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Abstract of the Dissertation 

The Institutionalization of Catholic Culture through the Student Life Office 

The main research question of this study was: How do student life offices at four diverse 

Catholic colleges and universities create an environment that is expressive of a Catholic way of 

life? This research question was operationalized by two research sub questions:  How do senior 

student affairs officers, mid-level student affairs officers, and student leaders understand and 

articulate the Catholic culture of their institution? How is Catholic culture manifested in the 

student life office policies, programs, and cultural activities of diverse Catholic institutions?    

To date, few studies have attempted to explore and compare the role student life offices 

play in the greater institutionalization of Catholic culture at Catholic colleges and universities. 

This study aimed to contribute to the literature in Catholic higher education by providing 

educational and administrational insights about how the student life office assists in the 

development of Catholic culture in Catholic colleges and universities.  

This qualitative research used a multiple case study approach to answer the research 

questions. Data was collected through interviews with the senior student affairs officer, mid-level 

student affairs officer, and with students in leadership positions. Document analysis was 

conducted on institutional publications and observations of campus life were used to better 

understand the ethos on campus. Four small to medium size institutions were purposefully 

chosen based on an established set of criteria from Morey and Piderit’s (2006) Catholic culture 

model. Findings were presented within case and cross-case. Schein’s (2004) organizational 

culture model was utilized to provide further cultural analysis among Catholic models in the 

cross-case comparison. 

The data demonstrated that the student life office was a highly visible manifestation of 

the Church’s teaching; it is where the Catholic mission and identity were incarnated. The 
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researcher discerned six major themes that captured how the student life office contributed to the 

Catholic culture of its institution: 1) Advocating Social Justice, 2) Inclusive Communities, 3) 

Students’ Intellectual, Moral, and Spiritual Development, 4) Student Affairs’ Philosophy and 

Catholic Identity, 5) Mission Consonance, and 6) Big “C” Catholic vs. Small “c” Catholic. 

This study revealed the following noteworthy areas: 1) understanding of how student life 

offices define and pursue Catholic culture,  2) understanding of how student leaders perceive the 

role of the student life office in promoting Catholic culture, 3) applicability of Morey and 

Piderit’s (2006) model, 4) connection of this understanding to the Principles of Best Practice for 

Student Affairs at Catholic Colleges and Universities, and 5) contribution to the literature on 

how the student life office expresses and promotes Catholic culture. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

 The Catholic college or university today is called specifically “to examine and evaluate 

the predominant values and norms of modern society and culture in a Christian perspective” and 

given the “responsibility to try to communicate to society those ethical and religious principles 

which give full meaning to human life” (Ex Corde Ecclesiae, 1990, art. 33). As a subculture 

within the dominant American higher education culture, Catholic colleges and universities have 

a specific mission and identity, a way of being and acting in the world. Currently, there are 

approximately 220 Catholic colleges and universities in America, each with its own way of 

communicating its Catholic heritage. At present there are two general positions regarding the 

“Catholicity” of these 220 institutions: one is concerned that this subculture of Catholic colleges 

and universities that is responsible for “communicating to society ethical and religious 

principles” is in crisis (Burtchaell, 1998; Gleason, 1995; Marsden, 1992, 1994; Miller, 2005, 

2006; Morey & Piderit, 2006); the other position defends the movement of these 220 colleges 

and universities into mainstream higher education claiming that without change these institutions 

would not exist and the Church and society would be poorer (Gallin, 1999; Greeley, 1969; 

O’Brien, 1994). This study explored the role of the student life office within this current context. 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate how student life offices at Catholic colleges 

contributed to the Catholic culture of their respective colleges or universities. The main research 

question this study investigated was how student life offices at four diverse Catholic colleges and 

universities (CCUs) create an environment that is expressive of a Catholic way of life. More 

specifically, this study looked at how senior and mid-level student affairs officers and students in 

leadership positions within the student life office understood and articulated Catholic culture on 

campus. The problem of practice is that few student affairs professionals are trained to work at 
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Catholic colleges and universities. Their secular education does not account for the Catholic 

intellectual, moral, and religious traditions. Therefore, Catholic culture is potentially 

underdeveloped within student life offices at many Catholic institutions of higher education. The 

research problem addressed in this study is that most of the Catholic higher education literature 

fails to consider the role of the student life office. While there is a preponderance of literature 

that examines the academic curriculum, mission and governance, or the role of the president, 

relatively few commentaries or studies look at the role that the student life office plays in the 

institutionalization of Catholic culture. This dissertation addresses that gap in the Catholic higher 

education literature. The terms student life and student affairs are used interchangeably in this 

study. 

 This study used a qualitative, multiple-case study design to examine student life offices at 

four Catholic institutions. Chapter I provides a context of the problem addressed by the study, 

presents a brief overview of the problem of practice and research, introduces the theoretical 

foundation for the study, outlines the study’s research questions, and addresses the significance 

of the study. Included at the end of the chapter are the study’s delimitations, limitations, 

assumptions, definitions of key terms, and an overview of the other dissertation chapters.    

The Context of the Problem 

 This section presents the context for both the problem of practice and problem of 

research. The most recent scholarship on Catholic higher education draws attention to an identity 

crisis (Morey & Piderit, 2006). A proper understanding of this crisis will help the reader 

understand why there is such a diversity of Catholic colleges and universities and what role the 

student life office plays within each model.  
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Problem of practice. 

 Student affairs professionals at Catholic colleges and universities, unlike their secular 

counterparts, have the additional role of articulating the Catholic identity of their institution. 

However, many of the student affairs professionals working at Catholic colleges and universities 

graduated from secular graduate programs. Therefore it is often difficult for student affairs 

professionals who are working at Catholic colleges and universities to integrate their professional 

training e.g., in student development theory, with the teachings of the Catholic Church (Estanek, 

1997, 2001). Student affairs professionals may understand their professional training, but they 

may lack sufficient knowledge about how to integrate issues raised by the Catholic intellectual 

and moral tradition, ecclesiastical teachings, or sponsoring religious communities (Estanek, 

1997). 

            The importance placed on student affairs professionals to support the Catholic identity is 

attributed to the fact that some of the most controversial issues on Catholic campuses, such as 

abortion, sexual orientation, alcohol/drug abuse, and premarital sex (Drake, 2005; Estanek, 1996; 

Reilly, 2003; Salmi, 2002) are addressed by the student affairs staff. The student affairs division 

must ultimately answer the tough question: How far should the college or university go in 

regulating institutional activity and individual student behavior that is contrary to Catholic 

teaching? Student affairs staff members at Catholic colleges and universities (CCUs) often help 

students confront the delicate balance between intellectual freedom in the classroom with the 

religious and moral values of the Gospel expressed beyond the classroom. In other words, 

student affairs practitioners encounter students where the Catholic faith is challenged, 

questioned, and lived out; therefore it is imperative to understand the role their office embraces 

in this interplay between institutional identity and the Catholic intellectual, moral, and religious 
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traditions (Salmi, 2002). 

 Problem of research. 

 There is a considerable body of literature on Catholic identity, student affairs, and 

organizational culture, but very few studies look at the intersection of all three of these 

categories. There has been extensive debate in America as to what constitutes a college or 

university as “Catholic” (Buckley, 1998; Burtchaell, 1998; Gallin, 2000; Gleason, 1995; 

Hesburgh, 1994; Kelly, 1992; Morey & Piderit, 2006; O’Brien, 2002), but many of the previous 

studies have focused on topics outside of student affairs, for example: on the role of the president 

in promoting the Catholic identity (Janosik, 1996; Lannon, 2000; Pellow, 2006; Rittof, 2001; 

Sloma-Williams, 2010; Wong, 2002), how the mission drives the institutional culture (Dunn, 

1996; Zingales, 2001), how the Catholic mission affects marketability (Olin, 2005), how 

Catholic women’s colleges have historically dealt with institutional change (Domes, 2009; 

Introcaso, 1996; Morey, 1995; Sellman, 1998), or how the rise of the laity has affected Catholic 

identity (Gardner, 2003; Magnaye, 2007). There has been a substantial amount of literature from 

the field of higher education concerning the importance of the nonacademic culture of college 

and university life in promoting the holistic development of students (Astin, 1977, 1984, 1985, 

1996, 1998; Kuh, 1993, 1995, 1999, 2003, 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005; Pace & 

McFee, 1960; Pervin, 1967).  There have been few studies that inquire into the themes of 

Catholic identity, student affairs, and organizational culture (Ackerson, 2009; Bickel, 2001; 

Estanek, 1996, 1997, 2001; Schmeling, 1997). Finally, there have been no studies that examine 

how the student life office contributes to the Catholic culture of an institution from the 

perspective of the senior student affairs officer, mid-level student affairs officer, and student 

leaders.  
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Conceptual Framework 

 This study utilized Morey and Piderit’s (2006) four Catholic models to aid in the 

selection of student life offices.  Morey and Piderit (2006) developed the four models based on 

an extensive study of 33 Catholic colleges and universities that varied considerably in their 

institutional size, selectivity, student body composition, presidential type, geography, and 

ideological view of Catholicism. The researchers conducted 124 interviews with senior 

administrators at these 33 colleges and universities from which they generated their framework. 

The four models help to differentiate among the goals that each institution hoped to achieve 

across five general sectors: the academic program, residential living, student activities (includes 

the sports program), religious activities, and personnel (Morey & Piderit, 2006). Table 1 

provides a quick reference to the four models as outlined in their book, Catholic Higher 

Education: A Culture in Crisis (Morey & Piderit, 2006, p. 89). 

Table 1 

Characteristics of the Four Catholic Models 

Model Characteristics 

Immersion Vast majority of students are Catholic 

Vast majority of faculty and administration 

    are Catholic 

Broad array of Catholic courses in the  

   academic sector 

Very strong non-academic Catholic culture 

Persuasion Majority of students are Catholic 

Significant number of faculty and 

   administrators are Catholic 
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Model Characteristics 

Small array of Catholic courses in the 

   academic sector 

Strong non-academic Catholic culture 

Diaspora Minority of students are Catholic 

Few faculty and administration are Catholic 

Minimal number of Catholic courses in  

   academic sector 

Consistent Catholic culture in non- 

   academic areas 

Cohort Two-pronged model: a small cohort of  

   well-trained and committed Catholic  

   students and faculty, and a much larger  

   group of students educated to be sensitive  

   to religious issues with a view to  

   influencing policy 

Note. From Catholic Higher Education: A Culture in Crisis (p. 89), by M.M. Morey, & J.J. Piderit, 2006, New 

York, NY: Oxford. Copyright 2006 by Oxford University Press.  

Research Questions 

The main research question that this study examined was: How do student life offices at four 

diverse Catholic institutions of higher education create an environment that is expressive of a 

Catholic way of life?  This question was operationalized by two subsequent research questions:  

1. How do senior student affairs officers, mid-level student affairs officers, and student 

leaders understand and articulate the Catholic culture of their institution? 
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2. How is Catholic culture manifested in the student life office policies, programs, and 

cultural activities of diverse Catholic institutions?    

Significance of the Study 

 This exploratory study provided multiple perspectives concerning the student life office’s 

role in influencing the Catholic institutional culture. To date, few studies have attempted to 

explore and compare the role student life offices play in the greater institutionalization of 

Catholic culture at Catholic colleges and universities. The area of student life is often the most 

visible manifestation of the Church’s teaching; It is where the Catholic mission and identity are 

incarnated. Finally, this study contributed to the literature in Catholic higher education by 

providing substantial evidence that the student life office was critical in the development of the 

Catholic culture of an institution.  

Theoretical Perspective  

The philosophical stance informing the methodology in this research is symbolic 

interactionism (Crotty, 1998; Hatch, 2006).  There are three basic tenets of the interactionist 

assumptions: 

…that human beings act toward things on the basis of the meaning that these things have 
for them, that the meaning of such things is derived from and arises out of the social 
interaction that one has with one’s fellows, and that these meanings are handled in, and 
modified through an interpretive process used by the person in dealing with the things he 
encounters (Crotty, 1998, p. 72).  
 
One of the principal ways in which symbolic interactionism functions “as a theoretical 

perspective informing methodologies for social research” is through the notion of “putting 

oneself in the place of the other” (Crotty, 1998, p. 75). Through this “role-taking” perspective, 

the researcher becomes aware of how the participant sees, feels, and interprets the reality around 

him or her (Crotty, 1998, p. 75). Finally, symbolic interactionism “explores the understandings 
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abroad in culture as the meaningful matrix that guides our lives” (Crotty, 1998, p. 71).  Maxwell 

(2005) stated it thus: “In many qualitative studies, the real interest is in how participants make 

sense of what has happened (itself a real phenomenon), and how this perspective informs their 

actions, rather than in determining precisely what happened or what they did” (p. 74).  

In this study the researcher was interested in how the student life office understands and 

expresses its Catholic culture, through the voice of the senior student affairs officers, mid-level 

student affairs officers, student leaders, and the essential documents of the student life office. 

Through face-to-face interviews the researcher immersed himself with the participants in their 

everyday work and educational environment. This method was necessary for understanding the 

meanings behind their actions and the process by which the participants define working, 

learning, and living within a Catholic culture. The researcher also noted campus architecture, the 

presence and prominence of Catholic symbolism, and expressions of students’ behaviors through 

campus observations.  

Delimitations  

 This multiple case study was confined to four Catholic colleges and universities 

throughout the Midwestern United States. Further, the case study was restricted to the 

investigation of student life offices as one unit within the broader university culture. Another 

delimitation was that the interviews were conducted with the senior student affairs officer, a mid-

level student affairs officer, and with students in leadership positions within student life office 

(resident assistants, student government, campus activities, campus ministry). No other 

administrators or students were interviewed.     
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Limitations 

This exploratory, qualitative study may not be generalizable to other populations (Creswell, 

2003; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003). This means that the findings in this study may not be 

applicable to other student life offices at other Catholic colleges or universities. This study used a 

conceptual model of Catholic colleges and universities (Morey & Piderit, 2006) to select the four 

case study sites. However, the data in this study does not reflect the entirety of the data collected 

in the model. For example, Morey and Piderit (2006) included data in their model regarding the 

percentage of faculty who were Catholic, but this information was unattainable in the current 

study. Another limitation of this study was the single-source bias, due to the fact that there was 

only one researcher collecting and analyzing the data (Merriam, 1998). Every attempt was made 

to retain trustworthiness, but nonetheless, the single-source bias remains and other interpretations 

of the findings are possible.  

Lastly, the researcher approached the study from his own bias towards Catholic higher 

education and this bias may be perceived in the interpretation of the findings. The researcher is 

an active Catholic and his current employment is at a Catholic institution of higher education. 

However, some of the researcher’s undergraduate studies and all of his graduate work occurred 

at non-Catholic institutions. In chapter III the researcher further explained how he mitigated 

against this potential bias by employing techniques such as triangulation, peer review, member 

checks, and thick rich description. The researcher worked diligently to “set aside all 

prejudgments” or, stated another way, to “bracket any preconceived ideas” so as to get a clear 

picture of the lived experience of the subject (Creswell, 1998, p. 52-54). 

Assumptions  

 It is assumed that senior student affairs officers (SSAO), mid-level student affairs officers 
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(MLSAO), and students desired and were working toward a vibrant and rich Catholic identity on 

their campus. Further, it is assumed that the SSAOs, MLSAOs, and student leaders, the 

participants of this study, provided truthful and accurate responses to the questions posed to 

them. Lastly, because this study investigated the role of the student life office on a current and 

relevant issue – Catholic identity - it is assumed that the results of this study are valuable to 

student affairs professionals at Catholic colleges and universities. 

