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The Evolution of Spiritual and Faith 
Development Theories

Sam Siner

Spirituality and faith development are topics that pose challenges 
for dialogue and analysis. Although prominent thinkers going back 
to Plato and Aristotle have publicly pondered questions of faith, for 

many of us it is an intensely personal subject, generally limited to discussion 
in places of worship or the home. However, as professionals and scholars 
of higher education, we cannot ignore issues of spiritual and faith develop-
ment. They affect college students in many ways—emotionally, socially, 
mentally—and at a time when students are undergoing crucial develop-
mental milestones and constructing their own identities. If we value holistic 
student development, we neglect students’ spiritual and faith development 
at their peril.

Education scholars have begun only in the past few decades to study how 
people develop their faith over the course of their lives, as both an inter-
nal process and one that involves a community of like-minded individuals. 
When we apply this line of thought to college students, guiding questions 
include the following: What are faith, spirituality, and religion? Why are they 
important to study? How do college students develop their faith, spirituality, 
or religion over time? How might this developmental process differ among 
the diversity of religious and spiritual paths that college students follow, and 
what factors have infl uenced the expansion of faith development theory 
beyond Fowler’s (1981) initial conception?
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The Evolution of Spiritual and Faith Development Theories 19

This chapter begins to answer these questions by examining the progres-
sion of major theories of spiritual and faith development over the past three 
decades. I start with Fowler, whose studies of faith and spirituality still pro-
foundly infl uence the current body of work on the topic. I move to Parks 
(1986, 2000), who extended Fowler’s work to college students and intro-
duced the concepts of emerging adulthood and mentoring communities. 
I then examine the contemporary scholarship devoted to giving a voice to 
students who identify with many diverse faiths, including those who lack 
privilege in modern-day American society. To illustrate a process of spiritual 
identity development, I will incorporate my own story as a young adult man 
navigating my way through my Jewish identity and through the fi eld of stu-
dent affairs. Finally, I take a step forward, refl ecting on next steps for the 
fi eld. Throughout the chapter, I also address the question of why signifi cant 
changes have occurred in the direction of research on spiritual and faith 
development.

First, it is important to distinguish among the concepts of faith, spir-
ituality, and religion. There is no consensus on what these terms mean, 
and many scholars have struggled with this distinction (Love & Talbot, 
1999; Tolliver & Tisdell, 2006). Faith refers to a process of making mean-
ing (Fowler, 1981), which may comprise a trust in some truth, a “dynamic, 
composing, multi-faceted activity” (Parks, 1986, p. 26). Spirituality and 
religion, by contrast, involve a belief in something larger than the self. 
Spirituality refers to the beliefs in something sacred, and religion refers to 
the actions surrounding those beliefs (Small, 2011). Spiritual growth, as a 
developmental process, happens as students “explore who they are and what 
they do as true  expressions of spirit, values, and commitment” (Hindman, 
2002, p. 174).

FOWLER’S UNIVERSAL THEORY OF FAITH DEVELOPMENT

In 1981, James Fowler, a Christian minister and professor of theology, pub-
lished his groundbreaking book, Stages of Faith: The Psychology of Human 
Development and the Quest for Meaning. His father was a Methodist minister, 
and his mother came from a Quaker tradition (Fowler, 2004). He grew up 
with a deep sense of connection to a Christian God and earned his doctor-
ate in theology at Harvard University. While at Harvard during the civil 
rights movement, he wanted to fi nd a way to “honor the dynamics of doubt” 
(Fowler, 2004, p. 409) and describe faith in a practical way. 
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20 Research and Theories

Fowler (1981) began by refl ecting on the nature of faith. Rather than try-
ing to rigidly defi ne this complex term, he drew on philosophy to attempt 
to illustrate it. Fowler said that faith is “the ways we go about making and 
maintaining meaning in life” (p. xii). He described faith as our experiences of 
emotions such as love, fear, and hope, as well as “a search for an overarching, 
integrating and grounding trust in a center of value and power suffi ciently 
worthy to give our lives unity and meaning” (p. 5), whether that power is 
religious or not.

Fowler (1981) then posited that faith is a universal human trait, and as 
such, its development over time can be studied just like any other human 
trait. He was infl uenced by Piaget and Kohlberg, important theorists who 
believed that development is an interaction between people and their envi-
ronment, that people develop new ways of knowing and new behaviors over 
the life span, and that later stages of development are more “adequate” than 
earlier stages (Fowler, 1981, p. 101). However, unlike Piaget and Kohlberg, 
Fowler (1981) determined that faith development must take both emotions 
and imagination into account.

