externally. | don't choose to deviate from whapiritually believe in and that which I've

been taught. This keeps me on the straight andwda where | try and not take the left
turn or the right turn, or worse yet, a wrong t(Busan, personal communication, June

23, 2001).

Susan shared more intimate details about therdtheihospital. She spoke to me about
the surgeon on the cell phone with the medicakart team in the Lear jet which carried her
new set of lungs. She talked about the priest @ame to pray with her and her family. She
also talked about how much she regretted, at tlhatent in time, not finishing what was

important to her — her education. She also shardme that after the surgery she was in a

coma for a month and her belief that, because of3will, she awakened.
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Susan affirmed that she definitely believed in Goa Higher Power and although
deeply spiritual herself, she did not believe tdhhuman beings were spiritual and this was also
her position while participating in the guided feaygroup discussion:

As | said in the focus group, the generation todagts to have physical proof. They

don't believe in spirituality or faith, becauseytlveant to have the instant gratification.

They've lived in this instant gratification world telephones being stuck to their pocket,

Facebook, Twitter, Skyping, and texting in kindetga -- things that we didn't ever

have. So because you can't see it, there’s dould@cause you can’t put your hands on it,

to them, it doesn’t exist (Susan, personal comnaiian, June 23, 2011).

When asked about the difference between spirijuatid religion, Susan made reference
to rote practices associated with various religidogmas and doctrines:

Religion is a faith-based idea where you go to chuYou know, you open the Holy

Bible or it could be, you know, the Koran. It ihatever religion you are practice. But

with spirituality, | don't have to go to church 8anday, because I've got every day. |

have every second of Him. I'm selfish. | may calllim 50 times in one day. In fact,

I've got him on speed dial...I'm weird, because | icoie driving down the road or

sitting at work, and | speak to God. He's on cdll’2He's mine and | have a personal

relationship with him (Susan, personal communicatiune 23, 2011).

Susan, Research Question 2: For community collegaudents who persist, how do
they come to make meaning of their educational jourey?

When | asked Susan how she came to make meaniiig siie took in a deep breath and
said that she was going to be here — regardless.inflicated her belief that God gives her
support, holds her up when she needs it, and alspskher motivated. She referred to Him as
her driver and herself, just a passenger in lifee 8lso talked about countless job opportunities
that required a Bachelor’s degree for which she wagialified. Surprisingly, she was not upset
by this but in fact, laughed and referred to tlsisGad’'s way of making sure that she turned out
to be what He wanted her to be and finish what ldeted her to finish — her Bachelor's.

For Susan, faith was the conduit to her persomahection with God. According to

Susan, “when you put your faith in something, weeitis your marriage, God, your child, your
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education, or your goals...you have to believe imtfieShe stated that she had a commitment
with the Lord so much so that she was able towdaie to Him that she believed in Him. She
affirmed her belief in God and stated that evemgfoshe couldn’t see Him, when she was at her
lowest of the lows, she could feel Him as if He @/bolding her shoulders. Susan’s spiritual
development was also critically important to hesls affirmed that she continually renewed her
faith and spirit as this allows God to continugedoch her both inside and out. According to
Susan, He fills the void and because of this, slable to positively affect the lives of others.
Susan referred to this as spiritually “paying iward.”

When Susan was asked about the connection befagieiand spirituality, she
referenced her near-death experience once again.

You have to have faith in what you can't see. Busspirituality to exist, you do have to

let go and say, “You are truly my God — You aréfdu have to let go of the inhibitions,
the fears and doubts that perhaps He really do@sstt..you know, the unknowns...that
when we do die, you know, do you believe that yogwing to go to heaven or hell or in
between and linger? To me, if you have true faittlu know you're going to go to heaven
because no matter how bad you are, if you ask Gofibfgiveness on your death bed --
and let me tell you, | asked Him for a lot of forgness on my true death bed, He’s going
to be there. For me, God was there the whole {Basan, personal communication, June
23, 2011).

Challenge is not foreign to Susan as she discldaadg the interview that she was a
teenage mom. She believed that because of hiey éan then, she has been able to overcome.

...itwas as if God slapped me in the head and $4al have now a life lesson.” And let
me tell you, without God -- and | thank God eveay dor my son because honestly, |
would not have been so determined, for 20 yeargetany degree finished. I'm going on
20 years now but I'm going to do it. It doesn't tewaif it's one class a semester or 12
credit hours like last semester, plus three fotfplos, 15 credit hours, which was
insane, working full-time, being a wife, a mom..tBie puts stepping stones in front of
us which stops us for a minute and gives us a eéhtmiook at the whole picture — from
start to finish...from the day that -- He knew nattpbefore | was even created, before |
was even in my mother's womb, God knew | would lthese journeys. And even when
| step out of line, He’s going to bring me back $&n, personal communication,

June 23, 2011).
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Susan, Research Question 3: What is the relationghibetween spirituality and
community college student persistence?

Susan suggested to the researcher that finishisgsw@nymous was completion and in
order for her to complete, she’d have to persist.

| won't give up. | won't lose faith in myself, beis@ God won't lose faith in me. God
makes me be held accountable for the promised thate to him. Even if it is one class
a year, one class, | just -- | don't want to beua || made Him a promise so if | start

lying to Him, how's He going to believe me whenuly need Him? And He knows when
| call on Him, that it really is something -- iti®t just trivial... that's not what He's there
for. And, to me, He's the one that -- God, meatfithg' is God -- He's the one that makes
me be accountable to everyone. That's how it isoulcchave had an abortion. | could
have made so many other choices in life but GothBussme and makes me be held
accountable for my actions -- not anybody elsebody. Because | am accountable to
him, | am a better person every day (Susan, personamunication, June 23, 2011).

Susan believed that spirituality and the persemelves have a connection to God. For
Susan, her spirituality was at the nucleus of mby ber connection with God but also with her
family, her education, and the world. Her spiriiyaalso allowed her to hear God'’s voice and
when she didn’t do that which He desired for heddpshe felt unsettled. She spoke of being
stirred one day in the summer and how her spirét kggtless. Her health was stable and her
family was good but she knew that she had notuytéliéd the promise she made to the Higher
Power which she believed.

...just inside, I had this hole. And | kept saying/Hat is it? What am | missing that |

don't have?” And that's when it hit me like a tdnlwicks -- you need to get back in

school. You're healthy enough now. And it was gudivine intervention from God. |
happened to mention it at work. And all of a sudd®y the next day, | was registered at
the university, on my way over here to buy my boakd pay for class. You see, |
realized why | wasn't spiritually happy. Even drly take one class, and some terms |

did, I'm still on the right path and doing exactirat | promised Him (Susan, personal

communication, June 23, 2011).

When | asked Susan about her near-death experenickeow this tied into her

spirituality and her education, she responded thighfollowing:
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That was the one thing that | could not face my geif— failure...that | did not finish

my Bachelor's degree. When | walked across thgesfieom the community college in

2001 with honors, everything was going great. d aacholarship to a private Indiana

university — then my health began to fail. | stdrto feel like school was not important

anymore and | needed to go to work. | put evenglaside — my education, the loss of
two foster children, and my healing — all to golsxwork where | thought I could

pretty much block it all out -- ignore it. So whegot sick, it was so hard to know that --

you know, my son was in 8th grade. All of his fi@s...how could | tell them to

continue on no matter how hard it gets? That, yoank God is there. He's going to lift

you up. He's going to take you over the speed Isumfife. And if | couldn't finish, how

could I make him finish? How could | even expecg ahmy kids to finish? | remember
saying, “God, please let this work so | can firtisk one thing | regret.” | had a perfect
son. | had a perfect husband. | had a perfect yarjlist didn't have that one thing — my

Bachelor’s degree and the memory of me walkingssctbe stage (Susan, personal

communication, June 23, 2011).