Definition of Key Terms 

 Culture “the word ‘culture’ in its general sense indicates all those factors by which [man] 

refines and unfolds his manifold spiritual and bodily qualities. It means his effort to bring the 

world itself under his control by his knowledge and his labor. It includes the fact that by 

improving customs and institutions he renders social life more human both within the family and 

in the civic community. Finally, it is a feature of culture that throughout the course of time man 

expresses, communicates, and conserves in his works great spiritual exercises and desires, so that 

these may be of advantage to the progress of many, even of the whole human family” (Ex Corde 

Ecclesiae, 1990, note 16).  

 Catholic culture “is comprised of the group of practices and behaviors, beliefs, and 

understandings that form the ever-deepening context that nourishes the community of believers 

and energizes their commitment to Christ through the Church” (Morey & Piderit, 2006, p. 33).  

 Organizational culture in higher education is “the collective mutually shaping patterns of 

norms, values, practices, beliefs, and assumptions that guide the behavior of individuals and 

groups in an institute of higher education and provide a frame of reference within which to 

interpret the meaning of events and actions on and off campus” (Kuh & Whitt, 1998, p. 127). 

 In sum, the Catholic college and university is a distinctive subculture within the 
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American higher education system. However, this distinctiveness is fiercely debated in the 

literature. There are scholars who assert that Catholic institutions are not distinctive enough and 

are in danger of becoming secularized like their Protestant counterparts (Buckley, 1998; 

Burtchaell, 1998, 1999; Dougherty, Fitzgerald, Langan, & Schmitz, 1981; Gleason, 1994, 1995; 

Holtschneider & Morey, 2000; Kelly, 1992; Miller, 2005, 2006, 2007; Miscamble, 2007; Morey 

& Piderit, 2006, 2008). On the other hand, there are scholars who contend that Catholic higher 

education need not overly concern itself with its Catholic identity, but rather it must continue to 

negotiate its Catholic and secular identities in order to more fully engage the academic world and 

American culture (Gallin, 2000; Heft, 2003; Hesburgh, 1994; O’Brien, 2002). For these scholars 

there still exists hope in the creative tension or ambiguity between Catholic and university 

(O’Brien, 1994). 

Overview of the Study 

 This study consists of five chapters. Chapter I provides the context and introductory 

rationale for the study. It briefly examines the problem of practice, problem of research, 

conceptual model overview, research questions, and the significance of the study to frame the 

context of the present study. Most notably, this study is situated in an area that is largely 

undeveloped in Catholic higher education because its emphasis is on the non-academic culture of 

the institution. The remainder of this chapter provides a roadmap for the next two chapters to 

follow.  

 Chapter II presents the most relevant and comprehensive discussions within the literature 

dealing with Catholic identity, Catholic students’ intellectual, moral, and spiritual development, 

the role of student affairs, and organizational culture. Additionally, the conceptual framework 

proposed by Morey and Piderit (2006) is presented and discussed. The goal of chapter II is to fill 

the gap in the literature in order to support the research questions posed by the current study. 
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 Chapter III outlines the study’s methodology, which consists of a qualitative, multiple 

case study design. Chapter III describes the overall research design, which includes a description 

of the population and selected cases, data collection techniques, data preparation and handling, 

and certain design issues related to case study methodology. In addition, chapter III indicates 

how the researcher operationalized the conceptual framework of Morey and Piderit (2006), 

which was used for sample selectivity.   

 Chapter IV presents the findings of the study. It begins with a profile of the campus sites, 

gives a description of the interview participants by position, examines the major documents used 

in the study, and provides a picture of the campuses gathered through the researcher’s on-site 

observations. The chapter also presents the findings of each of the four cases within institution as 

well as across the four cases in the form of the six major themes that emerged. 

Chapter V discusses the major findings according to the two research sub-questions that 

guided this study. It connects the themes to the current literature. It presents various educational 

implications about the model and student affairs’ practice. It offers a critique and limitations of 

the study. Finally, it offers recommendations for future research in Catholic higher education.  
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CHAPTER II 

Review of the Literature 

This literature review contained the following four divisions: 1) a historical narrative of 

Catholic identity in higher education in America, 2) how that identity has affected college 

students’ intellectual, moral, and spiritual development, 3) the emergence and purpose of student 

affairs, and 4) organizational culture theory. 

 The first section examined what changes in Catholic higher education have occurred over 

the last century and why. This section was important to the current study because it examined 

how the Catholic identity issue changed from a holistic understanding of Catholicism to a 

plurality of “models” or ways of being a “Catholic” institution. This historical narrative of 

Catholic identity was significant because it contextualized why the word “crisis” has appeared 

throughout the literature on Catholic higher education. 

 The second section considered the landscape of Catholic young adults’ spiritual, 

religious, and moral development. This section traced how the Catholic identity issue has 

affected Catholic young adults. More specifically, this section presented findings that helped 

demonstrate what influence these Catholic institutions have had on the practice of those students 

who attended the different models of institutions. This section also addressed the conceptual 

models proposed by Morey and Piderit (2006), which are currently the most developed and 

comprehensive typology of Catholic colleges and universities and therefore serve as the 

conceptual framework for this study. Again the word “crisis” is intimately connected to the 

proposed models as will be explained in this section. 

 The third section investigated the role student affairs played in affecting college student 

development, particularly regarding intellectual, moral, and spiritual development. Additionally, 

this section addressed how student affairs affected the overall institutional culture and how 
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student affairs promoted the mission and identity of the institution. The final section examined 

organizational culture theory through the lens of Edgar Schein (2004). 

Catholic Identity  

 In order to assist the reader in a full appreciation of the complexity of the term “Catholic 

identity,” this section contained three subdivisions. The first subdivision covered the historical 

context surrounding “Catholic identity.” The second subdivision provided a brief sketch of Ex 

Corde Ecclesiae. The third subdivision illustrated how “Catholic identity” has been studied in 

the literature. The terms Catholic identity and Catholic culture were used interchangeably 

throughout this dissertation.   

Historical narrative for Catholic identity.  

 On October 31, 2005, the Secretary of the Congregation for Catholic Education, 

Archbishop Michael Miller, presented a lecture at the University of Notre Dame entitled 

Challenges Facing American and European Catholic Universities: A View from the Vatican. On 

September 11, 2006, Archbishop Miller spoke at an assembly at Boston College. His talk was 

titled: The Holy See and the Challenges of Catholic Higher Education in the United States. Two 

days later, this same talk was delivered at Creighton University. Finally, on April 19, 2007, 

Archbishop Miller delivered a keynote address at Franciscan University of Steubenville where he 

identified “ten major criteria that could profitably be used in assessing a university’s 

appropriation of its Catholic identity” (p. 1).  Miller reiterated in these series of talks that the 

Holy See was primarily concerned with “encouraging and where necessary, fostering the 

reclaiming of an institution’s vigorous Catholic identity” (Miller, 2006). The Holy See’s 

concerns echoed the admonition elaborated by Pope John Paul II in Ex Corde Ecclesiae (ECE), 

which will be addressed later. 
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 Archbishop Miller’s series of talks were significant because they detailed how the Holy 

See, Pope Benedict XVI, perceived the state of Catholic higher education in the United States. 

More importantly, these talks prepared the way for Pope Benedict XVI himself to address 

Catholic leaders of higher education. On April 17, 2008, the Pope addressed presidents of 

Catholic colleges and universities and diocesan education leaders at the Catholic University of 

America in Washington, D.C. Most commentators thought the address would likely be an 

opportunity for the Pope to focus renewed attention on Ex Corde Ecclesiae and beckon leaders to 

strengthen their institutional fidelity to the Church (Rayasam, 2008). Though the Pope did not 

mention ECE by name, he reaffirmed its purpose by calling attention to four essential 

characteristics of Catholic institutions. In this way, he pastorally challenged leaders of Catholic 

institutions to recommit themselves to Rome. 

 First, the Pope asserted that “first and foremost every Catholic educational institution is a 

place to encounter the living God” and this personal relationship with God “elicits a desire to 

grow in the knowledge and understanding of Christ and his teaching” (Benedict XVI, 2008, p. 

1). From the encounter with Christ to the growth in knowledge and understanding, one is then 

led to a “life of Christian witness nurtured and strengthened within the community of our Lord’s 

disciples, the Church” (p. 1). This first point of Pope Benedict XVI echoed the first essential 

characteristic of every Catholic university outlined by Pope John Paul II in ECE, namely that a 

Catholic university must have “a Christian inspiration not only of individuals, but of the 

university community as such” (ECE, 1990, art.13). John Paul II and Benedict XVI hold that the 

Catholic university is a community of believers rather than a modicum of isolated believers who 

happen to share the same space. 
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 Secondly, Pope Benedict XVI claimed that the “crisis of truth” is rooted in the “crisis of 

faith” by which he means that there is an essential harmonizing relationship between faith and 

reason (Benedict XVI, 2008, p.2). In another passage he stated “Only in faith can truth become 

incarnate and reason truly human, capable of directing the will along the path of freedom” (p. 2). 

Here again Pope Benedict XVI reaffirmed the indispensable role of faith in the pursuit of truth. 

John Paul II had similarly expressed this in ECE as the second essential characteristic of a 

Catholic university, namely “a continuing reflection in the light of the Catholic faith upon the 

growing treasury of human knowledge, to which it seeks to contribute by its own research” 

(ECE, 1990, art. 13). John Paul II and his successor Pope Benedict XVI both asserted that faith 

not only has a place at the academy, but it elevates reason to new heights of comprehension thus 

making faith an integral aspect to the development of knowledge.  

 Thirdly, Pope Benedict XVI addressed the core issue of the Catholic identity question. 

His response was that “Catholic identity is not dependent upon statistics. Neither can it be 

equated simply with orthodoxy of course content. It demands much more: namely that each and 

every aspect of your learning communities reverberates within the ecclesial life of faith” 

(Benedict XVI, 2008, p. 3). The term “ecclesial life of faith” refers to the assembly of believers 

who make up the Catholic Church. In other words, one who is part of the “ecclesial life of faith” 

is inseparable from the universal community of believers of whom the leader is the Pope. This 

response paralleled the third characteristic of Catholic universities noted in ECE: “fidelity to the 

Christian message as it comes to us through the Church” (ECE, 1990, art. 13). John Paul II and 

Pope Benedict XVI are reasserting that the Catholic Church was founded by Jesus Christ and so 

its message demands total fidelity on the part of the believer and cannot be equated with merely 

externals, i.e. enrollment figures or hiring profiles.  
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 Lastly, Pope Benedict XVI reminded Catholic educators of the “Church’s primary 

mission of evangelization, in which educational institutions play a crucial role” one that is 

“consonant with a nation’s fundamental aspiration to develop a society truly worthy of the 

human person’s dignity” (Benedict XVI, 2008, p. 3). What Pope Benedict proclaimed was that a 

sincere life of faith leads to a true understanding of the human person, which opens up the “vast 

adventure” of what students ought to do for each other and society at large (p. 5). This concept 

again reaffirmed John Paul II’s fourth characteristic of a Catholic university as outlined in ECE: 

“an institutional commitment to the service of the people of God and of the human family in 

their pilgrimage to the transcendent goal which gives meaning to life” (ECE, 1990, art. 13). John 

Paul II and Benedict XVI are thus reminding the Catholic university that the fruit of faith is 

service. 

 Therefore, even though Pope Benedict XVI did not mention ECE by name, he recaptured 

the four essential characteristics of Catholic universities that were promulgated by John Paul II: 

1) the individual believer is connected to the wider community of faith, 2) reason cannot afford 

to ignore faith’s role in the academy, 3) Catholic institutions are dependent on the universal 

Church, and 4) Catholic institutions have a mission of evangelization and service. In this way 

Pope Benedict XVI remained faithful to the nature and objectives of Catholic identity as 

contained in the Apostolic Constitution Ex Corde Ecclesiae.    

Identity crisis. 

 Why is Catholic identity such an important topic? Prior to 1968 the Catholic Church 

made no attempt at a definitive statement on Catholic universities around the world (Nagy, 

2006). As Gleason (1994) and others have noted this was largely due to the fact that “Catholic 

identity” was taken for granted and the notion of an identity problem did not exist (Estanek, 
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1997). To be a Catholic in America, prior to the mid 1960s, meant that one was distinct from the 

greater American culture and the colleges and universities reflected this distinct subculture in 

their curriculum and extracurriculum (Gleason, 1994).  

 The chain reaction that set in motion the “crisis of Catholic identity” in the 1960s began 

with Monsignor John Tracy Ellis’ (1955) critique of American Catholics in intellectual 

leadership. His criticism was meant to reinvigorate Catholic intellectuals to engage in intellectual 

conversation with their non-Catholic colleagues in order to bring forth the richness of the 

Catholic intellectual tradition, an “incomparable tradition of Catholic learning of which they are 

the direct heirs” (Ellis, 1955, p. 13). Throughout the tone of his essay, Ellis (1955) appeared 

confident that the Catholic intellectual tradition would prevail if its adherents heeded his counsel. 

Ellis’ critique was significant, but it needed two transformational forces to accelerate the 

“Catholic identity” problem, namely the Second Vatican Council and the cultural and social 

upheaval of the 1960s. 

 The Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), the election of John F. Kennedy (first Roman 

Catholic president), and the social and political uprisings on U.S. campuses during the 1960s 

combined to create utter confusion as to the role of a Catholic in American society and 

henceforth the role of the Catholic college and university in America (Gallin, 1999; Heft, 2003). 

There were both external and internal upheavals that dramatically affected Catholic colleges and 

universities. As to the externals, Gleason (1994) accurately summarized: 

 Illustrative of the first [external developments] are differences between conservative and 
 liberal Catholics over issues of academic freedom, theological dissent, the role of the 
 magisterium, the relation of colleges and universities to ecclesiastical authority, and the 
 degree to which education for justice can serve as the core element in an institution’s 
 Catholic identity (p. 100). 
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 Among the internal developments, the composition of the faculty underwent a radical 

change. Prior to 1960, there was a majority of priests and religious teaching at Catholic colleges 

and universities; now there existed a minority (Gardner, 2003; Heft, 2003; Magnaye, 2007). 

Prior to the 1960s there was a majority of Catholics on the faculty; today that majority is either in 

jeopardy or it has fallen to a minority (Geiger, 2003; Miscamble, 2007; Sullins, 2004; Zech, 

1999). The decline of male and female religious congregations had drastic ramifications for 

Catholic higher education outside the classroom as well (Carroll, 2002; Estanek, 1997; Gallin, 

2000; Gleason, 1995; Morey & Piderit, 2006; Sanderl, 2004). For example, the religious men 

and women were living examples of Catholic teaching through their vows of poverty, life of 

service, and sacramental commitments. In addition, their theological training and knowledge of 

the Catholic intellectual tradition was much more thorough than the laity who would 

immediately follow in their footsteps. The loss of these religious and their influence in Catholic 

higher education is beyond the scope of this current study, but it is sufficient to call attention to 

the reality of this phenomenon and its impact on Catholic higher education.  

 Land O’ Lakes. 