In addition, Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development played a signifi -
cant role in Fowler’s thinking. Erikson postulated a set of age-based stages 
throughout the life span, each one with a crisis that a person must over-
come in order to live a more mature life. Fowler (1981) employed a similar 
approach to his work, proposing that people undergo a set of “structural 
stages” (p. 108). In each of these stages, people’s faiths develop as they make 
meaning of the underlying changes happening throughout the life span 
(developing identity, intimacy, and so forth).

Stages of Faith

Fowler (1981) carried out his own structured interviews and identifi ed a set 
of structural stages of faith development that correspond with eras of the life 
span. Similar to the work of Erikson, each stage has an emergent strength 
that results from successful navigation of a crisis as well as a defi ciency that 
can result from failure to adapt to the crisis. The fi rst stage post-infancy, 
Intuitive-Projective Faith, happens during childhood, where the child learns 
imagination and images (or, negatively speaking, becomes preoccupied with 
terror and taboos). The second stage, Mythic-Literal Faith, occurs during the 
school years, where young students learn about their communities’ stories 
and beliefs. The third stage, Synthetic-Conventional Faith, arises during ado-
lescence. During this phase, a person will have an ideology, or a “clustering 
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The Evolution of Spiritual and Faith Development Theories 21

of values and beliefs” (p. 173), that has not been critically examined. If this 
goes unchecked, a person may become too reliant on others’ value systems.

As adolescents become young adults, they may move into the fourth stage, 
Individuative-Refl ective Faith, where young adults differentiate their concep-
tions of faith from those of other people. The fi fth stage, Conjunctive Faith, may 
happen during midlife or later, if at all. It refers to a process of maintaining one’s 
own faith while recognizing its inherent relativity among many conceptions of 
faith. Finally, the Universalizing Faith stage is an idealized state of embracing 
love and justice, beyond the scope of one particular faith. Inspirational fi gures 
such as Martin Luther King Jr. and Mother Teresa would fi t into this category. 

Criticism and Application

Fowler’s theory of faith development has been tremendously infl uential for 
scholars and practitioners alike, but several criticisms have been leveled at 
it (Slee, 1996; Streib, 2003). One criticism is that Fowler’s stages are too 
prescriptive and normative, implying that a later stage is objectively bet-
ter than an earlier stage (Stamm, 2006). This may refl ect a value judgment 
of what level of faith complexity is “better,” which is a potentially unwise 
judgment to make (Courtenay, 1994). Another is the tension between uni-
versality and pluralism—in other words, whether Fowler’s theory can really 
claim to hold true for all people while still accounting for religious diversity 
outside a Judeo-Christian perspective (Tisdell, 1999). Snarey (1991) found 
evidence for universality among several different religions, but overall the 
evidence is mixed. As students attending college have become even more 
incredibly diverse in their religious identities (Higher Education Research 
Institute [HERI], 2005), it has become more important for faith and spir-
itual development theories to represent as many students as possible. Toward 
this goal, newer research has studied various non-Christian religions in more 
depth, which will be explored later in this chapter.

Slee (1996) summarized other criticisms against Fowler’s work. One such 
criticism is that his theory is biased toward a “Western, white, liberal, and 
masculinist world-view, and to the disadvantage of any who stand outside 
this experience” (Slee, 1996, p. 92). Other scholars have explored Fowler’s 
framework with respect to gender, fi nding that a faith development theory 
should take into account a much more relational perspective in order to fully 
represent women (Devor, 1989). Further studies found a high correlation 
between faith stage and socioeconomic status, implying that Fowler’s theory 
may be biased toward individuals of a higher status (Slee, 1996).  

Book 1.indb   21Book 1.indb   21 2/27/2015   9:16:46 PM2/27/2015   9:16:46 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



22 Research and Theories

However, despite these criticisms, Fowler’s (1981) theory remains highly 
infl uential, and it can be helpful when working with college students on issues 
of faith. As the fi rst two stages of this model of development occur in child-
hood, presumably most college students would fi nd themselves around the 
third or fourth stage. When working with students who seem to have a strong 
sense of faith but have not refl ected on it, practitioners can help them refl ect 
on what their faith means to them, especially as they encounter other students 
with differing faith perspectives. Alternatively, students may be deeply con-
fl icted between the faith they grew up with and their experiences in college. 
Perhaps they are even considering adopting a completely different belief sys-
tem. Practitioners can help these students to understand that this is a normal 
process and support them in their efforts toward greater self-understanding. 