Susan believed that it was truly God’s plan farlife to be completing her baccalaureate
degree at the research site institution. Susanlpgéared her initial dislike for the institution
and said that she had lost her $25,000 scholatglaprivate Indiana University. She believed
that because of her original feelings about thituteon and the course of events that caused her
to lose the scholarship from the private universttwas God's plan for her life to be at the
research site institution at this particular timéner life. Susan stated that even she couldn’t
figure out why God wanted her here, at this timg,dine willingly accepted that this was His
plan for her life’s journey. For Susan, her spaility was extremely important and it was part
and parcel for her having attended the researehrstitution in pursuit of her Bachelor's degree
for the past five years.

Adrienne

The third and final participant was a 47 year ofddan American woman named
Adrienne. Hearing a word from God was criticallyportant to Adrienne as like Susan, she too
faced death, head on, but for Adrienne, hers wasrehospital room, but on the battlefield of

the Iragi War. Adrienne is a retired military veterwho publicly shared during the guided focus
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group discussion that had it not been for God,omb¢ would she not have finished her
Associate’s and matriculated to the baccalaureageeg-level, she would likely not be alive.
Adrienne’s presence and stories during the guidedd group discussion brought a sense of
maturity wrought with inner emotional and mentauggle along with sage advice gained only
through personal experience. She told me abouhpahurch on the side of the road in a
combat environment, oftentimes after a bomb hadoebegl near their tank, and even with bullets
and missiles flying overhead.
When we moved from base to base, as they gavergeusoto go, you had to find the
best church for you. And for me, that was whereuld hear from God. It wasn't a
specific religion, a denomination. It was some platere God could really speak to me,
some place that | could really exercise my spant] | could hear from God and that's the
difference to me. Because, as | said before whalkéd with youwhen we were in a
convoy going from Kuwait to Iraq, there were noltungs. There were no
denominations. We all got out of our vehicles, amdpraised God right on the road.
Everybody came out with a bible, if they had onlee Thaplain got out. And we had
service right there (Adrienne, personal communicatlune 23, 2011).

Adrienne, Research Question 1: How is spiritualitydefined by community college
students who persist?

When | asked Adrienne to define spirituality, segponded that is was a belief in a
Higher Power and knowing that there is a God tied €r your sins. She also affirmed that this
same God was a protector. Like both Eric and Susdnenne made reference to not being able
to see God but believing within one’s heart thatedists. For her, spirituality was extremely
important and it was aligned with her belief in Goddrienne saw a clear delineation between
religion and spirituality and made reference tacpeang religion or religiosity.

Well, to me, religion is just religiously, or reggedly, practicing a habit. And, to me,

spirituality is not just a habit. It's a beliefsla belief in a Higher Power, somebody that

protects you, you know. But there's a big diffeeebetween the two...And, you know,
like they say, people can go to church every SunBayif somebody needs twenty
dollars, or whatever, you know, they wouldn't higlpm out. If they saw somebody in

need, they wouldn't help them out. And, to me,'shast religion. You're religiously
going to church, but spiritually, you know, you kait developed. You haven't developed
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-- you haven't matured in the word of God (Adriegnmersonal communication,
June 23, 2011).

Adrienne further discussed spiritual developmereims of defining spirituality, suggesting that
it was visible through one’s actions.

...Well, you know, what I'm talking about is displagithe fruits of the spirit, being

loving, kind, meek, having the traits of God, aadihg your fellow man. You know,

love your neighbor as you would want them to tseat. And, you know, your

spirituality is external. It's a part of who yoteabut it can be seen through your actions

towards others (Adrienne, personal communicatione 23, 2011).

Adrienne expressed a belief that spirituality wasnuch internal as it was external. She
shared with me how she was often approached bylpadw said that they had watched her as
she interacted with others and questioned her afébher or not she was a minister. She
attributed this to the way she carries herselfaled how she practices her belief in God — being
good to others. Adrienne stated that she beli@v&bd but specifically, believes in the Holy
Trinity often referred to in the Christian faith e Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. She
believes that Jesus laid down his life for our sitien He laid down His life on the cross. She
also believes in the word of God and believes tideBo be true. When questioned about her
faith in God as it relates to her spirituality givevided the following:

...As | said before, faith is -- if | will quote thH@ble -- the substance of things hoped for,

the evidence of things that you can't see. Andtsplity is the belief, not just in God, but

it's exercising your faith in God. It's not justibging in it, but exercising a faith in God.

Like | said, you know, developing some of the Bwf the spirit. You know, trying to

mature in God. You know, not letting things upset.yYou know, it's the way you live

your life, because of your belief in God, becausgoar faith in God, and the word of

God in the bible (Adrienne, personal communicatihme 23, 2011).

For Adrienne, spirituality was a verb as opposed houn as she saw this as more than
something to have, but something continually mowagt operates within you. For Adrienne,

hearing the word of God, particularly on Sunday, erdy renewed her but also refreshed her

academically which allowed her to get ready to fibeechallenges she knew were soon to follow
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throughout the week as she attended the univerBiggause spirituality for Adrienne
continuously renewed both her mind and spirit, & spirituality as constantly moving.

Adrienne, Research Question 2: For community collegstudents who persist, how
do they come to make meaning of their educationabprney?

When | asked Adrienne to share with me how she damsake meaning through the
driving force of faith she referred to hearing fr@od. According to Adrienne, the Lord speaks
to her through the Holy Spirit and this voice leadsl guides her. Adrienne makes meaning
through her faith and it is her faith in God whigphides her and directs her path. Adrienne
believes that her spirituality not only directlyexdts her ability to persist in college but alsash
the ability to motivate others to continue as wietir Adrienne, spirituality is an intimate part of
her daily life and she attributes a great deahisf to her being diagnosed with PTSD (Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder). With this disorderjohloften has the propensity to cripple both
mentally and emotionally, she indicated that it Wwas belief in God that sustains her.

You know, as | told you before, | have PTSD. With@aod, | think | would lose my

mind. You know, you have people with PTSD. Theyadt Some of them commit

suicide. But because of my belief in God, He kemgsnind. You know, He drives me

through college to do the right things...| pray ask &od for the right things to do. And

He speaks to me sometimes. You know, through thedWGod...You know, | believe

that being at school right now is where I'm suppdsebe. I'm where I'm supposed to be.

And God, you know, He's a driving force on why lmtollege right now (Adrienne,

personal communication, June 23, 2011).

When | asked Adrienne about faith she informedmaéit was a belief in both people
and things you can’t see — even the belief thatdayeyou will obtain a Bachelor’'s degree that
right now, today, you can’t even see. Adrienne eaffirmed, like both Eric and Susan, that faith
was a belief in a God that you can’'t see

...faith is just believing in something. It doesréwie to be religion. It could be as simple

as just believing that you're going to attain stinimg or do something or going to reach

a certain place. You know -- and although you css¥t it, you can't touch it, you know
that you will make it (Adrienne, personal commutima, June 23, 2011).
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| asked Adrienne to tell me about this degree shatcouldn’t see but yet knew that she
would one day obtain and how this was connectdektdaith. According to Adrienne, God had
her where He desired for her to be at this very emtrand time in her life and because of such,
she was able to see herself obtaining her degree.
...1 can see me getting a degree. | can see it. Atidves me. Even though, you know, |
have stumbling blocks, obstacles, or whatever yantwo call it, He keeps me going and
allows me to see myself obtaining the degree. Yroank God gives me visions. | can see
it. | can see that if | keep on the road that Imthat | will obtain my degree. No matter
how hard it gets, no matter what | have to do olvetll obtain it (Adrienne, personal
communication, June 23, 2011).

Adrienne, Research Question 3: What is the relaticship between spirituality and
community college student persistence?