Another critical moment in the evolution of the Catholic “identity problem” came with 

the proclamation of the 1967 Land O’ Lakes Statement. Inspired by the spirit of Vatican II, 

particularly the document Gaudium et Spes, the Statement was the fruit of a movement of 

Catholic university presidents in the late 1960s to advance the role of the laity in the Church, 

engage modernity in new academic disciplines and theological interpretations, and work towards 

ecumenism. Of course, these aims, it was believed, would result in upward mobility for Catholic 

universities. This new “Catholic university” needed to compete with the Harvards, Yales, and 

Princetons of America in the pursuit of academic excellence. Unlike earlier times, when Catholic 
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universities defended their scholastic tradition against modern influence (Mahoney, 2003), or 

accreditation standards (Gleason, 1995) Catholic colleges and universities were now moving to 

assimilate with the prestigious American universities (Gleason, 1992, 1994).  

 Twenty-six participants, including presidents, vice-presidents, and board members of 11 

Catholic colleges and universities met at Land O’ Lakes, Wisconsin to address how Catholic 

institutions of higher education should emulate the changing nature of the American university 

(Gallin, 1992). The Land O’ Lakes Statement that resulted from the conference identified two 

major issues facing American Catholic colleges and universities: academic freedom and 

institutional autonomy. The drafters of the Land O’ Lakes Statement viewed the juridical linkage 

between the Church and academe as the primary threat that would prohibit academic freedom 

and limit institutional autonomy.  Thus, the Land O’ Lakes Statement was significant because it 

advanced a sweeping change in the self-understanding of Catholic higher education in the U.S. 

and served to influence the direction of Catholic universities worldwide (Introcaso, 1996; Gallin, 

2000). In short, it was a call for Catholic universities to break ties with the Church and embrace a 

new image: that of an American research university. Ex Corde Ecclesiae (ECE) was ultimately 

the Vatican’s response to this view in an ongoing dialogue about the nature of a Catholic 

institution.  

 Ex Corde Ecclesiae.  

 On August 15, 1990, Pope John Paul II delivered to the world, and more specifically to 

Catholic higher education institutions, the Apostolic Constitution, Ex Corde Ecclesiae, which 

literally translates “from the heart of the Church.” The significance of the document resided in its 

explanation of the “Catholic” nature and identity of Catholic universities (Nagy, 2006). Ex Corde 

Ecclesiae (ECE) contains two sections: Part I explains the identity and mission of a Catholic 
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university while Part II includes the General Norms, which are a series of prescriptions based on 

the teachings of Vatican Council II and the directives of the Code of Canon Law that enable 

Catholic higher education institutions to fulfill their mission in “the free search for the whole 

truth about nature, man, and God” (Ex Corde Ecclesiae, 1990, art. 4).  

 As an Apostolic Constitution, ECE is the most authoritative statement on Catholic higher 

education within the Catholic Church. Due to its universal audience, ECE requires the local 

conferences of bishops to enact the specific norms for Catholic universities under their care. In 

other words, the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) were given the responsibility of 

implementing ECE according to the norm of Church law. This task was accomplished by the 

USCCB on May 3, 2000, with the Application of Ex Corde Ecclesiae to the United States.  

Though the document, ECE was universally promulgated in 1990, it had a rich and intriguing 

development. The final document emerged after years of debate primarily among theologians, 

presidents, and bishops over how to define Catholic identity, a debate that continues within the 

Catholic higher education field today.  Most of the debates in the literature surrounding Ex Corde 

Ecclesiae (ECE) involve four major areas: academic freedom, institutional autonomy, hiring 

practices, and pluralism. This section briefly addressed the key issues within each of these four 

areas followed by a justification for utilizing ECE in this study.  

Academic freedom. 

 Even though the Norms of ECE expressly upheld the principle of academic freedom (c.f. 

chapter 2, article 5), opponents of ECE claimed that the Church was in the business of silencing 

intellectuals (as it had done previously with dissident theologians) and ECE was another 

interference of the Church hierarchy into the life of an academic. Those critical of ECE cited the 

“mandatum” as the primary method of interference imposed by the hierarchy on Catholic 
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theologians. The purpose of the “mandatum” or mandate was to ensure that Catholic theologians 

“are faithful to the Magisterium of the Church as the authentic interpreter of Sacred Scripture 

and Sacred Tradition” (ECE, 1990, art. 4).  The mandatum was not required of faculty in other 

disciplines outside of theology.  

 Opponents believed that the principle of academic freedom and the respect of secular 

intellectuals would be severely weakened by the Norms of ECE (Hellwig, 2000, 2001; Maguire, 

2002; Monan & Malloy, 1999; Nilson, 2001; Saunders, 2000). Henkin, Dee, and Manzo (2001) 

found that one-fourth of the 44 Catholic university presidents in their study viewed ECE as 

incompatible with academic freedom. To the objection from those who believed that ECE 

opposed academic freedom, Baxter (1999) replied that “all institutions of higher learning operate 

according to a scale of values that defines and thereby limits academic freedom” (p. 634). Even 

non-Catholic intellectuals were quick to dispel the myth that academic freedom should be 

considered as an absolute. “At most universities, there are at least four categories of official 

limitations on individual academic freedom…the curriculum, the scholarly discipline itself, 

harassment policies and speech codes, and the advocacy of religious viewpoints by faculty at 

state universities” (Gordon & Durham, 1999, p. 711). The position endorsed by ECE was that 

academic freedom, truly expressed, meant a respect for the “rights of the individual and the 

community” i.e. responsible freedom, not absolute freedom (ECE, 1990, art. 12).   

Institutional autonomy. 

 A second objection to ECE was that it hindered or threatened the institutional autonomy 

of Catholic colleges and universities by permitting the Church hierarchy to influence internal 

procedures. Opponents of ECE hearken back to the 1967 Land O’Lakes Statement in defense 

claiming that true universities, Catholic included, must be free from “authority of whatever kind, 
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lay or clerical, external to the academic community itself.”  Yet some commentators have noted 

that this freedom from authority of whatever kind is not a tenable position, as most Catholic 

colleges and universities regularly subject themselves to a host of external authorities such as 

accrediting agencies, ROTC programs, and modern business corporations (Baxter, 1999). Other 

critics warned that this double standard toward authority essentially meant that Catholic colleges 

and universities were declaring what it meant to be Catholic apart from the Church, which was 

unprecedented in history (Whitehead, 1996). Interestingly Henkin, Dee, and Manzo (2001) 

reported that one-third of the 44 Catholic presidents in their study also viewed ECE as 

incompatible with institutional autonomy.  However, most Catholic college and university 

presidents conceded that good relations with their local bishop were instrumental to their long-

term institutional success.   

Hiring practices. 

 The most heated controversy surrounding hiring practices corresponded to ECE’s 

directive that “non-Catholic teachers should not be allowed to constitute a majority within the 

institution” (ECE, 1990, art. 4). Henkin, Dee, and Manzo (2001) reported that nearly one-third of 

the 44 Catholic university presidents in their study believed that the implementation of ECE 

would make it difficult to recruit new faculty members. Miscamble (2007), a history professor at 

Notre Dame, lamented the fact that few departments at his university “conscientiously and 

enthusiastically, support the mission statement’s call for a predominant number of Catholic 

faculty” (p. 21). One of Miscamble’s colleagues, McGreevy (2007), however argued in response 

that there was a shortage of Catholic faculty in the country from which to recruit and that there 

were many non-Catholic faculty that did support the mission of the university. 

 Opponents of Ex Corde Ecclesiae’s directive on non-Catholic teachers (ECE, 1990, art. 
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4) contested that discrimination litigation would result if the norms of ECE were implemented 

(Alexander & Alexander, 2000).  They argued that this directive constituted a “religious 

purpose,” one of the prongs of the Lemon test that could be used in court against religious 

institutions who received federal funding. Further, in both Hunt and Roemer respectively, the 

court emphasized that there were no “religious qualifications for faculty membership” and 

“academic quality,” not religious persuasion, was the principal hiring criteria for faculty at each 

of the colleges (p. 169-170). Thus ECE could put Catholic colleges at risk for both hiring 

discrimination and loss of federal funds.  

  However, proponents of ECE questioned how an institution could remain faithful to its 

mission without those who could implement it. Were there not employment practices that could 

be implemented at Catholic institutions that were supported by civil law? In fact there were. 

“Under federal statutory law, religious organizations generally have three exemptions from the 

requirement for non-discrimination employment practices of the Civil Rights Act of 1964” 

(Araujo, 1999, p. 840). These three exemptions in sum were as follows: (1) religious educational 

institutions who hired individuals of a particular religion who performed work connected to the 

institution’s religious activities, (2) an employee who exemplified a bona fide occupational 

qualification necessary to the employer’s enterprise (e.g. university chaplain), and                     

(3) employment practices of an institution which was owned, supported, controlled, or managed 

by a particular religion or religious society or if the curriculum was directed toward the 

propagation of a particular religion (Araujo, 1999). Ultimately what this meant was that ECE 

permited Catholic universities to take the necessary steps to preserve their missions, which were 

respected and protected by Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (Araujo, 1999; Gordon & 

Durham, 1999).   
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Pluralism. 

 The fourth objection raised against ECE was that it opposed pluralism. Opponents of 

ECE argued that it advocated the promotion of a distinct Catholic identity, which was intolerant 

to diverse ideas, people, practices, etc. This type of criticism narrowly interpreted pluralism as 

that which simply occurred within institutions. Yet Catholic institutions that genuinely advanced 

the Catholic intellectual tradition offer the world a unique gift, which affirms a particular form of 

pluralism - one between institutions. Further, some authors have noted that the Catholic tradition 

is “complex and multifaceted, not merely tolerant of variety and controversy but dependent on 

them for its progress and development” (Baxter, 1999, p. 634). Thus Catholic colleges and 

universities may reasonably assert that they, over their long history, have studied the best of what 

has been thought and penned across traditions, cultures, and people in order to better understand 

the truth of things.     

Utilizing Ex Corde Ecclesiae. 

 For the purposes of this study, the understanding of Catholic culture in the college and 

university setting was rooted in Ex Corde Ecclesiae. One point of clarification however must be 

raised with ECE, namely that it made few references to the area of student life as the American 

system of higher education defines it. Why was this so? The prominence of life outside the 

classroom, i.e. the extracurriculum, is largely an American phenomenon as Archbishop Miller 

noted: “The vast majority of the world’s Catholic universities do not offer the kind of on-campus 

residential experiences and plethora of student activities available in this country” (2007, p. 10). 

Ex Corde Ecclesiae was a document written to all the Catholic universities in the world, totaling 

around 1,300 institutions, therefore it was not surprising that there was little mention of 

extracurricular life, which was specific to American Catholic higher education of which there are 
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only 220 institutions. 

 There were however two sections of Ex Corde Ecclesiae that referred to the university 

community. The “university community” included the teachers, administrators, and students 

(ECE, 1990, arts. 21-26). As previously mentioned there was not a clear separation between the 

curriculum and the extracurriculum. Rather, Catholic culture, as expressed in the university 

community, flowed from the curriculum into the extracurriculum. In other words, what Catholic 

students learned in the classroom with regard to moral, religious, and social teachings of the 

Church ought to be visibly practiced outside of it.   

 In the first part of Ex Corde Ecclesiae concerning the identity of a Catholic university, 

John Paul II wrote the following about the university community. 

A Catholic university pursues its objectives through its formation of an authentic human 
community animated by the spirit of Christ. The source of its unity springs from a 
common dedication to the truth, a common vision of the dignity of the human person and, 
ultimately, the person and message of Christ, which gives the Institution its distinctive 
character (ECE, 1990, p. 19).  
  
In the second part of ECE, under the General Norms, article four, section five, pertaining 

to the university community, it stated the following. “The education of students is to combine 

academic and professional development with formation in moral and religious principles and the 

social teachings of the Church” (p. 42). These two sections of ECE provided Catholic colleges 

and universities with a framework for developing a cultural environment where students were 

taught to know the truth and live it abundantly. This cultural environment must be shaped and 

cultivated properly, for it would not happen otherwise. To understand how student life offices 

contributed to the institutionalization of Catholic culture was the purpose of this study.

 Studies Pertaining to Catholic Identity. 

 The latest and most thoroughly researched book on the identity of Catholic colleges and 



27 

 

universities was Morey and Piderit’s (2006) study entitled Catholic Higher Education: A Culture 

in Crisis. The purpose of Morey and Piderit’s (2006) study was to evaluate the Catholic identity 

question against the backdrop of a perceived increase in secularization and mission drift. Morey 

and Piderit (2006) conducted 124 qualitative interviews with senior level administrators at 33 

diverse Catholic colleges and universities. Morey and Piderit (2006) were particularly interested 

in the transition from religiously-professed leaders to a preponderance of lay leaders. The study 

attempted to generally address how a senior level administrator within a Catholic college or 

university integrated the Catholic intellectual, moral, and social tradition of the Church 

throughout the institution. Morey and Piderit (2006) tried to identify how these senior 

administrators understood and transmitted the founding religious values of their institution and 

how they made them relevant in the current landscape of higher education.  

 The 124 interviews led to a substantial amount of data that was analyzed and categorized 

into 26 themes that were then prioritized into the 15 most significant themes. These 15 themes 

were then classified under four general headings: a) academic, b) student culture, c) religious, 

and d) institutional. The authors then provided concrete responses from the interviews with 

senior level administrators on issues surrounding academics, student culture, religion, and 

institutional mission. Not surprisingly, considering the historical narrative of Catholic identity 

conveyed above, the interviews revealed a lack of consensus about what Catholic identity meant 

or how to achieve it. More importantly for this current study, Morey and Piderit (2006) found 

that most of the student life administrators interviewed felt they were “under siege and 

unsupported” in promoting Catholic teaching in the student culture and extracurricular activities 

(p. 163).  

 Perhaps the most significant contribution of this research was the development of the 
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model typology. Morey and Piderit (2006) admitted that early on in the interview process, 

different versions of what it meant to be a Catholic college or university emerged. Over the 

course of the interviews and analysis, it became evident that four distinct models or “ways of 

approaching collegiate Catholic mission, culture, and identity” arose (Morey & Piderit, 2006, p. 

382). Morey and Piderit (2006) admitted that not all the institutions fit neatly within the models, 

but there was enough similarity to give rise to the models. As explained previously, the four 

models that emerged were: 1) immersion, 2) persuasion, 3) diaspora, and 4) cohort. Though these 

four models emerged, Morey and Piderit (2006) were clear that all four types could legitimately 

exist while at the same time being institutionally committed to maintaining their Catholic 

identity.     

An additional value of this study was its breadth of sample and depth of analysis. There 

were no previous studies of Catholic higher education that have attempted the degree of 

comprehension that Morey and Piderit (2006) achieved. Further, the authors’ analysis crossed 

ideological lines, and as such could not be easily dismissed for a conservative or liberal proposal. 

Lastly, the authors made a series of recommendations on how Catholic institutions could 

enhance their Catholic identity while maintaining their legitimate variety. These 

recommendations were thoughtful, practical, and connected to the objective of enhancing 

institutional identity for all four model types.  

 A valid criticism that may be leveled against this study was that it did not consider the 

faculty or students who make up a tremendous part of the institutional culture. Though the lay 

administrators were nearly all practicing Catholics committed to maintaining the Catholic 

identity of their institution, the faculty and students may not have been so inclined. 

Administrators certainly guide the mission of the college, but as Morey and Piderit (2006) 
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discovered, what was often articulated from the administrators was a list of convictions about the 

Catholic identity as opposed to the reality on the ground. Apart from Immersion colleges, 

administrators at the other model types experienced “faculty hostility to the religious mission” 

(Morey & Piderit, 2006, p. 99) or a “religiously tepid” student culture (p. 158). Thus, similar 

information collected from the faculty and students would have proved to be a valuable 

contribution to an already robust study. 