PARKS: MENTORING STUDENTS THROUGH THEIR 
FAITH JOURNEYS

A fuller understanding of faith development as it relates to college students 
must include the writings of Sharon Daloz Parks (1986, 2000). While serv-
ing in various roles, including student affairs administrator, professor, reli-
gious chaplain, and scholar, she talked with many students and observed how 
they went about the process of making meaning in their lives. She drew on 
Fowler’s theory of faith development, as well as foundational developmental 
theories by Piaget, Erikson, Perry, Gilligan, and others, but she noticed that 
these theories were missing an important aspect of what college students 
were experiencing. These theories had made young adulthood seem like a 
transitional phase, rather than an ongoing and critically important develop-
mental stage. In 1986, Parks published a pivotal book, The Critical Years: The 
Young Adult Search for a Faith to Live By, outlining her new theory of how 
college students make meaning of their lives. She then updated her theory in 
2000 in her book Big Questions, Worthy Dreams: Mentoring Young Adults in 
Their Search for Meaning, Purpose, and Faith.  

Parks (2000) described faith as a canopy, or “the deep ground, the loom 
on which the rest of the particular threads of life’s tapestry fi nd their place” 
(p. 34). Rather than fi nding meaning merely in one part of life, such as a career, 
a relationship, or a religious text, Parks suggested that a monumental task of 
emerging adulthood is coming to terms with what consistently and depend-
ably unites all the disparate parts of one’s life. This task, in essence, involves 
learning how to feel at home in a complicated and sometimes alienating world.   
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The Evolution of Spiritual and Faith Development Theories 23

Parks’s Stages of Emerging Adult Faith Development

Successfully accomplishing this daunting task, Parks (2000) suggested, takes 
multiple developmental stages and a certain type of nurturing environment. 
Parks proposed a four-stage model of emerging adult faith development, 
with a distinct form of knowing, form of dependence, and form of com-
munity associated with each stage. The fi rst stage is Adolescent/Conventional. 
During this stage, a person makes meaning by relying on an authority fi gure, 
such as a parent, teacher, or religious doctrine. A person in this stage tends 
to think in dualistic terms and to be dependent on external authority fi gures 
for meaning making. The second and third stages generally represent the 
progression that people go through during the college years and beyond. 
The second stage, Emerging Adult, consists of probing commitment, where 
people realize that meaning is relative and start to tentatively assert their 
own voices. This is a process called fragile inner-dependence, or increasing 
dependence on one’s own voice. The third stage, Tested Adult, occurs when 
people have lived through various experiences with probing commitment 
and have developed strong faith and trust in their ways of seeing the world. 
This is called confi dent inner-dependence. Some college students approach 
this stage, although they may cycle back through to the Emerging Adult 
stage as they prepare to leave college and face a completely new set of chal-
lenges. Finally, the last stage, Mature Adult, represents another level of confi -
dence that typically does not happen until middle age or later.

Mentoring Communities

Parks (2000) also recognized that this process does not happen in a vacuum 
but involves interplay between a person’s need for autonomy and need for 
belonging. Therefore, each stage also is associated with a type of commu-
nity that a person would seek out. In the Adolescent/Conventional stage, 
a person seeks out a conventional community, in which members conform 
to norms without examining them. This can include high school cliques, 
rigid ethnic or religious groups, or groups with infl exible gender roles. The 
Emerging Adult stage, by contrast, is marked by mentoring communities. 
As people realize there are a lot of different directions that life can take, they 
may look for a community of mentors to help provide confi dence and per-
spective during the process of fi nding their own voices. At a university, these 
communities can include student organizations, living–learning communi-
ties, involvement with faculty, and so on (Love, 2001). However, as peo-
ple move into the Tested Adult stage, they look for a self-selected group of 
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24 Research and Theories

people who match their newly cemented core values. Finally, Mature Adults 
will be open to other people in a much more organic way, while holding on 
to their beliefs.

Imagination and mentoring are at the core of Parks’s theory. Mentoring 
is the mechanism that carries people to new levels of meaning making, and 
imagination is the catalyst for this process. Applying this theory to our work 
as student affairs professionals and faculty, we can create communities that 
foster mentorship and imagination to help our students enrich the way they 
make meaning in their lives. First, we need to create mentoring communi-
ties on campus, such as living–learning communities, community service 
organizations, or religious groups (Hartley, 2004). Our communities also 
need to stimulate students to ask “big-enough questions” such as “Who am 
I?” and “Who do I want to become?” (Parks, 2000, p. 177). We can do this 
through conversations with students, with meaningful programming, and by 
cultivating an educational and philosophical culture on our campuses. 