When | asked Adrienne about the connection betwebeage persistence and spirituality,
she shared that she probably would lack the coméelestrength, and ability to persist in college
and pursue her Bachelor's degree without her sgpiity. According to Adrienne, she didn’t
believe that she could make it as she admitteceioghtired; however, she also re-affirmed that
despite her mental, emotional, and physical fatighe must go on. Additionally, she said that
without her faith and belief in God, she would het able to persist in the completion of her
Bachelor’'s degree. Adrienne’s spiritual developtmeas also critically important to her life.
She stated that the word of God was nourishmehtetospirit as it fed her soul and when she
wasn’t able to get to church and hear the word @f,Ghe felt drained. When asked about her
educational experience being enhanced by herwslitit, Adrienne purported the following:

| believe that as | obtain more education and iporate that with the word of God, | will

be able to help more people -- bring more peopléhnst. So maybe even see their

purpose or see that they're strong enough to getdbgree. Like | said, | have a couple
of cousins, one outside the door. I'm trying tgohtelem to -- they go hear the word of

God. But it's not until you receive God in your tteend, as other people call it, being

saved, or whatever, that God gives you strengthcanfidence. You know, He
strengthens you to go get a degree, you know. Apldys a big part. | couldn't do it
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without my spirituality, my belief in God. The comhtion of the two is going to bless
other people (Adrienne, personal communicationge 28) 2011).

Adrienne shared in more intimate detail aboutstisenbling blocks that she referred to
and stated that these blocks, while impedimengs; Would not be deterrents to her completion.

Like | said, | have post-traumatic stress disortteseems like it is getting worse. | am

now at the point where | had to go to the doctar get my paperwork for disability

services, you know. But I'm encouraged because peeple with physical disabilities.

They don't let it stop them. They’re going to dedit degree. And | say to myself,

Adrienne, if they can do it, you can do it. Andriiego to the Bible. And it says that |

can do all things through Christ, which strengtheres you know. If it were not so, it

would not be in the Bible. And so, you know, I'ntearaged. | watch. | watch
everything. You know, if other people can do itah do it, too. What makes anybody
any better than me? My other stumbling block s, Mot good at writing -- using words. |
need to improve on that. And | would say thosenaygwo stumbling blocks. The PTSD,
it decreases my concentration. | have flashbacka frvar and all that. And | don't sleep
well. | have nightmares and, you know, lots of dneand all that. But I'm not going to
let it get to me. I'm determined -- | have PTSD BUISD doesn't have me! And that no
matter what I've got, I'm going to get my Bachetodegree (Adrienne, personal

communication, 2011).

Eric, Susan, and Adrienne, each three very diftepeople with very different stories to
tell; however, they somehow echoed the same sentitheoughout their individual interviews—
faith. For each of them, their faith connectedithe their spirituality and also served as the
conduit which allowed them to walk, talk, fellowphconnect, and hear from their God. They
each spoke of this relationship as being very iatevand personal and they all believed that
without their spirituality and faith, not only walithey not be attending the university but two of
the three even questioned as to whether or notwoeyd even be alive.

For these individuals, spirituality affected hdvey see the world in addition to how they
responded to others around them. It enhanceddbagational experience as it gave them
strength when they were weary and gave them coméoimg times of struggle. It provided a

roadmap, a sense of direction for them, and thely balieved that God ordered their steps in

placing them on their respective paths or lifelsrjeey. Their spirituality provided them with



115

much needed support when friends and family couloimvouldn’t and their unyielding faith
allowed them to believe with their whole heart, chiand soul in a God they could not see and
also, allowed them to see a Bachelor’'s degreetllegtdid not have. Their spirituality
encouraged them to continue no matter how longpit and for some, this has been more than a
twenty-year journey. It served as the driving &@and motivator for their educational
achievements and goals. Their spirituality alsovedld them to identify their purpose so much
so, they were able to withstand the obstacles asgditk the fatigue, the desire to give up, and
the stumbling blocks, they each affirmed and ré@va#d that no matter what, they would persist
and complete at the baccalaureate degree-granstigution.

Table 6 provides a summary of the constant themmésh emerged from the face-to-face
interviews. It is important to note that these @asidered constants as they were identified by
participants in each of the three stages of tha daltection process (on-line Survey Monkey
guestionnaire, guided focus group discussion, ané-fo-face interviews). Relevant sub-themes
which correlate to each of the respective congiang-emerging themes are also provided.

Table 6 Constant Themes and Sub-Themes

Themes Sub-Themes

Faith God or Higher Power Is In Control
Belief Without Seeing

Connection With Spirituality (or conduit)
Driving Force

Motivation

Relationship Connection With God or Higher Power
Walk, Talk, Fellowship

Hearing His Voice

Accepting His Will

Intimate and Personal

Obstacles Mental, Physical, Emotional Health
Lack of Support

Financial Means

Family and Personal Commitment (children, spousekv
Academic Challenges
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Purpose God’s Plan for Your Life

Part of the Journey

Doing What He Wants

Obeying His Word

Persistence Continuing In Spite Of

Finishing

Goal

Achievement

The End Result of Faith -- Outcome

Note The above-listed constant themes and sub-themesged from the face-to-face interviews with resea

participants.

Limitations

There are particular limitations which the researdbelieves merit bringing to the fore
as they relate to the study conducted. As mentigmeviously, the research was limited to one
public university in lllinois and conducted on timstitution’s main campus. The research site
institution is a secondary level university largédyg by community college graduates. The
average age of students attending the institusdhirty-five and the enrollment is majority
female. Additionally, the researcher believesfiheings of this study to be largely dictated by
the geographic location of where the study was gotad.

The Midwestern region of the United States isd&y@ hristian and this alone has a
tremendous influence on the potential applicant.pétad this study been conducted in another
part of the country, particularly on either thete@swest coast or other regions heavily
populated with immigrants from other nations whitwe predominant theological belief was
something other than Christian, the participant jpoal relative responses could have potentially
been very different. Although students of allgalus/theological/metaphysical beliefs in
addition to those who identified themselves asisth@nd/or agnostics were invited to
participate, the respondents were largely Christiahthis remained constant throughout all

aspects of the research study. From the origingladficipants, the majority of the respondents
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identified themselves as Christians. There wasagmestic who participated in the on-line
guestionnaire portion of the research study; howefes participant chose to go no further in
the research study and none of the participantgifteel themselves as being atheists.

Additionally, the majority of research participantere women and for the most part,
women tend to be more open to discussion of inernaics such as spirituality and/or religion.
According to Fleischer and Schulman (2005) more amthan men are on a spiritual quest and
they provide the following statistics:

*  79% of women vs. 72% of men are searching for nmggand purpose in life;

* 74% of women vs. 58% of men are striving to becameore loving person,;

* 59% of women vs. 48% of men are seeking beautyain tives;

*  58% of women vs. 49% of men consider it very imgotrto improve the human
condition; and

* 52% of women vs. 45% of men are striving to attaimer harmony (p. 2).