 There were two major historical works on Catholic higher education that documented 

how Catholic institutions shaped their identities and missions as they progressed over the last 

century. Philip Gleason (1995) in his work, Contending with Modernity discussed the 

institutional and ideological forces that influenced Catholic colleges between 1900 and 1960. 

Institutionally, Catholic colleges were confronted with increased academic specialization and 

standardization. Ideologically, Catholic institutions, whose curriculum centered on scholastic 

forms of knowledge, found themselves surrounded by modernist notions inspired by 

Enlightenment influences (Gleason, 1995). Debates raged across the ocean as the popes 

condemned “Americanism” as a form of liberalization of knowledge and freedom (p. 10-17). 

Gleason (1995) documented the swing from neo-Thomism on one side to a more sympathetic 

and, in some cases, a full embrace of modernity and Americanism by Catholic intellectuals (p. 

297-304). His account was thoroughly researched and informative, but ends short of current 

developments. 

 In his voluminous work, The Dying of the Light: The Disengagement of Colleges from 

Their Christian Churches, Burtchaell (1998) took a slightly different approach to the notion of 

Catholic identity than did Gleason. Burtchaell (1998) in fact mentioned the work that Gleason 

did in Contending with Modernity (1995), but articulated how his study branched in another 
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direction. Burtchaell’s (1998) work was not solely focused on Catholic colleges rather it 

involved an in-depth case study analysis of 17 religiously-founded institutions, three of which 

were Catholic. Burtchaell’s (1998) thesis was that most Protestant and many Catholic colleges 

underwent a progressive disengagement from their religious mission and identities. Catholics 

were slower to disengage than their Protestant counterparts, believed Burtchaell (1998), but 

nonetheless the signs were present whereby in time, Catholic colleges would barely resemble 

their founding purposes. Burtchaell’s (1998) analysis was less exhaustive and more negative in 

terms of the Catholic subject matter than Gleason’s view. In other words, Gleason (1995) was 

more hopeful for the future of Catholic higher education than Burtchaell’s analysis admitted.  

 These two works illustrate how difficult it is for a church-related, more specifically, a 

Catholic institution, to engage modernity without losing its religious convictions. Other authors 

have raised similar demanding questions of Catholic higher educational institutions: “In a college 

tied to a particular religious tradition, are all ideas and all people welcome? How can a college 

honor and express its denominational commitments in a way that does not exclude? Conversely, 

can it muster sufficient resources to convincingly express a denominational relationship?” 

(Mahoney, Schmalzbauer, & Youniss, 2001, p.38). There have been many compelling books, 

dissertations, and articles that have taken various positions on these questions that have led to the 

pronouncement of a “crisis” of Catholic institutional identity over the last 40 years. 

There were articles that argued that Catholic higher education is on a trajectory that leads 

toward a further weakening of their Catholic identity, one that will require a major identity 

transformation in order to recover (Burtchaell, 1999; Kelly, 1992; MacIntyre, 1999; McInerny, 

1999; Piderit, 1999; Reilly, 2003). Other authors admitted that Catholic institutions were walking 

a precarious fine line regarding their Catholic identity, but also discussed how these institutions 
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could turn challenges into opportunities. For example, some studies recognized the potential of 

lay leadership to enhance identity (Gardner, 2003; Williams, 2010; Wong, 2002) while others 

have examined the role directors of mission have played in maintaining mission (Magnaye, 

2007).  

 Still other authors simply explained the various reasons why Catholic identity became a 

problem. For example, Gallin (2000) documented the historical developments from 1960 to the 

1990s while Olin (2005) examined how market forces and the drive to stay competitive affected 

mission. Further, there were numerous sources that examined the influence of secularism, 

pluralism, and postmodernism on the university (MacIntyre, 1999; Marsden, Mixon, Lyon & 

Beatty, 2004; Lakeland, 2001; Olsen, 1992; Scott, 2006; Wolfe, 1999). Lastly, there were 

authors who acknowledged that leaders of Catholic colleges and universities have distanced 

themselves from the Church hierarchy over the last century, but they argued that these changes 

were largely positive for the institutions and the Church (Cernera, 2005; Heft, 2003; Hellwig, 

Wilcox, & King 2000; O’Brien, 2002).  

College Students’ Intellectual, Moral, and Spiritual Development 

 Owing to the existence of differing models of Catholic colleges and universities, one may 

rightly ask, do these different models effectively produce different types of Catholic students? 

Or, if religious identity is important to students, are they choosing their institutions based on the 

express Catholic commitment of the institution? Having examined the historical context of the 

identity issue, this section addressed the influence of the identity “crisis” on college students. 

Since college choice was beyond the scope of this research, this section focused primarily on the 

first question, namely what influence these institutions have had on the practice of those students 

who attended the different models of institutions. Some authors have termed this influence the 
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“between-college effects” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, p.75).  

 This section of the literature review was subdivided into three main areas. The first 

subdivision examined religion and spirituality of young adults generally, which typically referred 

to those who fell in the college age ranges of 18-24. The second subdivision reviewed prominent 

surveys of Catholic young adults’ religious beliefs and practices. The final subdivision presented 

three empirical studies on the relationship between attending a Catholic college or university and 

the resulting effect on religious beliefs and practices. In other words, these three studies 

addressed the outcomes of attending a Catholic college or university on one’s belief system and 

lived experience of those beliefs.  

 Religion and Spirituality of Young Adults. 

 There were two national works that examined the religious and spiritual lives of college 

students. One of these works, Pascarella and Terenzini’s (2005) second volume entitled: How 

College Affects Students, chronicled the impact that attending a college or university had on the 

development of a college student’s spiritual and moral life. The other was the Higher Education 

Research Institute’s (HERI) national report entitled: The Spiritual Life of College Students: A 

National Study of College Students’ Search for Meaning and Purpose (2004), which examined 

how students in college characterized their religiosity or spirituality.  

 Pascarella and Terenzini’s (2005) book How College Affects Students: Volume 2, was a 

synthesis of research “on the impact of college on students that has accumulated since the 1991 

publication” (p.5). As such it was not one study, but a summary synthesis of over 2,500 studies 

covering a variety of outcomes of postsecondary attendance for individual students, such as 

cognitive growth, psychosocial change, attitudes and value change, and moral development. In 

essence the authors simply desired to document how the college experience affected individual 
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students across these multiple domains.  

 Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) analyzed the change in moral and spiritual development 

of students in six ways: (a) during college, (b) net effects (controlling for certain influences such 

as maturation or social trends at the time), (c) between-college effects (based on institutional 

features such as selectivity or size), (d) within-college effects (such as faculty and peer 

interactions or major course of study), (e) conditional effects (such as gender or race), and (f) 

long-term effects of college.  

 Pertaining to spiritual development, there was modest evidence that “points to increases 

or refinements in students’ religious values during college” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, p. 

335). However, there appeared to be no empirical support for net effects, within-college effects, 

conditional effects, or long-term effects of college on religious values (Pascarella & Terenzini, 

2005). There was some inconsistent evidence regarding the between-college effects on 

religiosity. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) cited that there were slight influences of institutional 

selectivity on religiousness such that the higher the selectivity, the lower the religiousness (p. 

293) though this finding appeared tenuous (p. 338).   

 How college affected students’ moral development also achieved modest gains in the 

following categories: during college, between-college, within-college, and long-term effects. 

With regard to change during college, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) found that there was a 

“strong association between principled moral reasoning and extent of exposure to postsecondary 

education” (p. 347). For between-college effects, the greatest gains in principled moral reasoning 

were found at “small, private, liberal arts colleges” (p. 367). Further, certain within-college 

effects were known to produce increases in principled moral reasoning. For example, students 

who were exposed to courses in “philosophical methods of ethical analysis as well as to dilemma 
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discussion and personality development” showed growth in principled moral reasoning 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, p. 368). Finally, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) found “evidence 

suggesting that increases in the use of principled moral reasoning that occurred during college 

tended to persist into the years immediately following graduation” (p. 370).  

 Pascarella and Terenzini’s (2005) comprehensive work was helpful to researchers 

looking for a general overview of select college student outcomes. It was not particularly useful 

in identifying specific in-depth information about the studies on which it reports. For example, 

the authors admitted to few national studies since 1990 that dealt with changes in religious 

attitudes during college, but no specifics were provided. Consequently, researchers should not 

expect Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) to provide detailed information or critiques of studies; 

rather they should expect to find broad sweeping conclusions based on limited available 

evidence about a given topic.       

 Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) could not find significant evidence supporting between-

college effects on spiritual or religious values in part because of an insufficient number of 

studies. However, they found clear evidence that the sociopolitical environment created among 

students and faculty members on campus significantly influenced students’ sociopolitical 

attitudes and behaviors. “Students on campuses with a liberal sociopolitical peer context 

(compared with similar students on more conservative campuses) showed greater increases in the 

likelihood of voting and in commitment to social activism, liberal sociopolitical orientations, and 

support for civil liberties” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, p. 337). One wonders if there were 

sufficient studies looking at spiritual or religious values, would a similar conclusion be drawn? 

In other words, would a liberal spiritual/religious peer or faculty culture influence liberal 

spiritual/religious beliefs and behaviors? The existence of evidence demonstrating that peer 
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culture and faculty culture influenced beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors along sociopolitical lines 

seemed to suggest the possibility of similar results along spiritual or religious lines.    

 The Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) sought to examine the spiritual lives of 

college students particularly in how college students “conceive of spirituality, the role it plays in 

their lives, and how colleges and universities can be more effective in facilitating students’ 

spiritual development” (Astin, Astin, & Lindholm, 2004, p. 2).  

 HERI, located at the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA), conducted a major 

multi-year and multi-institutional research project that involved 112,232 students and 236 

diverse colleges and universities throughout the country (Astin, Astin, & Lindholm, 2004). 

Students were given a “six-page survey questionnaire that addressed questions about their 

background, educational and occupational aspirations, and values and beliefs with respect to 

spiritual and religious matters” (p. 3). 

 Overall the “study revealed that today’s college students have very high levels of spiritual 

interest and involvement” (Astin, et al., 2004, p. 3). For example, 83% believed in the sacredness 

of life, 81% attended religious services, 80% discussed religion or spirituality with friends, and 

79% believed in God (Astin, et al., 2004, p. 5). In addition, 67% considered it “essential” or 

“very important” that their college developed their personal values while 48% said that it was 

“essential” or “very important” that college “encourage their personal expression of spirituality” 

(Astin, et al., 2004, p. 6).  

 The study defined 12 dimensions of spirituality and religiousness that were used to 

comprise the scales of the survey: spirituality, spiritual quest, equanimity, religious commitment, 

religious engagement, religious/social conservatism, religious skepticism, religious struggle, 

charitable involvement, compassionate self-concept, ethic of care, and ecumenical worldview. 
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Student responses were ranked as either high or low across these scales. This study provided 

valuable data disaggregated by religious preference as well as high and low levels of religious 

and spiritual engagement. For example, Catholic students “tended to score below the overall 

average on four measures: religious commitment, religious engagement, religious 

social/conservatism, and religious skepticism” (Astin, et al., 2004, p. 22). Interestingly, when 

groups scored low on religious commitment, engagement, and social/conservatism, it was 

because they were high on religious skepticism. However, Catholics scored low on all measures 

including religious skepticism. This lack of skepticism suggested that Catholics scored highest 

on being lukewarm or indifferent in their spiritual lives. 

Though this study was helpful in providing a general overview of college students’ 

religious sentiments, the 12 dimensions were too broadly defined to provide significant detail 

concerning spiritual or religious development. In other words, some of the indicator questions 

within the 12 dimensions were unclear and some did not logically fall into the categories 

ascribed. Finally, 66% of students surveyed were enrolled at public institutions, 17% at private, 

non-sectarian institutions, and only 7% at Catholic institutions (Astin, et al., 2005, p. 23). This 

demographic information may have explained the poor scores of the Catholic students, who at 

most public institutions, did not have a culture that supported religious or spiritual development.   

 Catholic Young Adults. 

 Who is this cohort of Catholic young adults that are growing up in American culture 

today? What are the spiritual and moral convictions that define this generation? What does it 

mean to be a Catholic young adult for this cohort? Hodge (2005) put it best when he said: 

“Catholic identity has a center. It also has boundaries, and to keep identity strong those 

boundaries need to be maintained. For Catholics, not everything goes. People need to know what 
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is Catholic and what is not, what is allowed and what is not” (p. 11). Can young adult Catholics 

today identify these boundaries and if so can they maintain them?  

 Why is it important that Catholic young adults confront religious and moral questions? 

There was evidence that the most impressionable ages in the developmental cycle are between 

15-25 years old. Sometimes referred to as the critical decade, these times are understood to be 

foundational years for young adults to develop a sense of purpose, meaning, faith, and moral 

convictions. Hodge, Dinges, Johnson, and Gonzales (2001) cited two studies that claimed: 

 …after about twenty-five years of age there is a solidification of values making them 
 resistant to change, and researchers studying the life cycle find that people in their 
 forties, fifties, or sixties tend to have the same values they had back in their 
 twenties. For the majority of people, there is a momentum in the life cycle so that the 
 values inculcated during their twenties remain for many decades (p. 20).  

D’Antonio (2005) cited similar findings where generations remained fairly constant in their 

values over time. This section presented some of the more recent studies on the religious beliefs 

and practices of Catholic young adults. 

 Davidson, Hodge, Gautier, and D’Antonio (2007) conducted surveys of U.S. Catholics in 

1999 and 2005 “to get a preliminary reading on what laity feel is central to being Catholic and 

what they feel is peripheral or optional” (Hodge, 2005, p. 11). This study found that, in general, 

all Catholics adhered more closely to “creedal” belief than to the Church’s moral teachings. 

“Catholics distinguish basic creedal beliefs such as Jesus’ resurrection and the nature of the 

sacraments from specific moral teachings about sexuality or the death penalty -- they see the 

latter as less than central to their Catholicity” (Hodge, 2005, p. 14). Compared to their elders, 

“the youngest generation rated three items much lower -  the church’s teachings on abortion, the 

church’s teachings on same-sex marriage, and participating in devotions such as Eucharistic 

adoration” (p 14). Though young adults were unlikely to rate these three as important to their 

Catholicity, “they were just as likely as others to rate helping the poor, belief in the Resurrection, 
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and sacraments as essential to their faith” (Hodge, 2005, p. 14). 

 In addition, the authors discovered that 95% of millennial generation Catholics think one 

can be a good Catholic without going to church every Sunday. Only 15% of the millennial 

generation reported attending Mass weekly or more. On the Church’s moral teachings roughly 

89% of the millennial generation agreed that one can be a good Catholic without accepting the 

Church’s opposition to abortion and 87% said the same with regards to the Church’s teaching on 

birth control (Hodge, 2005). Regarding the influence of Catholic education, the authors observed 

that: “the more highly educated Catholics were less insistent than the others about the 

requirement of obeying church teachings on birth control and on divorce and remarriage” (p. 14). 

Lastly, only 33% of the millennial generation said they would never leave the Church.  

 Davidson and Hodge (2004) hired Princeton Survey Research Associates to conduct 

interviews with “a random sample of 1,119 self-identified American Catholics in September and 

October of 2003” (p. 13). Not surprisingly, considering the timing of the survey, the top two of 

the 12 challenges facing the Church were related to the sex abuse scandal, which broke in 2002. 