Communities also need to expose students to people unlike themselves 
in order to disrupt assumptions and lead to critical thinking and refl ection. 
This is one reason why diversity and social justice programs are so important; 
ideally, they encourage dialogue and commitment to the common good, 
which can assist students with weaving an ever-widening canopy of mean-
ing, as well as with fi guring out their own identities with respect to faith and 
spirituality (Hartley, 2004). Student affairs professionals can take other steps 
to promote faith development and making meaning, such as encouraging 
students to journal, incorporating conversations about faith and spirituality 
into staff training, affi rming students’ extracurricular activities as they relate 
to their spiritual journeys, and focusing on the role of community stand-
ards in campus judicial systems (Love, 2001). In addition, faculty in the 
classroom can create an environment that inspires students to explore many 
forms of knowledge: cognitive, affective, relational, spiritual, and cultural 
(Tolliver & Tisdell, 2006).

MY PERSONAL JOURNEY

A personal anecdote may serve to illustrate the benefi ts of diverse, intel-
lectually stimulating mentoring communities for student meaning making. 
During my undergraduate years at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign, I was fortunate to fi nd a dynamic mentoring community, Unit 
One Living–Learning Community. Unit One, housed in Allen Hall, had an 
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The Evolution of Spiritual and Faith Development Theories 25

artistically, socially, and intellectually stimulating culture. We had dozens of 
academic courses offered in the hall, as well as guests-in-residence who stayed 
in the hall for a week at a time, presenting on topics as diverse as gender and 
sexuality, peace in the Middle East, open source instrument making, and 
sustainability. Living and then working as a live-in program advisor in this 
community, I participated in frequent conversations with peers, faculty, and 
staff about what life meant, who I was, and where I wanted to go. Just as 
Parks (1986) described the process of fi nding one’s own voice with the help 
of a community of supporters, I was able to begin to fi nd my own voice. 
Because of my experience in Unit One—and more specifi cally, because of 
the mentors I found in my friends and supervisors—I decided to serve others 
and go into student affairs. To this day, I continue to seek out mentors who 
will continue to support me in developing my inner voice and redefi ning my 
commitment to helping others.

In addition, the development of my Jewish identity can serve as an exam-
ple of a minority faith development journey, which I discuss in the next sec-
tion. According to Love and Talbot (1999), student affairs professionals must 
refl ect on their own spiritual development before they can help students. I 
grew up in a Reform Jewish family that was active in the Jewish community 
in the Chicago area. I attended Jewish camp for many summers, went to 
synagogue almost every Friday night during middle school, and learned to 
play guitar so I could lead Jewish music when I was in high school. I grew up 
in a primarily Christian town, but because I was involved with other Jewish 
activities, I felt a sense of pride in my Jewish identity. 

At the same time, though, I was always aware that this identity made me 
different from, and sometimes isolated from my peers. While other students 
were going to social events, I was attending synagogue. While other students 
were celebrating Christmas with a huge tree, I was celebrating Chanukah 
with a small menorah. And although I wore a Jewish star necklace and was 
proud of my identity, I was aware that some potential romantic partners (or 
their families) might reject me after fi nding out I was Jewish. 

During my freshman year of college at Harvard, I realized that I did not 
know whether I was identifying as Jewish for myself or for my family. I 
decided that I needed space to fi gure that out, and so I skipped High Holi-
day services for the fi rst time in my life. I did not do anything Jewish for 
about two years, during which my life and worldview went through a mas-
sive upheaval and I decided to transfer to the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. At Illinois, as I made my fi rst group of close Jewish friends, 
became involved with Hillel, and even got into a long-term relationship with 
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26 Research and Theories

a Jewish woman, I began to challenge internalized stereotypes about myself 
and other Jews. 

As a result, I left college with a new sense of pride in my Jewish identity, 
this time formulated on my own terms. Since then, I have used my skills 
in community building and strategic planning to create new dynamic Jew-
ish young adult engagement opportunities in Bloomington, Indiana, and 
Austin, Texas. I also use my Jewish music skills to enrich my own and other 
people’s spiritual experiences at various synagogues. I still struggle with both 
internal and external oppression, such as fi guring out how to embrace my 
masculinity as a Jewish man (especially when the stereotype of the emascu-
lated, neurotic Jewish man still exists in American culture) and how to carve 
out time and space for my Jewish identity in a busy world with many com-
peting demands. But it is a worthwhile struggle.