Moreover, as the principal investigator, havingrggmore than 30 hours on the campus,
potential research participants were able to seeetbearcher as a more personal, human
component of the data collection process. Duiimgtime prospective participants had ample
time to ask the researcher her role as the prim&egstigator, questions concerning the research
study in addition to her own personal opinions pasitions regarding spirituality, religion, and
religious beliefs prior to their decision to paipate in the study conducted. Many participants
connected with the researcher while at the resdabit or during one of the classroom
presentations. For many, the decision to partieipglikely to have been made based on
participants’ perception of similarities with thesearcher with regard to gender, ethnicity,
religious belief, and overall personal presentation

There were some additional identified limitati@ulressed, not least of which was the

researcher’s religious background and upbringifige researcher is Christian and believes that

there exists a connection between one’s spiriguahd religion; however, this belief did not, nor
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should it have, defined spirituality for everyormeas a result, it was the intent of the researcher
to be as unbiased as possible. It is with this senthat the research for this study was
conducted. Patton (2002) believes that “any cted#ésearch strategy requires that the
investigator adopt a stance of neutrality with rega the phenomenon under the study”, and
suggests the following:

This simply means that the investigator does nbbseto prove a particular perspective

or manipulate the data to arrive at predisposdtigruThe neutral investigator enters the

research arena with no ax to grind, no theory twv@i(to test but not to prove), and no

predetermined results to support. Rather, thestiy&tor's commitment is to understand

the world as it unfolds, be true to complexitied amultiple perspectives as they emerge,

and be balanced in reporting both confirmatory disdonfirming evidence with regard

to any conclusions offered (51).
Delimitations

There are certain delimitations to the study whignte addressed as they entail planned

restrictions to the research conducted. For exantipé researcher only looked at on institution
and limited the scope of the research to a puldlicarsity in the state of lllinois. Additionally,
the researcher did not examine community collegéestts who transferred to the research site
institution without an Associate’s degree. In a&iddi, those students pursuing less than six
semester hours, despite their having been commooiliigge graduates, were deemed ineligible
to participate in the research being conducteti@sasearcher determined that anything less
than half-time pursuit lacked sincere educatiooahmitment to baccalaureate completion.
Merriam (2009) believes that the single most defincharacteristic of case study research lies in
delimiting the object of study, the case. Leedy¢ @mrod (2010) further affirm that only a

researcher who thinks carefully about the problechits focal center can distinguish between

what is relevant and what is not relevant in threbfgm (p. 57). “The limits of the problem
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should be as carefully bound for a research eff®r parcel of land is for a real estate transfer”
(p. 57).
Chapter Summary

The data analysis for this research study was dotieee sections which correlated to
the three phases used for data collection: (1pthine Survey Monkey questionnaire, (2)
guided focus group discussion, and (3) open-enaeetfo-face interviews. The researcher used
a Likert scale survey instrument that she creaifidds instrument required that participants
provide relevant demographic information (e.qg.,, agee/ethnicity, gender,
religious/theological/metaphysical belief in adalitito their own personal definition of
spirituality. The researcher sorted participartsdal on demographic information provided and
along with their definition of spirituality. Frommeir definitions, the researcher identified a prio
codes in the form of words used to describe spiliitt The researcher created a table reflective
of those words which emerged as themes and assiigesel themes with weight based on the
number of times used in the definitions providedehgh participant. The researcher reviewed
the weighted values assigned to each of the engethhemes derived from the first phase of the
research study and created emergent themes basled tmp four: (1) God, (2) Me and Myself,
(3) Belief, Believing, and Faith, and (4) Relatibips

From the original 47 research participants, 25awevited to take part in a guided focus
group discussion. From the 25, ten accepted thation; from this ten, eight actually took part
in this phase of the research being conducted. r@$earcher used a micro-cassette tape
recorder, memoing, field notes, and a transcriptibtine conversation to establish re-occurring
themes which emerged from the first and secondgshafsthe research conducted. Guided focus

group discussion participants responded to theapgieing research question which asked them
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to reflect on the relationship between communitjege graduates who matriculate to the
baccalaureate degree-granting institution but rspeifically, they were asked to define
spirituality, explain how they came to make mearohtheir educational journey, and speak to
the relationship between spirituality and commuuitilege students’ persistence. Guided focus
group participants also created their own groujindefn of spirituality which was analyzed by
the researcher in an effort to match the groupndefn with individual participants’ responses
from the on-line Survey Monkey questionnaire.

The result of the data analyzed for this portibthe research study resulted in six
themes; three of which had been identified asalhdipriori themes by the researcher and
relevant research reviewed for this research stGayg or Higher Power, I/Me/Myself, and
Purpose), and the other, Man/Mankind, Challenges$ Gender Identification, were categorized
as undiscovered themes which surfaced during fuahalysis of the data collected from this
phase of the research being conducted.

Three participants were invited to take part i tipen-ended face-to-face interview
portion of the research study conducted and theg wevarying ages, races/ethnicities, and
genders. As with the guided focus group discussidarview participants’ conversations were
digitally recorded. The researcher, after haviogducted further analysis of the transcribed
face-to-face interview conversations, discovered fe-emerging themes which were referred to
be the researcher as being constants: (1) FajtRgationship, (3) Obstacles, (4) Purpose, and
(5) Persistence. These constants appeared iy aspect of the data collection process and
further support how community college graduatesetommake meaning of their educational

experience at the baccalaureate degree level.



121

The final chapter of this dissertation will progid discussion of the research findings
along with conclusions as they relate to relatigmfletween spirituality and the educational
persistence of community college graduates. Acldldily, there will be implications for student
affairs practitioners based on the findings ofrggearch along with recommendations for both

future practice and future research as given byedkearcher.
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CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS,
AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Sometimes people get the mistaken notion thatglity is a separate department of life, the
penthouse of existence. But rightly understood,atvital awareness that
pervades all realms of our being. David Steindlt{Ras
Introduction

Problem

Persistence at the post-secondary level, partigidammunity colleges, is an issue of
great importance to the field of higher educatiod aociety at large. Community colleges
graduate approximately 50% of the nation’s workéoaod if the United States of America is to
remain at all competitive in the global marketplates essential that community college
students persist in their educational pursuitsthitithe last decade, spirituality has been given
some attention, particularly as it relates to g#lstudent development and more specifically,
student persistence. Unfortunately, there is aarimit challenge in reviewing and examining the
role of spirituality as it relates to the persistermf Illinois community college students as there
is no crystallized definition for spirituality indher education literature. In addition, the “stor
of the community college is often told through ttegration of the four-year voice which casts
disparaging remarks on the student, the qualigdofcation received, and constantly relegates
the community college to the ranks of “junior acage
Purpose

The purpose of this doctoral study was to exantiea¢lationship between spirituality
and the educational persistence of lllinois commnyucollege graduates who matriculated to the
baccalaureate degree-granting institution. Owvercthurse of this final chapter the researcher

provides a brief description of the methodologyized, a discussion of the study’s findings with
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specific focus on synthesized conclusions derivechfthe research and the interview questions
posed. The researcher also shares implicatiorstddent affairs practitioners along with
recommendations for various aspects of spiritualitgf educational persistence worthy of
additional consideration for subsequent researdatiet. The researcher further suggests how
community college student affairs practitioners eahance and increase their awareness of
spirituality in the lives of community college semds so that practitioners may employ
spirituality as an additional developmental leriBagtd to enhance the lives of this student
population.
Methodology
The researcher conducted a qualitative case studysocampus of a secondary level

baccalaureate degree-granting institution, locafgatoximately thirty-five miles southwest of
the Chicago area. This body of research examipetiuslity and the extent to which it provides
personal capital, serves as a buffer to life’s lemppgs, and aids in the development of coping
mechanisms necessary for overall well being forrmomty college graduates who matriculate
to the baccalaureate degree-granting institutibmodgh purposefully constructed guided
research and interview questions, the researcheabla to obtain relevant and sufficient data to
support the study. Moreover, through this methiodauiry, the researcher was able to identify
a relationship between spirituality and how comnyoollege graduates persist in higher
education, prioritize numerous life responsibififisustain themselves, and find their purpose.
Discussion

The topic of spirituality as it relates to cokegtudents has now taken national focus.
Germane to this researcher’s findings, like thaAstin, Astin, and Lindholm (2010, 2011) was

the importance of the role of spirituality in theds of community college graduates and the
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prominent place it holds in their lives with regaodtheir decision making, interactions with
others, and how they come to make meaning andpfimplose in their lives and the world around
them. Through the exchange of dialogue and ongoangersations with colleagues, advisors,
and critical friends, the researcher discoveretlttitexe was a challenge in delineating between
spirituality and religion. After having perusedualess articles, journals, and books devoted to
spirituality and higher education, the researcband this to be a pervasive thought shared
among scholars and theorists alike, particularlgigher education literature. However, the
researcher also learned that despite the elusisehasseemed to follow spirituality in the
literature, there was an undeniable interest imtibpic, particularly as it related to twenty-first
century American college students.
Conclusions

Higher Education is now giving considerable aitanto the lesser discovered area of
spirituality as it relates to student identity ahd non-traditional adult learner. Moreover, the
findings of this study show a relationship betweemmunity college graduates’ spirituality,
their connection to God or a Higher Power throughrtfaith, their perceived divine purpose,
and their overwhelming ability to persist at thedsaureate degree level despite myriad
obstacles, challenges, and impediments to therataunal pursuits.