Coming in at the number three and four most serious issues facing the Church were the “shortage 

of priests and sisters” at 62% of those responding and “that young adults are not as involved in 

the Church as much as they should be” at 53% of those responding (Davidson & Hodge, 2004, 

p.14). Among the six key findings of this study, the researchers mentioned that the biggest 

difference in respondents came between the pre-Vatican II generation and all other generations. 

In fact the millennial generation did not appear significantly different from their post-Vatican II 

predecessors. Unlike other studies of this millennial generation (Carroll, 2002; Riley, 2005), the 

authors did not find the millennial responders turning in a more traditional religious direction.  

 Hodge, Dinges, Johnson, and Gonzales hoped to collect reliable information “on how 
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young adult Catholics lived their Catholicism” (Hodge, et. al, 2001, p. 1). The research team 

conducted random phone surveys with confirmands (youth preparing for the sacrament of 

Confirmation) in 44 parishes in 11 dioceses across the country. One of the samples focused on 

non-Latinos while the other strictly concentrated on Latino young adults. In addition, the 

researchers conducted 75 personal interviews from Catholic confirmands and seven focus 

groups, one with African Americans only and one with Latinos only. The interviews and focus 

groups were convenient samples, not random. 

The surveys revealed five main findings. First, the researchers found that few young 

adults have left the Catholic community, meaning they still considered themselves Catholic. 

However, this self-identification as Catholic was more of a cultural label than an active 

commitment to the Catholic faith. For example, a majority of those surveyed in this study had 

become inactive Catholics in the years following their confirmation, in fact the “average age for 

dropping out was twenty” (Hodge, Dinges, Johnson, Gonzales, 2001, p. 47). In addition, the 

researchers asked why there was such a large drop out rate (close to 75%) and they found that a 

“common pattern was that when they left home for college or work, they also stopped 

churchgoing” (p. 47). Interestingly, the survey respondents indicated that it was not doctrinal 

problems or religious doubts that led to the cessation of church attendance, rather it was because 

respondents admitted they were “too busy,” or they “lacked interest,” or were simply “lazy” (p. 

47). 

 The second main finding was that there was a small difference between non-Latino and 

Latino respondents.  Thirdly, the young adults expressed strong opinions about the Church. For 

example, respondents admitted to favoring “more lay participation in parishes and having more 

women in all ministries” (Hodge, et al., 2001, p. 67). Fourthly, the majority of these young adults 
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“advocated more Catholic involvement in social issues” despite ideological views (p. 68). Lastly, 

three-fourths of the respondents “found it important to be Catholic, even if many of them could 

not claim that Catholicism is the one true Church and even if many don’t participate very much 

in church life” (p. 68).  In conclusion the authors noted that “our data show that significant 

members of young adult Catholics today no longer see the Roman Catholic Church as unique or 

essential, the pope as necessary, the Church’s structures as important, or tradition as a source of 

objective truth” (p. 221). Yet, young adult Catholics “feel at home in the Church insofar as they 

appropriate it on their own terms” (p. 225). This comment echoed the findings of Smith and 

Denton’s (2005) study. 

 Smith and Denton (2005) sought to accurately describe and evaluate the character of 

American religion in the lives of religious and nonreligious youth today. Smith and Denton 

(2005) reported their findings from research conducted by the National Study of Youth and 

Religion (NSYR) from 2002 to 2003 using a total sample of 3,370 teenagers and parents. In 

addition to a phone survey, researchers conducted “267 in-depth face-to-face interviews with a 

subsample of telephone survey respondents in 45 states” (Smith & Denton, 2005, p. 6) in order 

“to provide extended follow- up discussions about teens’ religious, spiritual, family, and social 

lives” (p. 302).  

 Smith and Denton (2005) reported 11 major findings with respect to American teenagers’ 

religious and spiritual lives such as: a “majority of teenagers embrace some religious identity and 

are affiliated with a religious organization” (p. 260) as opposed to being simply spiritual; most 

teens reported that they were Christian; and despite the common misconception, “the single most 

important social influence on the religious and spiritual lives of adolescents is their parents” 

(Smith & Denton, 2005, p. 261). Other findings included: the greater the number of religious 
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activities, programs, opportunities, etc., the greater the religious engagement and investment of 

teenagers; teens are religiously illiterate, often unable to articulate what they believe or why it is 

important; and though teenagers claim religion was important for their lives, religion was not a 

priority; “it is valued but not much invested in, praised but not very describable” (p. 262).  

 Perhaps most intriguing about this study, Smith and Denton (2005) believed that a new 

religious outlook has replaced traditional religions as the dominant teenage religious faith. 

Researchers termed this outlook the “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism” (MTD) because of its belief 

in a distant God who created and orders the world, wants people to be good, nice, and fair to 

each other, and does not need to be particularly involved in our personal lives except when 

needed to resolve a problem (p. 162). The researchers pointed out that religious development 

does not occur in a vacuum and one must try to grasp the significance of cultural, structural, and 

institutional forces that form teenage lives. Hence, we cannot fully grasp or understand the 

religious and spiritual lives of U.S. teenagers without understanding our individualistic, 

consumerist, and post-Christian society. Lastly, Smith and Denton (2005) concluded that despite 

the weak level of religious understanding and commitment of teenagers, they observed “sizable 

and significant differences in a variety of important life outcomes between more or less religious 

teenagers in the United States” (p. 263). Or put another way, “religion correlates with big 

differences and arguably exerts significant effects on important outcomes in teenagers’ lives” (p. 

263).  

 Smith and Denton (2005) also made certain relevant observations concerning Catholic 

teens. “On most measures of religious faith, belief, experience, and practice, Catholic teens as a 

whole show up as fairly weak” (p. 216). In fact, compared with the rest of the religious faith 

communities represented in this study, Catholics were among the weakest on the measure of 
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religious strength, scoring just above nonreligious teens. The authors cited parental religiosity, or 

lack thereof, as the most plausible reason for Catholic teens’ religious laxity.  

  Studies of Catholic College and University Students. 

 Earlier it was noted that the critical decade for spiritual and moral formation was between 

ages 15-25. Obviously this range included the traditional college student age range of 18-24, 

therefore making the college age years of utmost importance in the formation of young adults. 

What follows were two studies that suggested what kinds of behaviors Catholic college students 

engage in and what attitudes they hold. 

 A study commissioned by the Cardinal Newman Society, but conducted by Wagner 

(2008) of QEV Analytics, was conducted in order to determine the beliefs, attitudes, and 

behaviors of current and recent students at U.S. Catholic colleges. This study specifically 

targeted where students stood in relation to traditional Catholic teaching on moral issues, 

practices of the faith, and the impact Catholic colleges have on catholicity.  

 Wagner (2008) conducted a national on-line survey that generated a sample of 506 

respondents, half of whom were current Catholic college and university students. The majority of 

respondents were female (57%) and identified themselves as “still Catholic” (58%). Six percent 

of the sample claimed that they “were Catholic in college, but no longer today” and another 29% 

were not Catholic in their last year of college and are not currently Catholic” (p. 3). In addition, 

respondents attended a wide variety of Catholic colleges and universities, at least 128 in all. 

 This study found that most Catholic college students and recent graduates “reject 

traditional Catholic teachings on key moral issues” such as abortion, premarital sex, 

contraception, and same-sex marriage (p. 1, 6). Further, these respondents claimed that “the 

experience of attending a Catholic institution made no difference in their support for the Catholic 
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Church or its teaching” (Wagner, 2008, p. 1). The study made a distinction between what it 

labeled “sacramentally active Catholics” i.e. those who attend Mass at least once a week and 

participated in the sacrament of Penance once a year, and those who were Catholic while 

attending a Catholic college (p. 3). Sacramentally active Catholics displayed significant behavior 

and attitudinal differences compared to inactive Catholics or Catholics who left the Catholic 

Church. Among the interesting findings that this study reported, there were two that were 

particularly significant for this research.  

The first was that students who were encouraged by the institution to actively practice 

their faith responded positively. In other words, students who attended Catholic colleges and 

universities that actively encouraged “Mass attendance and community service” and discouraged 

“premarital sex and the viewing of pornography” slightly influenced students in those directions 

(p. 10). The opposite was also true: when college officials encouraged practices that were 

contrary to the teachings of the Catholic Church, students exhibited negative behavior more than 

those respondents who were not so encouraged. This finding was significant to this research 

because it indicated that institutional behavioral messages did influence students’ choices.  

 The second finding was that students, who expressed that Catholic identity was important 

in their college choice, were more likely to exhibit behavior and attitudes consistent with the 

Catholic Church. This finding was significant to the current study because it may help to explain 

the presence of different models of Catholic institutions. In other words, are institutions self-

replicating their institutional identity by recruiting and retaining students who prefer a specific 

type of Catholic culture on campus?   

 This study met the criteria of a valid quantitative study. It used a large and diverse 

random sample of current and recent college graduates within a theoretical margin of sampling 
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error. The survey was administered on-line to a database of students numbering 10 million. In 

addition, the study was conducted by a highly experienced research firm whose former clients 

include the National Institutes of Health, National Academy of Science, and the U.S. Department 

of Energy. This study recommended taking the same areas that it studied and comparing students 

from a variety of Catholic colleges and universities.  

This research attempted to follow that recommendation through interviews with students 

in leadership positions within the student life office of varying Catholic models. Though the 

questions posed to the students in the current study elicited a more institutional perspective and 

thus less personal, the general goal was similar. The purpose of this research was to investigate 

how student life offices at Catholic colleges contributed to the Catholic culture of their respective 

colleges or universities. In that sense, this study examined ways in which the institution, via the 

student life office, was encouraging or discouraging certain student attitudes or behaviors related 

to the Catholic Church’ s teaching on moral, social, and religious principles.  

  Fleming and Chappe (2006) designed an instrument known as the Boston College 

Questionnaire about the Undergraduate Experience (BCQ) to measure the undergraduate 

experiences of students at Catholic colleges and universities. More specifically this instrument 

was designed so that the researchers could determine the link “between student outcome 

measures and institutional mission” (p. 237). This study discussed the creation of the BCQ and it 

presented the data from one of its six uses. 

 The BCQ was administered on-line to the 2005 graduating class of one Catholic 

university in October of 2004. The researchers invited seniors via email to answer the 33 item 

BCQ.  In all, 936 respondents were used to generate the data for the study (n=936) giving the 

researchers a 45% response rate, which compared favorably to other national college surveys. 
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 Overall, Church attendance for seniors dropped nearly 30%, but spirituality, 

prayer/meditation, and spiritual conversation all rose by 41%, 16%, and 40% respectively 

(Fleming & Chappe, 2006). The researchers chose four co-curricular activities as indicators of 

students’ religious/spiritual lives, namely, 1) spiritual retreats, 2) service and awareness groups, 

3) service/immersion trips, and 4) religious organizations. In other words, the authors believed 

that participation in these four co-curricular activities “could be understood as external 

manifestations of the students’ internal religious/spiritual lives” (p. 250). Fifty percent of the 

seniors had been on a spiritual retreat during their undergraduate experience; 31 % had been on a 

service or immersion trip; 20 % had been involved in a religious organization; and 62 % had 

participated in a service or awareness group. All four activities were positively correlated with 

each other, for example, “a student who had gone on an immersion trip had probably done some 

community service” (p. 252). 

 The last relevant finding of this study was the distinction that students made between 

being “religious” and being “spiritual.” Sixty percent of the sample said that they were religious 

as opposed to not-religious, while 81% said they were spiritual as opposed to not-spiritual, and 

57% said that they were both religious and spiritual as opposed to being not both religious and 

spiritual. The authors determined that “students who claimed they were religious almost always 

claimed a religious affiliation” and therefore their church attendance was significant (p. 258). For 

students who were spiritual, but not religious, “belonging was not required for believing” (p. 

258). Further, students who were religious prayed and meditated more frequently than those who 

were spiritual, even though those who were spiritual claimed prayer and meditation were of 

greater importance. However, students who considered themselves spiritual were more likely to 

converse about their faith with staff and with their peers. In conclusion, the researchers found 
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that the religious and spiritual students “shared almost no common characteristics” (p. 259).  

 This study was a report of findings based on one cohort of seniors. Though the response 

rate was at an acceptable level, this study would be enhanced if it reported its data set over the 

six year period it was conducted. Secondly, this study identified four co-curricular activities: 

spiritual retreats, service/immersion trips, religious organization, and service or awareness group, 

but it did not provide a description of those activities. For example, “awareness group” could 

have multiple meanings and was far too ambiguous for the reader to grasp its significance. It 

could have been the case that student responders misinterpreted these four categories. Lastly, 

though the creation and implementation of the BCQ was laudable, measuring interior growth 

based on outward participation is largely unconvincing.  

The Role of Student Affairs in Higher Education 

How does student affairs affect college student development, particularly regarding moral 

and spiritual development? How does student affairs affect the overall institutional culture? How 

does student affairs promote the mission and identity of the institution? This segment on student 

affairs was subdivided into three sections to address these questions. The first section provided a 

brief historical sketch of the emergence and historical significance of student affairs as a 

profession. The second section examined how the student affairs’ division influences the overall 

institutional culture of which it is a part. The third section examined studies that explored student 

affairs work on Catholic campuses.  

 Historical narrative of the student affairs field. 

 Historically, the professional field of student affairs appeared in the late 19th century with 

the first dean of men at Harvard in 1870 (ACPA website, 2003). Initially, the American model of 

education with its English roots did not need a specialized officer to oversee the formation of its 
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students, which could be provided by the faculty. Nor were the colleges complex enough to merit 

sophisticated administrative structures. However, two forces would soon collide to generate a 

specialization of the administrative order: the fragmentation of the curriculum and the push for 

research prompted by the German model (Rudolph, 1962; Veysey, 1965). As a result, the field of 

student affairs was born with the initial purpose of providing the formation that formally was 

ascribed to the faculty (Lucas, 1994; Thelin, 2004). 

 The senior student affairs officer (SSAO) was closely allied with discipline, supervision, 

and moral formation operating much like a student’s parent, enforcing curfew, dress code, and 

no smoking rules. Julie Reuben (1996) described how the responsibility for moral formation 

moved from the teacher to the dean at the turn of the 20th century in her book, The Making of the 

Modern University: Intellectual Transformation and the Marginalization of Morality. Reuben 

(1996) cited the historical significance of the dean of students position at Yale around 1919 for 

the strict purpose of enhancing the character formation of the students. The dean replaced the 

professor who previously either modeled morality in the classroom or explicitly taught it.  

 Shortly thereafter, the 1937 statement, The Student Personnel Point of View, clearly 

asserted that institutions should put emphasis on “the development of the student as a person 

rather than upon his intellectual training alone” (Whitt, 1997, p. 18). The Statement further 

outlined key services that each college and university should employ to give students an effective 

educational program. Enlisting the cooperation of the family, providing adequate housing, 

developing the social life of students, developing the religious life and interests of students, 

administering student discipline, and orienting the student to his or her educational environment 

were all included in the list of an effective program (p. 19). 