SPIRITUAL AND FAITH DEVELOPMENT FOR 
NON-CHRISTIAN COLLEGE STUDENTS

Although Fowler’s and Parks’s theories provide a meaningful framework to 
ground an exploration of college student spiritual and faith development, 
these theories have been criticized for employing a primarily Christian the-
ology based on a limited sample of students (Stamm, 2006; Tisdell, 1999). 
Indeed, at four-year colleges, nearly 9% of students identify with a non-
Christian religion, and 22% of students do not identify with any religion 
(Small, 2011; see Chapter 1 of this volume for more information on demo-
graphics). Together, almost a third of students are not affi liated with the 
dominant Christian religion in the United States. Because of these diverse 
student demographics, faith development theory is rapidly diversifying, as 
well. Scholarship in the fi eld is beginning to examine the unique develop-
mental paths that students of many different belief systems may experience.

Faith Frames

As one recent example of this new, more diverse direction of faith develop-
ment theory, Small (2011) carried out an interfaith study on the way college 
students of various belief systems approach meaning making. Small inter-
viewed 21 American college students, affi liating with Christianity, Judaism, 
Islam, and atheism, and identifi ed a set of perspectives, or faith frames, asso-
ciated with each belief system. 
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The Evolution of Spiritual and Faith Development Theories 27

In all the faith frames studied, students differentiated between religion as 
an institutional entity and spirituality as a focus on something greater than 
one specifi c religious belief. However, there were major differences among 
the faith frames. The Christian faith frame involved several common under-
standings among students: a focus on Jesus Christ and the Bible, an empha-
sis on religion as an institution, a recognition of diverse perspectives within 
Christianity, and a reluctance to impose Christianity on other religions in 
the United States. 

By contrast, the faith frames of minority religions differed signifi cantly, 
partly as a result of a lack of religious privilege in the United States. The 
Jewish faith frame focused on the choices surrounding religious rituals as 
well as the lack of security that Jews face in the world as a result of their 
religion. The Muslim faith frame focused on upholding rituals in a secular 
world and dialoguing with other religions. The atheist faith frame focused 
on a lack of belief in God and a “deep insecurity over atheists’ position in 
society, which is actualized by confl icted interactions with religious others” 
(Small, 2011, p. 68). 

Understanding these faith frames may help student affairs professionals 
and faculty approach developmental conversations in a more effective way. 
Christian students may be focused on the theological aspects of their reli-
gion, but are also aware of their privilege in the United States, exploring how 
to work toward understanding other religious beliefs without compromising 
their own. Jewish students may struggle with the tension between wanting 
to make their own choices about ritual practice and feeling that they may 
be going against the solidarity of the Jewish people as an oppressed group. 
Muslim students may experience diffi culties including fi guring out how to 
balance ritual practice with secular culture as well as perceived pressure to 
dialogue with other religions in order to cope with oppression. Atheist stu-
dents may struggle with clarifying what it means not to believe in God in a 
primarily religious society, experiencing marginalization and feeling resent-
ment as a result. 

Recent research has explored the experiences of college students in each 
of these minority belief systems. I will now expand on some of the current 
literature relating to faith development within Judaism, Islam, and athe-
ism, recognizing that this review is missing a wide variety of other religions, 
faiths, and belief systems. This is because there is limited research on the 
experiences of college students identifying with other religious beliefs. In 
fact, one of the recommendations proposed is to encourage further research 
into college students’ experiences of other diverse belief systems.    

Book 1.indb   27Book 1.indb   27 2/27/2015   9:16:46 PM2/27/2015   9:16:46 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



28 Research and Theories

Jewish Students As an identity, Judaism can be seen as a religion and an 
ethnicity and possibly even a nation and/or a race (MacDonald-Dennis, 
2006). Because of the uniquely ethno-religious nature of Judaism, Jewish 
student identity development can be viewed in multiple ways: in terms of 
ethnic identity, racial identity, and social identity. MacDonald-Dennis (2006) 
proposed a theory of Jewish ethno-religious identity development in fi ve 
stages, based on the stages of Phinney’s model of ethnic identity development. 
The fi rst stage, Ethno-religious Awareness, is when students realize that they 
are Jewish and that this makes them different from other people. The second 
stage, Acceptance/Minimization, is when students “come into contact with anti-
Semitism and begin to believe what they hear” (MacDonald-Dennis, 2006, 
p. 272). In the third stage, Awakening to Historic and Political Consciousness 
to Anti-Semitism, Jewish students realize that anti-Semitic stereotypes and 
prejudices are part of a pervasive system of oppression, and they recognize 
internalized anti-Semitism. The fourth stage, Rejection of Christian Hegemony, 
is when Jewish students begin to challenge others who make privileged 
statements about Christianity or who put down other religions. The last 
stage, Redefi nition, is when students integrate their newly reexamined Jewish 
identity into their larger senses of self. 