In an effort to provide the most comprehensivecgeicise overview of the research
findings, the researcher presents the followingchisions from the perspective of the guided
research questions.

Research Question 1: How is spirituality defined byommunity college graduates who
continue their education at the baccalaureate degeegranting institution?

For the participants involved in the study, spality was very personal. Participants

used intimate verbiage when describing their spfity (e.g., inner, personal, within) and for
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one research participant in particular, she desdrgpirituality as being her life as according to
her, “without spirituality, | would be nothing.” a@ticipants believed their spirituality provided
them with guidance, a voice which gave them dioectand support along with inner motivation
to continue their educational pursuits. They lvadtheir spirituality to not only be an innate
part of who they were internally, but they alsaraitd that it gave them the ability to externally
express themselves and their beliefs to the wornttathers around them. The research findings
presented show a very clear and direct connecebnden participants and their spirituality.
Additionally, their faith served as a conduit whidihectly connected them to God or a Higher
Power. Participants reported that even when their faith wavered, their spirituality refueled
them and provided them with the motivation andmgjtle to continue. For these students, they
spoke of letting their faith lead them to whereytiagere supposed to be rather than where they
themselves desired to be in their own lives. Theljeved that their faith had brought them this
far and this same faith would see them throughatlaureate degree completion.

Many of the research participants believed tHatebple were spiritual beings and
because of such, they were divinely connectedherstand the world around them. However,
the majority of research participants believedéherbe an obvious difference between
spirituality and religion. Participants definedigen as being dogmatic—adherence to religious
doctrine and practices. They spoke of it as bedgtic in its function as motions and believed
religious behaviors to be learned through indoatromn, weekly rehearsals, and for many
theologies and religious denominations, practiceshyeSunday. Spirituality, however, was
very different for participants as they posited t@irituality was something defined, cultivated
and nurtured like any other intimate and persoglaltionship. They believed spirituality could

not be relegated to a building, place, space, iamel and for one participant in particular,
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spirituality could not be limited by gender defiait and association in making reference to God
as our Father, having male orientation.

Research Question 2: For community college graduasevho matriculate to the

baccalaureate degree-granting institution, how dottey come to “make meaning” of their
educational journey?

For research participants, faith allowed themrtow themselves, to develop a personal
sense of meaning, to cope with their respectieedifuations, and to develop an understanding
of the world around them. Participants stated spaituality served as a motivator for not only
their post-secondary educational pursuits, but alser aspects of their lives. In speaking about
their relationship with God or a Higher Power, trennection with the divine entity provided
them with strength, peace, and also acceptandesétincidents in their lives which caused
setbacks, stumbling blocks, grief, emotional/méphaisical pain and anguish, and lapses in time
and mini-sabbaticals from their educational pussuithey spoke of a communing with God or a
Higher Power in their talk with this divine entityn addition, they metaphorically described
their life’s journey as a walk with this omnipoteamniscient, and omnipresent being.

Several research participants subscribed to thef ieat God or a Higher Power was
the authority figure in control of their lives atitey in turn, acquiesced to the desires or wilt tha
God or a Higher Power had for them. Participaftesnoreferred to God or a Higher Power as a
potter and they themselves, clay. They furtharra#id that only the potter knows what they
themselves (the clay) would become as this divinigyewould lead and guide them according to
that divine entity’s will and desire for their ligeThey believed that this same God or a Higher
Power had a unique purpose for their lives andesged belief that all of the events that

occurred in their lives were a part of the divirver’'s uniquely orchestrated plan for them.
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Research participants believed that they did aseho ask God or a Higher Power what
to do because of their relationship with the divemgity, directives for their lives came naturally.
However, for many participants, the direction cahreugh prayer, or their “talk” with God or a
Higher Power. Prayer was an essential componeheindaily lives and through this intimate
conversation with the divine entity, direction, daince, and re-affirmation flowed freely to them.
Participants affirmed that their presence at tiseaech site university at this particular time in
their life was a part of a divine order that haéibereated by the omnipotent power and this too,
was part of their life’s journey. More importanthgsearch participants firmly believed that in
addition to God or a Higher Power guiding them pral/iding them with purpose for their lives,
this omnipotent being gave them the strength t@aenand overcome insurmountable obstacles
in their lives on a daily basis.

Research Question 3: What is the relationship betvem spirituality and community college
graduates’ ability to matriculate to the baccalaurete degree-granting institution?

Participants shared openly about their stumblinghks which often compromised their
ability to persist — a struggle which is commonkpeessed by so many community college
students. For many of the research participanéy, believed that they would not be able to
pursue post-secondary education at both the ass@md baccalaureate degree level without
God or a Higher Power. They discussed their chgitey lifestyles and their efforts to balance,
school, work, and family obligations. They spokdimited finances along with their constant
struggles and ongoing fatigue. They also, howdwareved that their struggle was validation
that they had not been conquered or defeated supwf fulfilling God or a Higher Power’s
will and purpose for their lives. Some particiganere candid about their lack of academic
preparedness for both the community college andabagreate degree rigor they faced. And

most participants admitted experiencing a desigiwe up at time. Even in participants
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purporting to have a great deal of faith, theiunatability to persevere and continue was
challenged on numerous occasions. Students refertbeir bodies as being tired but stated that
their spirituality demanded that they must finiBkit education, Participants shared that during
these times of doubt, fatigue, challenge, and gteyghey drew from their spirituality which
through faith, connected them to God or a Highewéto Because of the personal relationship
they had with the divine entity, they accepted thath the good and the bad were a part of their
journey and because this was the will of God oiighkr Power for their lives, they would not
give up.

A considerable number of participants spoke oélisg themselves walk across the
stage” and believed, whole-heartedly, that baccatta degree completion was too, a part of
God or a Higher Power’s plan for their lives. Hoese individuals, their life’s journey was pre-
ordained by the omnipotent, omniscient divine grditd because of such, their purpose at the
research site institution at that time, was tailfutie plan that God or a Higher Power had for
their lives. As a result of their relationship witod or a Higher Power as defined by
participants as a “walking”, “talking”, relationghisource of strength and acceptance, motivator,
and feeling, they were able to see themselvesraanti, achieving, and completing this part of
their life’s journey and most importantly, gradugtifrom the baccalaureate degree-granting
institution. During the course of the study, fogusup research participants formulated their
own definition of spirituality as follows:

Acceptance of His will for your life, in spite ofhen you're at a place that you never
thought you would be because it wasn't part of yideis navigational systemin spite

of the struggle, even when the very road and timirmaous pseudo practice of going here
and there is not doing it for you; you know it's about the worship building or the
worship service; in spite of war zones and the agyissues that you have to deal with as
a parent, a mom, a soldier, a student, life-algedimanges, in spite of near-death illnesses,

in spite of the children, in spite of the changeterms of what the family thought you
should, or could, or might have been, and evepiite ®f grades in those classes where



129

we were not as successful as we wish we would haea, we still accept His will for
our life because you know, in spite of it all, ygee yourself graduating with a Bachelor’'s
degree — walking across that stage (Participant8,lJpersonal communication, 2011).
Based on the research findings, the researchetun®ed that the addition of spirituality
along with a sense of purpose is a vital elemepieoistence among community college grades.
The researcher was able to conclude that for mamnwinity college graduates, even in the face
of myriad obstacles faced daily, they are ableeisigt at the baccalaureate degree granting

institution. To support my research findings, Vé&reated the Govan Spirituality and

Educational Persistence Model (see Figure 13).