 The 1949 Student Personnel Point of View reiterated the 1937 statement’s emphasis on 
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the whole person: “The concept of education is broadened to include attention to the student’s 

well-rounded development – physically, socially, emotionally, and spiritually, as well as 

intellectually” (Whitt, 1997, p. 25). The 1949 statement, however, was much more explicit about 

forming the whole student for service to society, both nationally and internationally. This fact 

was understandable considering the impact that World War II had on higher education with the 

GI Bill and the influx of an older, more experienced student. The complexity of student services 

was also accented in the 1949 statement, which called on colleges and universities to enhance the 

college experience by providing better living conditions for students, individualizing the 

admissions process, enhancing the out-of-classroom activities, and by providing career services 

and financial counseling to students. Lastly, the 1949 statement outlined 17 points for 

consideration in developing a student personnel program such as physical and mental health 

services, a program of activities, remedial services in speech and reading, international offices, 

and counseling services for married students. The 1949 statement set the groundwork for an 

increasingly diverse and sophisticated approach to college life through the specialization of 

administrative offices that would strive to put students in control of their education.

 Following the 1960s, the role of student affairs grew even more complex when students 

challenged the authoritative control of college administrators (Horowitz, 1987; Tederman, 1997; 

Thelin, 2004). The SSAOs were often responsible for handling student riots, protests, sit-ins, and 

other campus disruptions (Astin, Astin, Bayer, & Bisconti, 1997). It was these tumultuous times 

in the1960s and 1970s that eventually brought about the elimination of the concept of in loco 

parentis. In The Dean of Students – Why? Harold Lavender (1972) claimed that the dean of 

students could become the “focal point in remaking the university” if institutions dropped the in 

loco parentis concept once and for all in favor of a student-centered approach (p. 313). 
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Lavender’s assertion echoed the 1949 Student Personnel Point of View, which emphasized a 

student-centered philosophy within the student affairs field. There was growing resentment 

toward a type of paternalism that maintained control of the university curriculum and 

extracurriculum. The student riots of the 1960s and 1970s brought about a student-centered 

revolution where student choice became central to the college and university system. Finally, the 

change of legal age of majority in the 1970s from 21 to 18, in essence, nullified the in loco 

parentis concept.    

 Student affairs and institutional culture.  

What is the role of the student life office within the greater institution? What does it 

contribute and from where does it draw its mission? There are many functional areas with a 

college and university that work together to accomplish the institution’s mission and goals. At 

the center of every college and university is the academic enterprise. Student affairs exists to 

assist students in reaching their academic potential amidst their changing needs and the social, 

technological, and political forces that impact the campus culture. According to the ACPA and 

NASPA Principles of Good Practice for Student Affairs (1997) “Creating learning environments 

and learning experiences for students has always been at the heart of student affairs work.” 

Estanek (2001) further clarified the role student affairs plays within an institution by quoting 

from NASPA’s (1987) A Perspective on Student Affairs: A Statement Issued on the 50th 

Anniversary of The Student Personnel Point of View.  According to the 1987 document, the role 

of student affairs is clearly defined and “largely determined by the mission and goals of the 

institution” (p. 7). Later the document states the following.  

Student affairs in a college or university is influenced by the distinctive character of the 
institution, including its history, academic mission, traditions, and location. Since the 
character of an institution largely determines the nature of student affairs programs, 
organizational structures and services may vary widely from one campus to another. The 
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beliefs and knowledge of student affairs staff influence the manner in which they work 
with individuals and groups, the ways in which policies are made, and the content of 
programs and services. Knowledge about human growth and development and how 
environments shape student behavior also influence the role of student affairs. Therefore, 
student affairs staff should be expected to be experts on students and their environments 
(p.11). 
 
Indeed, an institution transmits values to students by the way it approaches policies, 
decisions, and issues. Student affairs assumes a major role in encouraging and 
establishing open and human methods of campus decision making and the rational 
resolution of conflict (p. 12). 
 
Thus student affairs professionals are responsible for supporting and enhancing the 

mission of the institution; It is from the institution’s mission that it receives its mission. Though 

the student affairs profession respects the autonomy and individual goals of each institution, it 

still identifies commonalities and best practices within its field. In fact, the Perspective (1987) 

goes on to list 28 expectations and responsibilities that are common to student affairs 

professionals regardless of institutional type and mission. This means that it is incumbent upon 

the senior student affairs officer (SSAO) to work within two worldviews: a) respect the 

institution’s specific mission, and b) respect for the best practices established by the student 

affairs profession.  

 Student development and institutional culture.  

 The relationship between student development and institutional culture was the subject of 

this section. Student affairs is a relatively new profession that can trace its philosophical 

framework to developmental psychology, most especially to the works of Piaget, Erickson, and 

Sanford (Estanek, 1997, 2001; Evans, Forney, & Guido-DiBrito, 1998). Influenced by 

developmental psychology, student affairs practitioners utilize student development theory “to 

proactively identify and address student needs, design programs, develop policies, and create 

healthy college environments that encourage positive growth in students” (Evans, Forney, & 
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Guido-DiBrito, 1998, p. 5). How the college environment or institutional culture affects students 

is the question that several prominent student development theorists have attempted to address 

(Astin, 1984, 1996; Kuh, 1993, 1995; Kuh, Arnold, & Vesper, 1991; Pace & McFee, 1960; 

Pervin, 1967; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). Whether it is Astin’s theory of involvement 

(1984, 1996), Kuh’s theory of engagement (1993, 1995, 2003), or the college impact research 

synthesized in Pascarella and Terenzini’s books How College Affects Students (1991, 2005), it is 

commonly acknowledged that the “campus environment” or “institutional ethos” or “campus 

culture” significantly affects student learning and personal development (Kuh, 1995). 

 Kuh and Whitt (1997) testify to the importance of an institution’s cultural influence on 

behavior and the underlying assumptions and beliefs of a university community. They 

investigated the various definitions and conceptual components of organizational culture as it 

pertained specifically to higher education. They provided a helpful account of the multiple 

variations of culture as defined by the major organizational theorists. They discussed the 

properties of culture, which has two basic components, “substance, or the networks of meanings 

contained in its ideologies, norms, and values; and forms, or the practices whereby these 

meanings are expressed, affirmed, and communicated to members” (Kuh & Whitt, 1997, p. 129). 

The authors also utilized the levels of culture that Schein (1985) conceived namely artifacts, 

espoused values, and assumptions to explain institutional culture. 

 Student affairs at Catholic colleges and universities. 

 Is the worldview proposed by the student affairs profession consonant with that of a 

Catholic worldview or are there irreconcilable tensions between the two philosophical 

assumptions? Estanek (2001) addressed this question in some detail by investigating the history 

and evolution of the student affairs field. She discovered that tensions existed between the 
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student affairs worldview and the Catholic worldview because of a fundamental difference in 

underlying assumptions about knowledge, human nature, and society. Moreover, she asserted 

that the student affairs field had its own values and methodology, despite its claim to neutrality 

and respect for the diversity of institutional missions. 

By taking an overview of the literature of student development that has emerged in the 
past fifty years one is able to see that, in fact, a dominant “student personnel point of 
view” does exist. Good practice includes both specific values and a specific 
methodology. Despite the stated commitment to ground our practice in the multiple 
missions of different kinds of institutions, what has emerged is a dominant understanding 
of good practice, which has its own set of fundamental assumptions about the way the 
world works (Estanek, 2001 p. 28). 

 
If Estanek (2001) is correct in her analysis, what then is a student affairs practitioner at a 

Catholic institution to do given the two contrasting paradigms? Estanek (2001) concluded by 

articulating the need for a “transcultural approach.” 

The successful student affairs administrator at a Catholic institution will be professionally 
“transcultural,” that is, she or he will know the professional literature of student affairs, 
and will develop a sophisticated understanding of the assumptions of this body of 
literature. At the same time he or she will understand and respect the Catholic tradition. 
Both will inform practice (p.32). 

There is little research on student affairs at Catholic colleges and universities that exposes 

this tension and how it is resolved. What follows is a brief examination of four studies, three of 

which are dissertations, on the role of student affairs at Catholic colleges and universities.  

 Schaller and Boyle (2006) conducted a study with student affairs professionals to explore  
 
the following questions:  
 
 Are there student affairs professionals in Catholic colleges and universities who are able 
 to bring together a student affairs philosophy with that of Catholic colleges and 
 universities? If these professionals do exist, what can we learn from their knowledge and 
 approaches that might help other student affairs professionals at Catholic colleges and 
 universities to honor both philosophies? (p. 163). 
   
In order to answer these questions, Schaller and Boyle (2006) used a grounded theory 

methodology. Their qualitative study consisted of interviews with seven student affairs 
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professionals, four of them female and three male, where three participants were senior student 

affairs professionals and one was a high-level housing professional. Each of the participants had 

over ten years of experience in student affairs and most had more than 20 years of experience. 

These seven were chosen using snowball sampling techniques due to their reputation for 

integrating both the Catholic and student affairs philosophies successfully. 

 Schaller and Boyle (2006) organized their findings into two separate categories: early 

career issues and later career issues. They gathered several important points about early career 

issues from their interviews with student affairs professionals. For example, those who have 

worked in student affairs at CCUs for more than ten years recognized a newfound appreciation 

for mission and Catholic intellectual tradition, such that “hiring new professionals who 

understand and support the mission is of great importance” to them (p. 171). Further, these 

professionals admitted that they had “personal disagreements with the Church,” but they 

remained in Catholic higher education because “they have found ways to deal with those issues” 

(p. 171).  

 Regarding the later career issues, Schaller and Boyle (2006) noted that “the most 

significant change from early career to late career issues was the role of mission in these 

professionals’ lives” (p. 174). Senior student affairs officers often faced controversies 

surrounding the mission, for example “issues of sexuality, the recognition of student 

organizations in support of gay, lesbian, and bisexual students or in other student activities, such 

as the Vagina Monologues” (p. 172). However, these same student affairs professionals “began 

to see themselves as leaders for the mission” (p. 174) as their career advanced. The way these 

professionals saw themselves leading the mission was primarily through new staff hiring and 
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orientation, opening opportunities for dialogue about difficult and challenging topics, and 

promoting the charism of the institution.  

 Schaller and Boyle’s (2006) study offered four important implications for student affairs 

professionals: “a) professionals seeking opportunities at Catholic institutions should educate 

themselves about Catholic teaching; b) Catholic institutions need to weave mission into hiring, 

orientation, and induction sessions for new student affairs professionals; c) dialoguing about 

difficult topics is critical; and d) it is important to create partnerships with the vowed religious 

men and women of the institution” (p. 177-178). Recognizing that all seven student affairs 

officers in this study were educated in secular graduate programs, Schaller and Boyle (2006) 

suggested at the conclusion of their study that Catholic student affairs professionals become 

“more closely aligned with the mission of their institutions” while at the same time “maintaining 

their identity as student affairs educators” (p. 179). This study was significant because it 

illustrates that such a demand can be accomplished, though it is fraught with tension and 

controversy.    

 In addition to the Schaller and Boyle (2006) study, there were three dissertations that 

dealt specifically with the unit of student affairs at Catholic colleges and universities. Estanek’s 

(1997) dissertation resulted in the creation of an association for Catholic student affairs 

professionals, Schmeling (1997) explored the institutional and personal value congruency among 

student affairs professionals in Catholic higher education, and Bickel (2001) investigated how 

residence life professionals assist students with issues of sexual behavior and identity. Both 

Estanek (1997) and Bickel (2001) noted in their dissertations that there was relatively little to no 

research regarding student affairs at Catholic colleges. A partial explanation for this omission 

may be due to the fact that the majority of the discussions concerning Catholic higher education 
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focus on the faculty, curriculum, or governance issues. Estanek (1997) asserted that most of the 

work in student affairs at Catholic colleges was adapted from secular professional training, 

graduate programs, and associations. It was this lack of professional development in Catholic 

higher education that led Estanek (1997, 2004) to create an institute to train current and future 

student affairs professionals in the Catholic intellectual tradition. It began as the Institute for 

Student Affairs at Catholic Colleges (ISACC), then later became the Association for Student 

Affairs at Catholic Colleges and Universities (ASACCU) in 1999. Similarly, organizations such 

as the Jesuit Association of Student Personnel Administrators (JASPA) were founded to support 

student affairs staff at Catholic colleges and universities. 

 Estanek’s (1997) dissertation built on her previous study (1996), which revealed that 

senior student affairs officers cited issues related to sexuality and sexual identity as “the most 

difficult issues facing student affairs” (p. 68). Estanek (2006) reported similar findings in a 

follow-up study where the senior student affairs officers reported that issues related to sexuality 

were “the most important issues related to Catholic identity faced by student affairs followed by 

religious diversity of students and staff” (p. 87). This senior student affairs officer response 

concerning issues of sexuality is not surprising considering the “liberalization” of students’ 

attitudes represented in the HERI study (Reilly, 2003) or Astin’s (1998) CIRP trends. 

 Bickel (2001) followed up with Estanek’s (1996) findings by investigating how residence 

life professionals at two Midwestern Catholic campuses responded to students’ issues with 

sexual behavior and identity. Bickel (2001) interviewed two residence hall directors on each 

campus and conducted a document analysis of student handbooks, admissions brochures, 

residence life policies, work agreements, and divisional philosophical statements among others. 

She reported a lack of professional training related to the Church’s position on sexual ethics and 
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doctrine. She also discovered that the residence hall directors had all graduated from secular 

programs where they had no experience with Catholic teaching. Bickel (2001) found no written 

policies on how to deal with these sensitive issues especially when there was a conflict with 

Church teaching. As a result, the residence hall directors relied on their student affairs’ training 

and focused on the student’s immediate needs, but lacked the understanding of the Church’s 

teaching to help guide the student along. Finally, Bickel’s (2001) study concluded that a lack of 

clarity on the Church’s teaching made the residence hall directors feel isolated and alone, and 

ultimately unable to effectively help these students in crisis.  

 Schmeling (1997) explored the degree of congruency between personal and institutional 

values of student affairs staff at Catholic colleges and universities. She chose four campuses, 

which differed in size, in founding religious congregations, and in geography. She sent a survey 

to all student affairs staff at these four campuses, including graduate assistants and undergraduate 

resident assistants (n=253). Schmeling (1997) also conducted interviews with a random sample 

of subjects to “elicit data in context” (p. 54). She discovered that there was a “very strong 

positive relationship between the personal values of student affairs employees in Catholic higher 

education and their perception of the institutional values” (Schmeling, 1997, p. 143). Schmeling 

(1997) concluded with three recommendations, namely that Catholic institution’s should 

“reexamine their essential values, recruit and select staff with desired values, and conduct 

leadership training and development to reinforce the personal values and those of the institution” 

(p. 146-147). 

 These three dissertations, Estanek (1997), Bickel (2001), and Schmeling (1997) are all 

valuable contributions to the field of student affairs at Catholic colleges because of their 

uniqueness. Estanek’s (1996, 2002, 2004, 2006) research in student affairs at Catholic colleges 
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and universities has particularly served as a launching point upon which other researchers can 

expand. Her work on the Principles of Good Practice for Student Affairs at Catholic Colleges 

and Universities (2007) is one of her major contributions to the field. 

 The Principles of Good Practice for Student Affairs at Catholic Colleges and Universities 

(2007) is one of the most definitive documents for student affairs professionals serving at 

Catholic colleges and universities. This document was ultimately the result of the dialogue about 

the Catholic identity of Catholic colleges and universities that was initially stimulated by Pope 

John Paul II’s 1990 publication of Ex Corde Ecclesiae. The Rome Seminar in 2005 sponsored by 

the Association of Catholic Colleges and Universities (ACCU) served as another impetus for the 

Principles project. Following the Rome Seminar, ACCU, ASACCU, and JASPA all agreed to 

sponsor the Principles project, which was released in November 2007.  