When working with Jewish students, educators can take several actions. 
We can incorporate Judaism into more social justice, antiracist, and diver-
sity programs. Unfortunately, Judaism is rarely discussed in these types of 
programs, partly because of lack of knowledge and partly because Jews are 
seen as a privileged, religious, White, assimilated group (Langman, 1999). 
This can send a message to Jewish students that their perceptions of anti- 
Semitism and oppression are less true, or less important, than oppression 
faced by other groups (MacDonald-Dennis, 2006). Blumenfeld and Klein 
(2009) offered other ways to support Jewish students on campus: Our cam-
puses can offer kosher food, our libraries can stock books and videos on 
 Jewish topics, and our departments can sponsor speakers and events that 
cater to Jewish interests. 

In addition, Kushner (2009) explained that many American Jewish col-
lege students see their identities as primarily cultural, leading them to seek 
out networks of friends in Jewish communities, which helps fulfi ll their need 
for belonging. These Jewish communities can serve as mentoring communi-
ties, providing a place for students to explore their interests and refl ect on 
their religious and ethnic identities. Therefore, we can encourage students to 
seek out Jewish organizations (such as Hillel and Chabad) or Jewish frater-
nities and sororities (such as Alpha Epsilon Pi and Alpha Epsilon Phi) and 

Book 1.indb   28Book 1.indb   28 2/27/2015   9:16:46 PM2/27/2015   9:16:46 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



The Evolution of Spiritual and Faith Development Theories 29

participate in social experiential education opportunities (such as immer-
sion trips to Israel; see Kushner, 2009). Relating to the identity theory that 
MacDonald-Dennis (2006) proposed, these steps can help Jewish students 
embrace their Jewish identity and fi nd ways to reject anti-Semitism.

Muslim Students Islam is the fastest-growing religion in the United States 
as well as the soon-to-be second largest American religious group behind 
Christianity (Ali & Bagheri, 2009). Muslim college students face a unique 
set of challenges. The most signifi cant challenge is that many students 
constantly feel that others are judging them in terms of stereotypes such 
as “Muslim terrorist” or “oppressed Muslim women” (Nasir & Al-Amin, 
2006, p. 25), whether they experience acts of overt discrimination or not. 
This self-consciousness was exacerbated for many Muslim students after 
September 11, 2001, as fear of Muslims increased in the United States on 
college campuses. Unfortunately, Muslim students face not only stereotypes 
and discrimination but also anti-Islamic speech and hate crimes, both inside 
and outside the classroom (Ali & Bagheri, 2009). Furthermore, Muslim 
students face institutional challenges, such as a lack of halal food on campus, 
dining hall schedules that do not align with Ramadan, a campus culture of 
alcohol consumption that goes against Islamic values, and stigma against 
female Muslim students who wear a hijab, or veil (Ali & Bagheri, 2009). As a 
result, many Muslim students fi nd themselves distancing emotionally from a 
hostile campus environment and suffering from stereotype threat, sometimes 
leading to poorer academic performance (Nasir & Al-Amin, 2006).

Peek (2005) interviewed 127 Muslim university students and proposed 
a model of Muslim religious identity development. In the fi rst stage, Reli-
gion as Ascribed Identity, Muslim students view their religion without criti-
cal examination, as a natural extension of how they were raised. Pressure to 
assimilate into mainstream American culture leads many Muslim students to 
the second stage, Religion as Chosen Identity, where they refl ect on the values 
and beliefs of their upbringing, seek out peer groups as mentoring com-
munities to support them in this process, and decide which aspects of Islam 
they fi nd meaningful. The third stage, Religion as Declared Identity, is when 
Muslim students more openly and publicly affi rm their religious identities. 
They may choose to proactively teach others about their religion in order to 
correct public misconceptions about their identity. 

As student affairs professionals and faculty, we can support Muslim stu-
dents in many ways. We can encourage Muslim students to seek out Mus-
lim groups on campus, encourage departments to hire professors who are 
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knowledgeable about Islam, plan events and speakers related to Islam, pro-
vide Muslim students with access to physical spaces to pray, provide halal 
meals in the dining halls, and adjust dining hall schedules during Ramadan 
to allow students to eat (Nasir & Al-Amin, 2006). Other helpful steps to fos-
ter a campus culture that embraces and accepts Islam include putting Islamic 
religious holidays on the academic calendar, creating more alcohol-free social 
experiences on campus, assessing the Muslim student experience through 
surveys and focus groups, creating safe spaces for dialogue, and training pro-
fessors to speak with respect about Islamic issues in classes (Ali & Bagheri, 
2009). Relating to Peek’s (2005) theory, these steps may help Muslim stu-
dents navigate the challenges of a secular society and develop their religious 
identities with support from others in their communities.