Figure 13.Govan Spirituality and Educational Persistence Node
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Implications
In an effort to provide the most appropriate iroglions for student affairs practitioners,
the researcher believes it to be of paramount itapoe to present the implications within the
framework of the research questions which guidedstbdy.

Implication 1: Student affairs practitioners should recognize that spirituality is unique to
each individual and, as a result, has innumerabledfinitions

When given the opportunity to define spiritualilyring the on-line survey questionnaire
portion of the study there were many comparablm#s however, there were no two identical
definitions of spirituality as given by researchtpdpants. Their definitions were as unique and
as varied as they were and for each of them, tieinition of spirituality was personal as they
were given the opportunity to describe it for thetwss. The very individualized way in which
students come to define spirituality for themselgethe same way that it is suggested that
student affairs professionals’ approach spirityadiith students — each person is different and
the role that spirituality plays in their lives atigk significance of this aspect of their lives,tis
different.

Implication 2: Student affairs practitioners might want to facilitate the development of
spirituality in students who request guidance as tis helps community college students
come to understand and cope with their personal andducational lives simultaneously

We cannot ignore the fact that the ethos of thig gristence of student affairs
practitioners is to develop the whole studentdding so, as Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm
(2006) explain, spirituality is a very critical cponent in the lives of college students and if we
miss this, for many, we potentially overlook anexgil aspect of their lives, one of which
matters to them most. Just as student affairs psadeals acknowledge, teach, and embrace

gender differences, ethnic/racial differences, aegtentations, and other variables to be

recognized in the development of college studéitsay behoove student affairs professionals
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to become aware and more sensitive to the conéepirttuality and spiritual development. In
doing so, we provide students with evidence thiatabpect of their lives as a whole person—
multidimensional, multifaceted human beings, isam@nt to not only them, but also those
professionals given the charge to aid in their tigyeent at the institution.
Implication 3: Student affairs practitioners might want to further examine the relationship
between spirituality and community college graduatg’ abilities to matriculate to the
baccalaureate degree-granting Institution

Through strategic measures created to focus ospinéual development aspect of
community college students’ lives and educationgkeeences, student affairs practitioners have
the ability to enhance their educational experieant# simultaneously, increase their overall
retention, graduation, and matriculation ratehliaccalaureate degree-granting institution. For
many community college students, spirituality serae a motivating factor in their educational
persistence. Spirituality also serves as a buffegmwfaced with the competing agendas of work,
school, family obligations, limited financial resaas, personal tragedies, and sometimes
guestionable academic ability. More importantfyirituality provides community college
students with a sense of hope, purpose, and tegshr to continue, despite the obstacles, as for
many of them, their spirituality reinforces theelief that the inherent challenges they face are
all a part of their educational journey.

Further Recommendations for Research

The researcher has identified two recommendatmm®search and they are they are to
(1) continue to dedicate research devoted soletptomunity college students with a particular
focus on persistence, and (2) continue to dediestarch devoted solely to spirituality and the
significant role it plays in the lives of communitgllege graduates. The justifications for the

aforementioned recommendations are as follows:
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Research Recommendation 1: Continue to dedicategearch solely devoted to community
college students with a particular focus on persishce

There is a huge void in the research devotedystdetommunity college students,
particularly those who matriculate to the baccadate degree granting institution. Community
college students’ ability to overcome and theirazaty for resilience merits further study in the
area of persistence in particular, as for commurotiege graduates, the stakes for baccalaureate
degree completion are enormously high and wrougiht @bstacles, challenges, and ongoing
strife. Unfortunately, when reviewing higher eduma literature, research studies, and national
trends, the vast majority of the work written, ditand spoken is articulated through the voice of
national theorists or scholars who present a viigterziew of the information as seen and
studied through the four-year institutional leWMghen higher education research is approached
like this, the true voice of the community collegenot heard, and more often than not, more
relevant data specific to this population is natved.

Research Recommendation 2. Continue to dedicategearch devoted solely to spirituality
and the significant role it plays in the lives of ammunity college graduates

There is an enormous amount of spirituality litera focusing on the fields of nursing,
counseling, and social work and although importardte specific spirituality research on
community college graduates would be of tremendb@unefit to the field of higher education
literature. For many community college graduattes,road to the baccalaureate degree is
wrought with struggle, strife, and enormous chaknA great many of them are the first in
their families to attempt post-secondary educagiot, despite that which would be deemed a
Herculean achievement on their part, the out-ofsti@om life coupled with the out-of-classroom
obstacles, can be overwhelming. Even Tinto (188Bpused that the attrition rate of

community college students was largely a direatltex external factors in their lives above and
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beyond their control. However, for the vast mayoof this study’s participants, despite their
obvious disadvantages, they continually affirmeslliklief in their ability to “see themselves
walking across the stage.”

For these students, their spirituality served esraluit to God or a Higher Power which
not only gave them strength, but also gave thenivaiatn to continue their educational
pursuits. In spite of the obstacles, baccalaureatgpletion was a part of a divinely ordered
purpose and as told by the study’s participantsl @aa Higher Power allowed them to complete
the Associate’s degree and this same divine ewtityld see them through baccalaureate
completion.

Further Recommendations for Practice

The researcher has identified two recommendatmmgractice and they are (1) to
provide student affairs practitioners with the ogipoity to learn more about spirituality
development as it relates to community collegeestta] and (2) to make a conscious effort to
incorporate spirituality as an additional dimendoyrwhich student affairs practitioners might
further engage students in an effort to increasmnti®n, persistence, and graduation rates. The
justifications for the aforementioned recommendwtiare as follows:

Practice Recommendation 1: Encourage professiondevelopment in the area of
spirituality

It is believed by many scholars and student dgrent theorists that spirituality
provides college students with the answers to b&stjions concerning their personal lives,
careers, and even their choice to enroll, peraisi,complete their post-secondary education.
These areas, career development, enrollment, i@teaind transfer, more times than not, are
traditionally housed within the division of studetftairs. Therefore, it might prove to be

beneficial for student affairs professionals tooimporate spirituality and the role it plays in the
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lives of our students as a segment in divisionpidnental in-services, trainings, and/or other
professional development opportunities designedratdhis aspect of student development.

It is important, however, that student affairsfpssionals be comfortable with this topic
and have a clear understanding that to engagealardtan a spiritual level does not mean that
they are proselytizing or attempting to convertendemn the student religiously. As with any
professional development or training opportunipiriguality must be introduced to student
affairs professionals appropriately and moreovearannot be “force-fed” to either student or
professional as in doing so, there exists a pdagitd do far more harm than good. However, if
approached and delivered in a comfortable, stradiuearning environment, spirituality, like
any other student development modality, has themnpiail to be yet another avenue by which
student affairs professionals can engage the stadéme community college which ultimately
has the potential to increase their ability to &ained, persist, complete, and matriculate to the
baccalaureate degree-granting institution.

Practice Recommendation 2: Incorporate spiritualiyy development in efforts designed to
engage students

The spiritual beliefs of community college studenthether publicly or personally
acknowledged, is uniquely a part of who they ara hkaman beings and also, helps them to
understand themselves and the world around thewm Ehe genesis of the community college,
spirituality was mentioned as a core componeriéndevelopment of the community college
student. Additionally, a great many community egés across the United States still mention
spirituality in their mission statements along witleir institutional Core Values.

Community college student affairs professionaksdii® be transparent in their efforts to
design and implement programs to aid this aspelebwfstudents come to learn, grow, and

develop at the institution. This type of effort Matovide students with evidence that this aspect
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of their lives as a whole person—multidimensionaltifaceted human beings, is important to
not only them, but also those professionals gilencharge to aid in their development at the
institution. As Vogel (2000) opines, as adult edacsawe recognize that there are multiple
intelligences by which our students learn and ifaneto teach community college students and
learn with them, they must be addressed as whospe and invited to bring their life
experiences and questions to a safe table wheaeeadjiven voice and can be heard.