 The stated purpose of the document is “to provide a framework for reflection and 

conversation, planning, staff development, and assessment for student affairs professionals who 

work at Catholic colleges and universities” (Estanek & James, 2007). It was recommended that 

student affairs staff implement the Principles “in ways appropriate to each institutional setting” 

(Estanek & James, 2007). This document was the product of a two year vetting process that took 

the form of structured conversations, where feedback from presidents, student affairs officers, 

and other senior level administrators was gathered (Estanek, personal communication). In 

addition, the initiative was influenced by the National Association of Student Personnel 

Administrators (NASPA) and the American College Personnel Association’s (ACPA) (1997) 

Principles of Good Practice for Student Affairs.  

Organizational Culture Theory  

 What is the role of theory in a qualitative study? Unlike quantitative studies that proceed 
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deductively, beginning with a theory in order to test it, theories emerge from the data inductively 

in qualitative studies. As Ridenour and Newman (2008) stated “this relationship between 

qualitative and quantitative research is at the core: quantitative research as theory testing and 

qualitative research as theory building” (p. 21). Merriam (1998) made a similar point:  

As is true in other forms of qualitative research, the investigator as the primary
 instrument of data collection and analysis assumes an inductive stance and strives to
 derive meaning from the data. The end result of this type of qualitative research is a
 theory that emerges from, or is ‘grounded’ in, the data – hence, the grounded theory (p.
 17). 

 Creswell (2003) also referred to the end point for the use of theory in a qualitative study. 

“It is an inductive process of building from the data to broad themes to a generalized model or 

theory” (p. 132).  Yin (2003) added a slightly different approach, namely that “theory 

development prior to the data collection of any case study data is an essential step in doing case 

studies” because it will provide “strong guidance in determining what data to collect and the 

strategies for analyzing the data” (p.29). In the current study, the researcher followed Yin’s 

(2003) suggestion to use theory in the research design to guide data collection and for developing 

strategies for analyzing the data. Yet, the researcher followed the design of a qualitative study 

offered by Ridenour and Newman (2008), Merriam (1998), and Crewell (2003) to see if indeed a 

theory emerged from the data after the data has been analyzed for themes or categories. In other 

words, this study employed organizational culture theories as a possible lens through which 

certain data was viewed. Schein’s (2004) organizational culture theory, where he defined three 

levels of culture (artifacts, espoused values, and assumptions) may prove helpful in 

understanding an institution’s Catholic identity as expressed in the documents from the student 

life office (document analysis) or the architecture and symbolism of the campus (campus 

observations). The word may is stressed because in a qualitative study, a researcher attempts to 
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“support tentative hypotheses while at the same time remaining open to the emergence of new 

hypotheses” (Merriam, 1998, p. 191). It may be the case that the organizational culture theory of 

Schein (2004) does not explain the data at all. Again, it is not my purpose to test Schein’s (2004) 

organizational theory, but rather to use the theory to assist in knowing what data to collect and 

what strategies to use in the analysis process of the student life office. As Schein (2004) noted, 

“Not all parts of a culture are relevant to any given issue, hence attempting to study an entire 

culture in all its facets is not only impractical, but also usually inappropriate” (p. 339). Thus, the 

primary goal was to analyze the data collected using Schein’s organization theory as it related to 

the student life office and only secondarily to determine if indeed a theory emerged.   

 Organizational culture. 

 Culture is a complex human phenomenon that has been studied and defined by 

anthropologists, sociologists, philosophers, and historians since the latter part of the 19th century. 

Generally culture is defined as a set of beliefs, attitudes, values, norms and activities that are 

constructed by people and held and practiced over time. As a concept, culture was applied to 

business organizations in the late 1970s and widely adopted throughout the 1980s as a way to 

express the internal dynamics at play within corporations (Hatch, 1993). Various definitions of 

organizational culture have since been articulated, but for the purpose of this study, Schein’s 

(2004) organizational culture theory will serve as the foundational theory. Outlined below is 

Schein’s (2004) organizational culture theory, but first an explanation of the relationship of 

organizational culture to Catholic culture is needed. 

Catholic culture as organizational culture.  

Catholic culture is also a human creation derived from the believing community who 

enliven and sustain the beliefs, values, practices, and long-standing traditions of the Catholic 
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faith. Aspects of Catholic culture change based on time, context, and local customs, yet the 

universality of Catholicism remains. As institutions of higher education, Catholic colleges and 

universities have an organizational culture that is more or less distinguishable. Morey and Piderit 

(2006) assert that to secure Catholic culture distinguishability within a college or university, two 

criteria must be met. First the activities that are practiced within the institution must be central to 

the life of the university as a university and second, the activities “must be related to a central 

activity of Catholics” (p. 34).  In other words, studying the Catholic intellectual, moral, and 

religious tradition fits the criteria, whereas having ecumenical prayer spaces on campus does not 

suffice.  The relationship between Catholic culture and organizational culture will be addressed 

later on in chapter IV. An explanation of Schein’s organizational culture theory follows. 

Edgar Schein (2004) defined organizational culture as: 

…a pattern of shared basic assumptions that was learned by a group as it solved 
problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to 
be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to 
perceive, think, and feel in relation to these problems (p. 17). 

In Schein’s (2004) definition of culture, he attempts to explain how organizations affirm similar 

values and turn shared experience into a consistent pattern of behavior in order to then assimilate 

new members into the group. If this is done well, the result is a robust organizational culture that 

drives efficiency, creates purpose, and brings stability to organizations in turbulent times. 

 Schein (2004) elucidated three major levels of cultural analysis in his definition of 

organizational culture. Artifacts are the first level for they reside on the surface and include “all 

the phenomena that one sees, hears, and feels when one encounters a new group with an 

unfamiliar culture” (p. 25). Typically artifacts include the visible representations of a group, e.g. 

the architecture of the physical environment, its language, its technology and products, its 
artistic creations, its style, as embodied in clothing, manners of address, emotional 
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displays, and myths and stories told about an organization; its published lists of values; 
its observable rituals and ceremonies (p. 26).  

Because they are visible and present to the senses, campus artifacts are easily discerned, 

but they are difficult to understand. For example, in the current study, the researcher studied 

campus artifacts in the form of organizational charts, mission statements, student behaviors, and 

campus architecture, but as an outsider to the organization he could only slightly identify the 

deeper meaning of these things. Thus, he needed insiders to help with the full interpretation. 

 Espoused beliefs and values are the second level or organizational culture and as such 

exist beneath artifacts. Espoused beliefs and values are conscious strategies, goals, and 

philosophies that have been practically tested at some point in the organization and as such have 

proved to be effective and have been socially validated within the organization (Schein, 2004). 

Espoused values and beliefs at the conscious level “will predict much of the behavior that can be 

observed at the artifacts level” (Schein, 2004, p. 29). For example, a senior student affairs officer 

who claims to be an advocate for students’ holistic development believes that holistic 

development is a positive thing. This espoused belief, then, according to Schein’s (2004) 

understanding, might result in the creation of certain organizational structures that allow for 

students to develop physically, socially, emotionally, and spiritually. For example, one might 

expect that at the level of campus artifacts, the campus would provide access to a recreational 

facility, have a campus activities coordinator, and employ counselors and chaplains.     

 Espoused beliefs and values that endure the test of time become transformed into 

assumptions, which are the unconscious beliefs, perceptions, thoughts, and feelings that serve as 

“the ultimate source of values and action” (Schein, 2004, p. 26). Moreover, “culture as a set of 

basic assumptions defines for us what to pay attention to, what things mean, how to react 

emotionally to what is going on, and what actions to take in various kinds of situations” (p. 32). 
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Schein claimed that only insiders can “fully understand the contextual meaning of cultural 

assumptions,” but they need outsider help in order to do this (2004, p.339). The outsider or 

researcher must delve into basic assumptions in order to understand an organization’s culture. “If 

one does not decipher the pattern of basic assumptions that may be operating, one will not know 

how to interpret the artifacts correctly or how much credence to give to the articulated values” 

(p. 36). An example pertaining to the current study illustrates the connection between campus 

artifacts, values, and assumptions. Most Catholic colleges and universities espouse the value of 

social justice to help those in need. This value reaches the level of artifact when campuses 

provide social justice programs and outreach centers. The basic assumption of this espoused 

value is that humans have an inherent dignity that ought to be respected and maintained.  

Schein’s (2004) definition and levels of organizational culture were useful to the 

qualitative researcher because they provided “guidance in determining what data to collect” and 

a framework or “strategies for data analysis” (Yin, 2003, p.29). More specifically, Schein’s 

(2004) levels of culture guided the selection of documents for document analysis, enhanced the 

intentionality of the campus visits for direct observation, and propelled the researcher to delve 

deeply into basic assumptions when interviewing senior student affairs officers, mid-level 

student affairs officers and student leaders in the student life office. 

Literature Gap and Summary  

The literature review addressed three major areas: Catholic identity, college students’ 

intellectual, spiritual, and moral development, and student affairs. In addition, Schein’s (2004) 

organizational culture theory was addressed as it applied to the current study.  

 The first section examined how Catholic identity changed over the last several decades 

and why it is still a relevant topic in today’s higher educational system. Issues surrounding the 
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Catholic Church’s definitive document on Catholic higher education, Ex Corde Ecclesiae, were 

discussed as well as three core studies on Catholic higher education. Both the literature of 

practice and the research literature on Catholic higher education demonstrated that more 

attention to the student life office’s role in cultivating Catholic culture is necessary. Most of the 

studies and commentaries surrounding Catholic higher education focus on the issues of 

presidential leadership, academic freedom, institutional autonomy, and faculty hiring while 

excluding some of the most controversial issues related to students and the student life office. 

 The second section examined the current moral and spiritual landscape of Catholic young 

adults. Beginning with a general survey of young adults’ religious and spiritual beliefs and 

practices, this section then considered Catholic young adults on these measures. The section 

ended with a review of the most significant studies addressing moral, religious, and spiritual 

beliefs and practices of Catholic college and university students on campus. These studies 

suggest that Catholic young adults and college students are generally no different from their 

secular peers in terms of moral and religious beliefs and practices.  

 The third section of this literature review investigated the role that student affairs and the 

SSAO has played in the formation of young adults during college. This section addressed some 

of the more prominent works combining Catholic identity and student affairs practice. The final 

section explored Schein’s (2004) definition of organizational culture. This section was included 

because of its relevance to the data analysis section of this study.  

 The convergence of Catholic identity, college students’ intellectual, moral, and spiritual 

development, and student affairs has promise. This literature review exposed the lack of research 

examining the role of the student life office in contributing to the Catholic culture of the 

institution. Therefore, this study is needed to investigate how student life offices at varying 
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models of Catholic colleges and universities contribute to the Catholic culture of their respective 

colleges and universities.  
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate how student life offices at Catholic colleges 

contribute to the Catholic culture of their respective colleges or universities. As mentioned in 

chapter I, the main research question that this study examined is: How do student life offices at 

four diverse Catholic institutions of higher education create an environment that is expressive of 

a Catholic way of life?  There are two subsequent research questions that operationalized this 

main question: 

1. How do senior student affairs officers, mid-level student affairs officers, and student 

leaders understand and articulate the Catholic culture of their institution? 

2 How is Catholic culture manifested in the policies, programs, and cultural activities of 

diverse Catholic institutions?    

This qualitative study used a multiple case study methodology to answer the research 

questions (Creswell, 1998, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003). Data was 

collected through interviews with the senior student affairs officer (SSAO), mid-level student 

affairs officer (MLSAO), and with students in formal leadership positions, such as resident 

assistants, student government leaders, campus ministry leaders, orientation leaders, and student 

activity council members. Document analysis was conducted on institutional publications such 

as: student handbooks, student life mission/vision statements, Catholic identity statements, 

guiding/core value statements, campus ministry mission statements, and strategic plans.  In 

addition, observations of campus life were conducted by the researcher to better understand the 

ethos on campus.     
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Research Design 

 The researcher chose to use a qualitative research methodology for this study for two 

main reasons. First, the goal of qualitative research in general is to understand complex 

phenomena or experiences of respondents that cannot be adequately collected using quantitative 

methods (Manning, 1992). Qualitative research methods are considered to be superior to 

quantitative ones at uncovering complex student cultures (Kuh, 1990; Kuh & Whitt, 1991; 

Walters, 2001/2002) and revealing the “less visible aspects of culture such as values and beliefs” 

(Kuh, 1993, p. 121). Especially in student affairs research, where “college campuses present a 

complex student culture and environment that cannot be studied adequately by statistical analysis 

alone” (Walters, 2001/2002, p. 192), qualitative studies are critical.  Kuh and Andreas (1991) 

claimed that student life studies are enhanced by qualitative studies because they have “the 

potential to more accurately describe and perhaps help student affairs staff, faculty, and others 

better understand the behavior of individual students and groups of students” (p. 397).  Asking 

how students are inculcated into a specific campus culture through cultural activities is a key 

question for a qualitative study. Therefore, qualitative studies are best suited for the current 

research study, which examined student and campus cultures.  

 Secondly, a qualitative research approach aligned to the researcher’s strengths. As Yin 

(2003) observed, a good qualitative case study investigator must be “able to ask good questions, 

be a good listener, be adaptive and flexible, have a firm grasp of the issues being studied, and be 

unbiased by preconceived notions” (p. 59). These requisite skills come quite naturally to the 

researcher. As a student affairs administrator, the researcher routinely practices leading with 

questions, listening actively, and relating to people in the present moment (Manning, 1992). 
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 Case study methodology. 

 Once a researcher has determined to use qualitative research methodologies, there are 

multiple strategies he or she can undertake to investigate phenomena. For example, a researcher 

might employ an ethnographic, phenomenological, or case study approach (Crotty, 1998; 

Merriam, 1998). Research questions that ask “how” or “why” are typical of a case study 

approach (Yin, 2003). In this study for example, the main research question was: How do student 

life offices at four diverse Catholic institutions of higher education create an environment that is 

expressive of a Catholic way of life? Since this study employed multiple case studies the 

research question was asked of each institution (e.g. Immersion, Persuasion, Diaspora, and 

Cohort) separately.   

            Case studies are particularistic in that they are specific to a “situation, event, program, or 

phenomenon” (p. 29). For the current study, the influence of the student life office on Catholic 

culture was the particular phenomenon under investigation. As previously mentioned, how 

Catholic culture is understood, formed, and maintained on college and university campuses is of 

utmost concern to Catholic educators today. The contribution that the student life office makes in 

the creation and promotion of Catholic culture is one particular way to investigate this issue. 

Furthermore, this case study is particular to the four institutions that were selected to participate 

and therefore is not generalizable to other student life offices at other Catholic institutions. 

 Case studies are descriptive because the “end product is a rich thick description of the 

phenomenon under study” (Merriam, 1998, p. 29). In-depth interviews, document analysis, and 

campus observations all produce vast amounts of detailed, experiential data that was then 

translated to the reader through prose, narrative, and image. In this current study, the researcher 

provided a vivid picture of how Catholic culture was or was not expressed through the student 
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life office using direct quotes from the participants or key documents and images emerging from 

on-site observations. The goal of this research on Catholic culture was to expand upon existing 

research on the topic by using different participants and methods so that the reader will get a 

more robust picture of the complexity behind Catholic culture. 

Conceptual Framework 

 This dissertation utilized Morey and Piderit’s (2006) four Catholic models to select the 

cases for the study and as a guide for data analysis.  As discussed previously, Morey and Piderit 

(2006) developed the four models based on an extensive study of 33 Catholic colleges and 

universities that varied considerably in their institutional size, selectivity, student body 

composition, presidential type, geography, and ideological view of Catholicism. The four models 

helped to differentiate among the goals that each institution hoped to achieve across five general 

sectors: the academic program, residential living, student activities (includes the sports program), 

religious activities, and personnel (Morey & Piderit, 2006).  