Atheist students There is even less scholarship on atheist students 
than there is on Jewish or Muslim students. Atheist students (defi ned by 
Goodman and Mueller [2009] and others as the lack of belief in a god or 
gods) lack both the dominant Christian privilege in the United States and 
the relative privilege of being associated with any religious group. Therefore, 
these students face their own distinctive set of challenges. Of college students 
polled, 21% say they do not believe in God (HERI, 2005), but these students 
are “invisible, stigmatized, and marginalized” (Goodman & Mueller, 2009, 
p. 57). In fact, other students refer to them in ways such as “bitter, mean-
spirited, Satanic, immoral . . . empty . . . [and] ignorant” (Nash, 2003, p. 6).

Oser and his colleagues (Oser, Reich, & Bucher, 1994) posited a theory 
of the “religious” development of atheists, drawing a distinction between 
temporary and worked-through atheists (p. 44). Little research or theory 
about atheists has occurred since then. In 2011, I aimed to create a theory 
to describe the experience of one of my best friends, who identifi es as athe-
ist but feels that he cannot tell many people for fear of being ostracized. By 
listening to his struggle, I recognized that atheist students may be members 
of a marginalized, invisible minority identity group. Based on that conceptu-
alization, I adapted theories by Fassinger (1998) and Small (2011) to create 
a theory of how atheist students develop their social identities. I proposed 
that atheist students undergo a process of awareness, exploration, deepen-
ing/commitment, and internalization/synthesis (Siner, 2011). Within each 
of those four stages, there is an individual component, in which students 
become more aware of their lack of belief in God and refl ective of what that 
means for them. There is also a group component, in which students become 
aware of and begin to participate in mentoring groups of students who share 
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their beliefs (Siner, 2011). Future scholarship may validate or amend this 
model.

Nash (2003) issued a declaration for student affairs professionals and fac-
ulty to begin to pay attention to the needs of students who share this highly 
invisible and marginalized identity. According to Nash (2003) and Goodman 
and Mueller (2009), we can take several steps to create a more supportive 
environment for atheist students. We can foster a more religiously pluralistic 
environment, consisting of open and honest dialogue between students of 
different faiths. This can help break down misconceptions and stereotypes 
between believers and nonbelievers. To do this, we can do our own work as 
professionals to learn more about atheism, and we can encourage students 
to read books and listen to speakers who talk about atheist topics. We can 
include atheist students in programming and in interfaith efforts and help 
atheist students to fi nd staff and faculty who share their identity. We can also 
encourage atheist students to join mentoring communities. If they do not 
exist on campus, there are online communities that could serve that role too, 
such as Reddit, which claims to have the world’s largest atheist forum (Red-
dit, 2013). Relating to my theory on social identity development, these steps 
can help atheist students to deepen their commitment to and pride in their 
atheist identity in the context of a supportive community.

Furthermore, we need to be careful about the way we approach the topic 
of spirituality, faith, religion, and life purpose, so as to not further marginal-
ize those in our community who identify as atheist. It is important for us to 
validate their lived experiences. In 2012, I presented my theory of atheist 
student identity development at the NASPA–Student Affairs Administrators 
in Higher Education and ACPA–College Student Educators International 
national conferences. These presentations sparked engaging and vibrant dia-
logue about supporting atheist students, faculty, and staff on our campuses. 
However, several participants stated that they felt uncomfortable or offended 
by the use of the terms faith or spirituality in conjunction with atheism. 
Atheism, they suggested (and as defi ned by scholars such as Smith, 1979), 
is a lack of a faith in God, and therefore does not fi t well with a traditional 
faith-oriented framework.  