Summary

Community colleges are being challenged to addresgssue of persistence on a
plethora of levels. Additionally, federal and stgovernment funding for community colleges
will soon be allocated and distributed based offop@ance measures gauged by retention and
graduation outcomes. Unfortunately, community gekeoverall, do not fare well in these areas
and in a time of national focus and attention omicmnity colleges, community college student
persistence is of paramount concern.

In more recent years, higher education scholalgfaorists have challenged student
affairs professionals to examine the role thatitsgility plays in the lives of college students.
They suggest that spirituality serves as a motiy@imvides students with strength, and also
provides them with a sense of purpose. They dfgmahat spirituality aids college students in
their ability to understand the world around thesrtbeey attempt to make critical decisions in an
effort to provide answer life’s big questions indilug, but not limited to, their decision to begin
their post-secondary education and subsequendiy,dicision to persist.

The purpose of this doctoral study was to exartheaelationship between spirituality
and the educational persistence of lllinois comnyucollege graduates who matriculated to the

baccalaureate degree-granting institution. Theareher conducted a qualitative case study on
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the campus of a secondary level baccalaureate elggamting institution, located approximately
thirty-five miles southwest of the Chicago aredneTesearcher used the research questions that
guided the study in addressing the study’s findinigsdoing so, the researcher was able to show
that for community college graduates, as with higgtication scholars and theorists, the
definition of spirituality is unique and very persd. However, despite the obvious definitional
differences, higher education research studiepoituglity among college students conclude
with findings that support an increased interesgimituality along with a direct connection to
spirituality serving as a motivator for college qaetion.

Given the national focus that has been given t@dea’s community colleges under the
Obama Administration, it is critical that studeffaas professionals make concerted efforts to
engage our students in a way that might assisteim tetention, graduation, and matriculation to
the baccalaureate degree-granting institution. Bekh@and theorists remind student affairs
professionals of their charge to provide holisewelopment opportunities for students,
including spirituality. They also affirm that irifices like counseling, advising, orientation,
career development, multicultural affairs, ethracral clubs, student political organizations,
service learning projects and even the student p&pes, community college students make
critical decisions that could potentially have letegm effects on their lives. More importantly,
they affirm that when student affairs professiorzasist community college students with their
spiritual development, they are challenged to tmakonly of themselves, but also others, and
the world around them. This, in turn, aids in treamore empathetic human beings who are
likely to make more positive contributions to thewn lives, their families, their communities,

and society at large.
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Appendix A

Spirituality and Educational Persistence Recruitnioster

\

Spirituality and,

Educational Persistance

Fifty community college graduates currently enrolled at
the research site institution needed to participate in a doctoral study on
spirituality and educational persistence.

INCENTIVE:

The first 50 completed survey responders will receive a $5.00 cafeteria gift card.

INTERESTED PARTICIPANTS:

contact the researcher, Shawn L. Govan
at shawnlgovan@gmail.com or via phone at (708) 381-0016

*This project has been approved for implementation
by the research site institutions’
Institutional Review Board
Disclaimer: The researcher will make the final determination as to whether or not completed survey responses have been submitted seriously and for the purpose

and intent of the r¢ > >ing conducted. Incomplete su /or SC S| i other p 8 s of r arch will
7ill an; ve be e T¢
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Appendix B
Informed Consent: Spirituality and Persistence 8urv

This study will take place from March 2011 to Jayu2012. This document informs you of the
purpose of the study and provides a descriptigroaf involvement and rights as a participant. Yoal a
encouraged to keep a copy for your records.

| consent to participate in a research project ootetl by Shawn L. Govan, a doctoral student at
National-Louis University located in Chicago, Iliis. | understand the purpose of the study titled
EXAMINING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SPIRITUALITY ANDPERSISTENCE AMONG
ILLINOIS COMMUNITY COLLEGE GRADUATES WHO MATRICULATE TO THE
BACCALAUREATE-DEGREE GRANTING INSTITUTION explorethe motivation behind community
college students who not only graduate, but googuutsue their education at the baccalaureate. level
Also, this study will explore how these studentBrale or come to “make meaning” of the force that
drives their persistence in higher education.

| understand that my participation will consistcoimpleting a survey which will be used to
collect data in the form of participants’ responesach question/statement. | will be expected to
respond honestly to each of the questions/statenpeesented. | understand that this exercise aki# t
approximately 5 — 10 minutes. | understand thatdésearcher will provide me with a $5.00 [Name of
Institution] cafeteria gift card as compensationrfty participation in this activity providing thatneet
the following criteria: community college graduatarrently enrolled at the university for the sgrin
2011 term, enrolled in a minimum of six semestarrhol understand that | should carefully reviewtea
of my responses prior to submission. | understhatdt no time will my identity or any of my
identifiable information be compromised. | also arsfand that should | complete the survey without
having met the aforementioned minimum requiremdmd] be ineligible to receive the compensation
offered as my responses cannot be used for thegaiqf this study.

I understand that only the researcher, Shawn LaGauill have access to a secured file cabinet
which will be used to ensure that all participagponses are secure. | am also fully aware thaetudts
of this study may be published but my anonymityt ndlt be compromised, nor my community college
revealed.

I understand that participation in this study pas@smal if any risks to me and will involve my
responding to questions or statements liken todhdaily, adult conversation. | am however, awtist
the questions/statements presented may challenge thimk about my own very personal spiritual
and/or religious beliefs.

| understand that in the event | have questionsaquire additional information | may contact the
researcher: Shawn L. Govan, 1214 Baythorne Drilessfmoor, lllinois 60422 . Phone: (708) 381-0016
or email: shawnlgovan@gmail.com.

In the event that | have questions, issues ancdiacerns at any time during my participation in the
research being conducted by Shawn L. Govan, oemdeer response to be insufficient, | may contact h
Dissertation Chair: Dr. Dennis K. Haynes, Natiobalsis University, 122 S. Michigan Avenue, Chicago,
lllinois 60603. Phone (312) 261-3728 or email: Dsriaynes@nl.edu.
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Appendix C
On-line Survey Questionnaire
Question 1: | acknowledge that | have been fully iformed of the nature and scope of the
research being conducted.
o Yes
o No

Question 2: Full name, last name first:

Question 3: E-mail address:

Question 4: Area code and Contact phone number:

Question 5: Gender
o Male
o Female

Question 6: | am currently enrolled for a minimum o six semester hours at Governors
State University for the spring 2011 term.

o Yes

o No

Question 7: | am a community college graduate?
0 Yes
o No

Question 8: Please provide the name of the communitollege where you received your
Associate’s degree:

Question 9: Race / Ethnicity

o African-American Non-Hispanic

o0 Hispanic

o0 White Non-Hispanic

o Asian or Pacific Islander

o0 American Indian or Alaskan Native
o Unknown

o Other

Question 10: Age

o 18-24
o 25-34
o 35-44



0]
(0]

Question 11:
o]

0]
(0]

Question 12:
o]

0]
(0]

Question 13:
o]

0]
0]

Question 14:

45 -54
55 and beyond

Do you believe in God or a Higher Powe
Yes

No

Undecided

Do you have to be a religious persoan be a spiritual person?
Yes

No

Undecided

Are you a spiritual person?

Yes

No

Undecided

In your own words, how would you defia spirituality?
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Question 15:
o]

0]
(0]

Question 16:

O O0OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0O0Oo

Are you a religious person?

Yes
No
Undecided

What is your religious affiliation?

Baptist

Catholic

Pentecostal

Jewish

Episcopalian
Methodist

Lutheran
Non-Denominational
Jehovah's Witness



Muslim
Buddhist
Hindu
Agnostic
Atheist
None

O 0O O0OO0OO0OO0Oo

Other (fill-in-the-blank)

Question 17: Please provide a response to each bétfollowing statements:

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree Indifferent | Disagree | Disagree
All human beings are spiritual 0 o] 0 0 o]
beings.
| consider myself to be a 0 o] 0 0 o]
spiritual person.
| believe there is a God or 0 o] 0 0 o]
Higher Power.
In terms of my spirituality, God 0 o] 0 0 o]
or a Higher Power is the
authority.
My spirituality is an important 0 o] 0 0 o]
part of who | am.
My spirituality defines who | 0 o] 0 0 o]
am.
Prayer is a part of my daily life. 0 o] 0 0 o]
Meditation is a part of my daily 0 0 0 0 o]

life.
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Question 18: How do you come to “make meaning” (ocome to understand the purpose) of

your educational journey?

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree Indifferent | Disagree | Disagree
| am a person of faith. 0 o] 0 0 o]
My spirituality is connected to 0 o] 0 0 o]
my faith.
My spirituality helps me to cope 0 o] 0 0 o]

with my daily life.
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My spirituality allows me to o] o] o] o] o]
cope with my educational
experiences.

My spirituality gives me purpose 0 o] 0 0 o]
in life.

My spirituality is tied to my faith 0 o] 0 0 o]
and hope in God or a Higher

Power.

My spiritual development is 0 o] 0 0 o]

important to me.

Question 19: How would you describe the relationshibetween your spirituality and your
educational persistence beyond the community colledevel?

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree Indifferent | Disagree | Disagree
My spiritual development is 0 0 0 0 o]
enhanced by my educational
experience.
My educational experiences ar¢ 0 o] 0 0 o]

enhanced by my spiritual
development.

My spirituality has a direct affeq
on my continuing my education,
My spirituality played a role in 0 0 0 0 o]
obtaining an Associate’s degres
at the community college level.
My spirituality will play a role in 0 o] 0 0 o]
my completion of the
baccalaureate degree at the
university level.

pay
o
o
o
o
o

1%

Question 20: How did hear about this research stud¥Please check all that apply.

Posters / Flyers displayed throughout the instituti
Faculty recommendation / referral

Club / Organization Advisor referral

Student Newspaper advertisement

Friend

Researcher's table presentation while visitingtursin
Word of mouth

Other (fill-in-the-blank)

O O0OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0o
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Question 21:What motivated you to participate in this study? Péase check all that appl

Friend

O O0OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0

Posters / Flyers displayed throughout the instit
Faculty recommendation / refer
Club / Organization Advisor referi
Student Newspaper advertisen

Researcher's table presentation while visitingtunsin
Personal interest / curios
$5.00 monetary incenti
Other (fill-in-the-blank’

Question 22: Please provide feedback ' the Spirituality and Educational Persistence

graphic used for this study.

conversation by students on f
campus

Strongly Strongly
Agree Agree Indifferent | Disagre: | Disagree
The graphic used is appropri o] 0 o] o] o]
for the nature of the study bei
conducted
The graphic is inviting and o] o] o] o] o]
appealing
The graphic will catch the o] 0 o] o] o]
attention of potential research
participants
The graphic used will stimula 0 0 0 0 o]
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Appendix D

Research Questions Matrix

Research Questions Interview Questions

1.) How is spirituality defined by community a.) What is spirituality?
college students who persist? b.) How important is your spirituality?
c.) Are all people spiritual beings?
d.) Do you believe in God or a Higher
Power?
e.) Explain the relationship and/or
difference between spirituality ang

religion.
f.) Is spirituality a part of your daily
life?
2.) For community college students who a.) What is faith?
persist, how do they come to “make b.) Do you have faith in God or a
meaning” of their educational journey? Higher Power?

c.) What is the connection between
faith and spirituality?

d.) How important is your spiritual
development?

e.) How does one come tmake
meaning” of life through the
driving force of faith?

3.) What is the relationship between a.) Has your educational experience
spirituality and community college student been enhanced by your spirituality?
persistence? b.) How has spirituality affected your

persistence in college?

c.) How will spirituality assist you in
the completion of your Bachelor’'s
degree?

d.) What is the connection between
spirituality and college persistence?
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Appendix E

OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH APPROACH UTILIZED FOR THIS STUDY

METHODOLOGY Qualitative Case Study
DATA COLLECTION Credibility of Research Study
PROCEDURES - Institutional Research and Review Board approval at National-Louis University
« Institutional Review Board at Research Site Institution
-Member Checking
b 4

Ethical Considerations and Validity of Research Instrument
+ Informed Consent
- Pilot Study

v
SurveyMonkey Questionnaire —\
* 268 Survey Invitations
* 62 Potential Research Participant Responses \
* 52 Completed Research Participant Responses \

* 47 Eligible Completed Research Participants Y

A \
/ Coding, Segmenting, Categorizing
« Emerging Themes \
wi + Reoccurring Themes \
V4 A 4 i
/ Guided Focus Group Discussion == = m= = s = 4 TRIANGULATION
- 25 Eligible Research Participant Invitations r
Ve « 10 Affirmative Participant Responses y
« 8 Guided Focus Group Discussion Participants 7

DATA ANALYSIS Q . Transcri'.p'tion Files /
N = Member Checking -
\ N « Field Notes 4
\ ~ . - Memoing 4

Sy ¥ 4
\ g Coding, Segmer!ilrag, Categorizing #
A « Emerging Themes r 4
\ - Reoccurring Themes s

¥
\ Face-to-Face Interviews wf
- 3 Eligible Research Participant Invitations
\ « 3 Affirmative Participant Responses
\ « 3 Face-to-Face Interview Participants

1\ * Transcription Files
- Member Checking
\ « Field Notes
A = Memoing
\ + Reflective Journal

\-Coding, Segmeming, Categorizing
- Emerging Themes
« Reoccurring Themes
- Constant Themes and Patterns
v

FINAL PRODUCT (GOVAN MODEL OF SPIRITUALITY AND EDUCATIONAL PERSISTENCE
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Biographical Sketch

Shawn L. Govan is the Dean of Student Developmedt@ampus Life at Prairie State
College in Chicago Heights, lllinois. In her curteole, the scope of her responsibilities
includes, but is not limited to, the following ase&ersonal, Career, and Transfer Counseling;
Academic Advising; Career Development Services; Plgta Kappa; Retention; the Protégé
Program; Latino Outreach; International Studenestevans; Health Promotions; Student Life
and Multicultural Affairs; Disabilities Servicesjternational Students, Mediation/Adjudication,
TRiO/Student Support ServiceBRiO/Educational Talent Search. In addition to thidevi
range of duties, Shawn also functions as the Calkedudicial Officer.

Shawn is a seasoned administrator with more thantiwyears of experience in the field
of higher education, a great deal of which has ledne area of student affairs. Prior to
pursuing her doctoral degree, Shawn earned herdBacdf Arts degree in Communications and
a Master of Science degree in College Student Reesdrom Western lllinois University. She
is an accomplished federal, state, and privatetgvater. In addition to successfully managing
multiple federally-funded grant projects simultangly at colleges and universities throughout
the Chicago-land area, she at one time functiosgtleyoungest director of multipld&RiO
programs at any institution in the country. Shdas committed her professional career to the
education of under-represented student populatisrshe firmly believes that this is part of her
life’'s purpose. She prides herself on being aevéac those who have been silenced along with
providing a presence for those who for so very lbage been absent from academia, both in the
classroom and in the boardroom.

Among her friends, family, and colleagues sheesst lxnown for her practical common-

sense approach coupled with her “tell-it-like-itdmimor, quick wit, and delivery. She is also
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deeply rooted and grounded by her religious faiith attributes all of her successes to her
relationship with God and her family. Shawn'’s digation topic was chosen largely due to her
faith and her own personal experiences as a fesegation college student. She also believes
that this body of research will provide an avenyevhich she can further inform and encourage
others about the essential element of faith andiéing positive effect it has on educating,

servicing, and retaining under-represented stugeptilations at post-secondary institutions.
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