Christian Privilege and Religious Oppression

As previously mentioned, faith development theories have diversifi ed consid-
erably since Fowler and Parks proposed their theories, in large part because 
colleges have become increasingly diverse in their student populations. 
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However, in reference to diversity, it is essential to acknowledge the role of 
religious power and privilege in the United States. In her interviews, Small 
(2011) found that students perceived three levels of religious privilege in 
American society:

At the top of the structure are the Christians, who hold the mainstream world-
view in this country. In the middle are the other religious groups, who fi t in 
with a religious society but differ from the dominant ideology. At the bottom 
are the atheists, who do not concur with the highest value of those religions, 
God belief, and generally do not participate in organized religious institu-
tions. (p. 112)

Other scholars have discussed this phenomenon, as well, calling it Chris-
tian privilege, or the unearned advantages that Christians experience in the 
United States (Clark, Vargas, Schlosser, & Alimo, 2002). Fairchild (2009) 
talked about how the Christian faith is normalized while other faiths are 
marginalized. Schlosser (2003) listed 28 benefi ts of Christian privilege, 
including the following:

 I can be sure to hear music on the radio and watch specials on television 
that celebrate the holidays of my religion.

 I can assume that I will not have to work or go to school on my . . . 
religious holidays.

 I can be fi nancially successful and not have people attribute that to the 
greed of my religious group.

 I do not need to educate my children to be aware of religious persecu-
tion for their own daily physical and emotional protection (p. 48).

Refl ecting back to Fowler and Parks, these theorists carried out their 
research primarily through a Christian lens, even though they intended to have 
their theories apply universally (Stamm, 2006; Tisdell, 1999). Fowler was a 
Christian minister, for example, and Parks (2000) referred to God in her work, 
even though she defi ned that as something broader than a particular religion’s 
conception. As a result of their particular faith lenses, Fowler’s and Parks’s the-
ories may not be able to adequately represent the experience of someone of a 
minority faith. This is why more specifi c research into various faiths, including 
students’ experiences of religious oppression, continues to be valuable. 

For example, Small (2011) noted that with respect to religious oppression, 
Jewish students may have a diffi cult time recognizing how marginalization 
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plays out in society, even if they feel it. They may also be reluctant to engage 
in authentic interfaith dialogue, so as not to damage the perceived standing 
of their oppressed religion. Muslim students, especially after September 11, 
2001, tended to feel marginalization much more strongly, and so they also 
tended to take action more often, sometimes through political activity or 
study. Atheist/agnostic students tended to have a strong sense of marginaliza-
tion, as well, seeing religion as something that negatively affected their lives. 
Because they may feel shunned by religion as an entity, they may keep even 
more silent about their true feelings, especially in interfaith settings. 

WHAT’S NEXT?

The fi eld of higher education and student affairs is undergoing its own jour-
ney with respect to spirituality, faith, religion, and life purpose on college 
campuses. Student affairs professionals and faculty still lack some basic ways 
to talk about this topic. For example, the most recent American Psychologi-
cal Association (2010) Publication Manual provides guidelines for writing 
about identity in terms of race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, disability, and 
age, but it offers no guidance for religion. However, the state of research 
on this topic is progressing from infancy—broad, general theories of faith 
development—to adolescence, where we are beginning to examine a diverse 
and wide range of student experiences in the realms of spirituality, faith, 
religion, and life purpose. This is a work in progress, and yet another reason 
why books such as Making Meaning are important in student affairs research. 

I suggest a few directions for future research to move developmen-
tal theory forward. One such direction is to study how religious identity 
 intersects with race, culture, sexual orientation, and other identities (Stewart 
& Lozano, 2009). Another direction is to study how students at different 
types of colleges (public, private secular, private religious, etc.) experience 
faith identity development (Bowman & Small, 2010). In addition, more 
research should be performed on the developmental experiences of students 
of each  religious group: religions previously studied, such as Christianity, 
Judaism, and Islam; religions not previously studied, such as Hinduism, 
 Buddhism, and Baha’i; other worldviews, such as agnosticism; and differences 
within each religion, such as Reform versus Conservative Jews. It would also 
be  useful to  validate and/or amend theories such as my (Siner, 2011) atheist 
student identity  development theory. In addition, further research should 
study the  relationship between students’ spiritual and faith identities and 
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student outcomes. Mayrl and Oeur (2009) explored this relationship, fi nd-
ing mixed results on how religiosity affects academic success but also fi nding 
that religiosity seems to have a positive effect on students’ satisfaction with 
college as well as a mitigating effect on drinking and drug use. This area of 
research is ripe for additional inquiry into student outcomes such as sense of 
belonging, retention, and engagement. 

It is clear that issues of spirituality, faith, religion, and life purpose affect 
students developmentally in many important ways. Students deal with these 
kinds of developmental challenges on a daily basis, but their journeys are 
often invisible to others. The next chapter in this book will provide addi-
tional perspective, painting a broad picture of the history of religion on col-
lege campuses, campus climate toward religion and spirituality, and student 
outcomes relating to religious identifi cation. 
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