Morey and Piderit (2006) acknowledged that there was no one way to “be” a Catholic 

institution but there was a discernible pattern based on what goals the institution sought to 

accomplish. Goals were then linked to strategies, which combined to indicate an institution’s 

particular way of being a Catholic university (Morey & Piderit, 2006). Thus an institution’s 

model was derived from the intended goals of the institution. Morey and Piderit (2006) advanced 

four overarching models that described the enormous variety of Catholic institutions, but they 

noted that no model was, in principle, better than another. Rather each institution determined its 

own model based on a variety of factors such as mission, market niche, student population, and 

founding charism.  

 Table 2 listed below illustrated the goals and characteristics of each model according to 
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Morey and Piderit (2006). The criteria listed in the table were the researcher’s interpretation of 

the characteristics as outlined in Morey and Piderit’s (2006) work. 

Table 2 

 Models of Catholic Colleges and Universities  

Model Goals Characteristics Criteria 

Immersion To prepare students to be 
well informed and 
significant leaders in 
society and the Catholic 
Church 

To attract large majority 
of students who are 
already committed 
Catholics or who are 
open to becoming 
knowledgeable Catholics 

To attract parents who 
want their students to be 
well informed and 
committed Catholics 

Vast majority of 
students are Catholic 

 
Vast majority of 
faculty and 
administration are 
Catholic 

 

Broad array of 
Catholic courses in 
the academic sector 

 

 

Very strong non-
academic Catholic 
culture 

Between 75-100% 

 

Between 75-100% 
 

 

 
 

Four or more required courses 
in each of the following: 
Catholic theology, philosophy, 
literature, and history 

 

Prominent and highly 
encouraged liturgy; rules and 
policies are consonant with 
Church teaching; speakers or 
groups  are invited to campus to 
articulate Church position; 
religious activities receive 
priority; students expected to 
live in accordance with Church 
moral teaching and behavior 
expectations are clearly 
articulated and enforced 

Persuasion To give all students 
knowledge and 

Majority of students 
are Catholic 

Between 50-75% of students are 
Catholic 
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Model Goals Characteristics Criteria 

appreciation of the 
Catholic tradition 
regardless of whether 
they are Catholic or not 

To attract a majority of 
Catholic students even if 
many of these students 
are unfamiliar with basic 
teachings of the Church 

To persuade students 
toward appreciation of 
Catholic position  

 

 

Significant number 
of faculty and 
administrators are 
Catholic 

 

Small array of 
Catholic courses in 
the academic sector 

 

Strong non-academic 
Catholic culture 

 

 

Between 50-75% of faculty and 
administrators are Catholic 

 

 

One or two required courses in 
each of the following: Catholic 
theology and philosophy 

 

Students are educated about 
moral tradition and expected to 
live in accordance; religious 
activities are not given priority; 
student activities does not 
sanction groups who invite 
speakers or groups who espouse 
positions contrary to Catholic 
teaching 

Diaspora To promote openness 
and acceptance of 
religious beliefs among a 
diverse student body 

To observe Catholic 
standards in various 
activities in which 
students engage 

 

Minority of students 
are Catholic 

 

 

Few faculty and 
administration are 
Catholic 

 

Minimal number of 
Catholic courses in 
academic sector 

Between 25%-50% of students 
are Catholic 

 

 
 
Between 25%-50% faculty and 
administrators are Catholic 

 

One religious course and one 
philosophy course required (Not 
necessarily Catholic)  
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Model Goals Characteristics Criteria 

Consistent Catholic 
culture in non-
academic areas 

 
Majority of policies conform to 
Catholic teaching and 
principles. Standards for 
behavior are moderate to high. 

Cohort To give students in 
business, the professions, 
or public service an 
appreciation for religious 
diversity 

To give students in 
similar fields the 
knowledge and 
commitment to actively 
engage and advance 
broad segments of the 
Catholic tradition 

Primary goal is not to 
generate specific 
Catholic knowledge or 
commitment in majority 
of students rather goal is 
to inculcate in these 
students a sympathetic 
response to a Catholic 
agenda in society 

Two-pronged model:  

 

1) a small cohort of 
well-trained and 
committed Catholic 
students and faculty  

 

 

 

2) a much larger 
group of students 
educated to be 
sensitive to religious 
issues with a view to 
influencing policy 

 

 
Presence of Catholic Studies 
Program. Presence of vibrant 
Catholic clubs and 
organizations. Presence of 
prominent faculty who publish 
on Catholic intellectual 
tradition. 

 

 
Religious diversity in 
curriculum and extracurricular 
activities 

Note. Adapted from Catholic Higher Education: A Culture in Crisis (pp. 54, 89), by M.M. Morey, & J.J. Piderit, 

2006, New York, NY: Oxford. Copyright 2006 by Oxford University Press.   

Population and Sample 

 A total of four institutions (n=4) were selected as research sites out of the approximately 

220 Catholic colleges and universities in the United States. These four institutions were 

purposefully chosen based on an established set of criteria so that the data would yield rich and 

substantial descriptions. The institutions were grouped into one of the four models, proposed by 
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Morey and Piderit (2006), to ensure diverse expressions of institutional commitment to 

Catholicism. All four of the institutions selected were four year, co-educational, and served a 

majority of traditional-aged students.    

 The screening process for the site selection consisted of two stages. First, quantitative 

data on all Catholic higher education institutions was compiled. This data included the 

percentage of students who were Catholic, the number of required Catholic courses offered in the 

curriculum, the selectivity rating, the institutional size, and on-campus residency percentages 

(Yin, 2003).  

 The percentage of students and faculty who are Catholic and number of required Catholic 

courses offered in the curriculum are characteristics that Morey and Piderit (2006) included in 

their classification of the four models. The researcher was not able to successfully determine the 

percentage of faculty who were Catholic because most institutions did not publish or collect that 

information. In order to determine the number of required Catholic courses offered, the 

researcher investigated whether a core curriculum focusing on the Judeo-Christian tradition was 

present. In this way, the researcher assumed that the presence of a core curriculum focusing on 

Judeo-Christian courses indicated an institutional commitment to the Catholic intellectual 

tradition (See Table 2). The selectivity rating and institutional size were chosen because these 

were two other criteria that could influence the creation and implementation of Catholic culture.  

            Secondly, four institutions, one from each model, were purposively selected controlling 

for selectivity, geography, institutional size, and on-campus residency percentage. Institutions 

that are labeled “selective” were considered for the study. There has been some indication that 

institutional selectivity exerted a “consistent effect on changes in students’ degree of 

religiousness in a negative direction” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, p. 292). Therefore, the 
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researcher chose to include schools that were rated “selective” by the Carnegie Classification 

system. Geography was important because of the amount of time and energy spent in collecting 

the data. The researcher chose to focus on institutions that were located in the Midwestern states 

primarily for convenience. The definition of Midwest region outlined by the U.S. Census Bureau 

was used to determine the geographical options (U.S. Census website, 2008).  

            Institutional size was a factor in that the group of candidates was narrowed to institutions 

that had less than 6,000 FTE undergraduates. Only 4% of CCUs are larger than 6,000 FTE 

undergraduates so this criterion did not adversely affect the pool of eligible participants (ACCU 

website, 2008). Yet in order to account for each of the models, it was necessary to give a wide 

enough range of enrollment, roughly between 2,000-6,000 undergraduate students. The on-

campus residency criterion was important for the following reason: the more students who 

resided on campus, the easier it was to discern the student culture and subcultures and how they 

responded to the institutional values and mission (Kuh, 1990). Therefore, sites that housed, at 

minimum, one-third of their undergraduate student population on campus were chosen. The last 

step was to categorize each institution into one of the four models proposed by Morey & Piderit 

(2006), (Yin, 2003). This process allowed the researcher to see a cross-listing of institutions that 

was then used to select participating institutions according to Morey and Piderit’s (2006) model. 

 Case study sites. 

 This section provides a description of the four institutions that participated in this study. 

The information listed for each case study site included the institutional: size, history, relevant 

Catholic identity, student life office responsibilities, and sponsoring religious organizations. 

Pseudonyms were given for each of the sites to protect identities. Again, each of these 

institutions was located in the Midwest region of the country, was a four-year, co-educational 
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institution serving a majority of traditional-aged students, and was considered “selective” by the 

Carnegie Classification system.  

Immersion University. 

 Founded in the mid-20th century, Immersion University (IU) enrolls close to 2,000 full-

time undergraduate students from all fifty states and over a dozen countries. Nearly 70% of 

students live on campus despite the suburban setting. Eighty percent of the undergraduate 

students and around 85% of the faculty were Catholic. More than half of the student body 

attended Mass daily with the religious order that sponsors the university. In addition, hundreds of 

students participated in community service programs. IU hosts numerous retreats and faith 

conferences throughout the year drawing participants from across the nation. IU is distinguished 

by a vibrant residential faith-sharing community that attracts many prospective students.     

 The student life office at IU contained the following divisions: residence life, athletics, 

health services, counseling, campus ministry, student activities, student work study, international 

students, campus security, the office of missions, and the evangelization office. There were over 

100 student organizations of various interests: pro-life, ethnic, academic, literary, the arts, and 

political. There were no organizations for homosexual or pro-abortion causes.  In addition, all 

residence halls were single sex with a strict visitation policy.  

Persuasion University. 

 Persuasion University (PU) was founded in the mid-19th century and enrolled almost 

1,700 students from 23 states. PU is located in an urban setting where 60% of its undergraduate 

students live on campus. Nearly 70% of its students were Catholic, but the faculty percentages 

were unknown. PU had an active campus spiritual life including discernment programs, a 

seminarian house, small group Bible studies, peace and justice initiatives, retreats, a community 
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house, and a Catholic studies program. Most of the initiatives involving the faith were sponsored 

by campus ministry, which offered a wide array of spiritual enrichment opportunities. PU was 

not sponsored by a religious organization; rather, it is a diocesan institution.  

 The student life office at PU contained the following areas of responsibility: residence 

life, campus dining, health services, counseling services, student activities, intercultural 

programs, and safety and security. There were over 50 student organizations spanning everything 

from academic, athletic, fine arts, spiritual, recreational, and leadership orientation. PU had an 

organization specifically devoted to supporting homosexuals by creating college-wide allies and 

working to eradicate anti-gay prejudices or discrimination that may exist in the community. All 

of PU’s residence halls were co-ed and there was a relaxed visitation policy for most of the halls 

(2:00 a.m.). PU’s recent strategic plan called for enhancing the Catholic identity within the 

student life and residential areas, though it did not give specific strategies.  

Diaspora University.  

 Diaspora University (DU) was founded in the late 19th century as a diocesan institution. 

DU enrolled almost 3,000 undergraduates of whom 50% lived on campus in one of its eight 

residence halls. Forty eight percent of DU’s students were Catholic; the faculty percentages were 

unknown. Since more than half of DU’s students were non-Catholics, DU was expressly 

ecumenical in its ministry services. DU’s ministry program provided annual retreats, service 

learning opportunities, ecumenical Bible studies, and service trips. 

The student life office at DU encompassed residence life, student activities, health 

services, counseling, career development, safety/security, international programs and campus 

recreation. The mission statement of the student life office mentioned holistic development in 

terms of personal growth, social responsibility, and a sense of community, but it did not mention 
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spiritual development. In its student handbook DU stated that groups that endorsed positions 

inconsistent with the university’s Catholic beliefs and mission would not be approved or funded. 

There were over 35 clubs and organizations that ran the gamut of social, academic, athletic, and 

cultural. One of these organizations was a gay-straight alliance group for students struggling with 

their sexual orientation. The majority of the residence halls were co-ed at DU, where all 

freshmen and sophomores were required to live on-campus. There was a generous (8:00 a.m.-

2:00 a.m.) visitation policy in all halls and certain residence halls were permitted to set a 24 hour 

visitation access in public living areas. Junior and senior students did not have to abide by 

visitation hours. There was a committee that investigated the role that Ex Corde Ecclesiae ought 

to play at DU, but its specific applications to student life were unknown.  

Cohort University.  

Founded in the early 19th century, Cohort University (CU) enrolled over 4,000 

undergraduates on its large urban campus. Just under half of CU’s undergraduates lived on 

campus in one of the dozen residence halls. Roughly 60% of CU’s undergraduates were 

Catholic, but the percentage of faculty was unknown. CU was founded by the diocese to serve 

Catholics, but it transferred to a religious order soon after its founding. Its mission was to form 

students intellectually, morally, and spiritually so that they would lead lives of compassionate 

service towards others. Reflection, discernment, and solidarity were part of CU’s core 

institutional convictions. Its Catholic identity was rooted in its religious tradition, which 

emphasized a worldview expressed in terms of universal human rights and values and a 

commitment to peace and justice. CU had a robust campus ministry program that offered 

everything from retreats, liturgies, faith sharing communities, an array of religious clubs and 

organizations, and resident hall chaplains. The chaplains were ordained ministers of the 
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sponsoring religious order. CU had a strong commitment to ecumenism as demonstrated by its 

diversity of interdenominational and non-denominational opportunities, with more than 15 faith 

traditions represented including: Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist and Shinto. One of the 

residence halls had an ecumenical prayer space for these students to utilize.   

 CU’s division of student life was quite extensive. It contained the following departments: 

campus ministry, residence life, dean of students, counseling, health and wellness, interfaith 

council, student government association, orientation, recreational sports, student involvement, 

peace and justice, multicultural affairs, and the women’s center. CU had all co-ed residential 

living options. In addition, it had voluntary living/learning communities - some based on year in 

school, others based on academic themes or first year/second year communities - all of which 

had certain requirements and commitments of the residents who lived in these communities. 

CU’s visitation policy was similar to other Catholic universities; it was present, but was 

expansive (10:00 a.m.- 1:00/2:00 a.m.). CU had nearly 150 student clubs and organizations 

including athletic, ethnic, cultural, academic, leadership, service, spiritual, and social. CU had a 

statement that all clubs must be consistent with the mission of the university as a Catholic 

institution with a specific religious sponsorship. CU had a club that supported homosexual 

students, providing them a space where they could meet safely and discuss the challenges 

surrounding sexual orientation within the teaching of the Catholic Church.  

 CU’s Catholic identity was most clearly expressed in the identity of its sponsoring 

religious order. There were nearly 15 programs consisting of retreats, discernment groups, 

orientation programs, discussion groups and seminars where students, faculty, and staff could 

learn about the unique religious heritage that inspired CU. In addition, the charism of the 

religious order had a certain vocabulary and values system that was evident throughout its 
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marketing and application materials, as well as its academic, spiritual, and social life. 

 Participant selection. 

 At each selected site, the researcher interviewed the senior student affairs officer (SSAO), 

a mid-level student affairs officer (MLSAO), and three student leaders in the student life office. 

The SSAO was the executive who served as the highest ranking student affairs officer and as 

such provided the vision and leadership for the entire student affairs division (Bass, 2006; 

Sandeen, 1991, 2001; Tederman, 1997). Thus, the SSAO was the prime subject for this research 

because of his or her scope of responsibility and transformational leadership potential (Oblander, 

2006; Sandeen, 2001). As an additional criterion, all SSAOs who participated in this study 

presided in their current position for at least one full academic year. 

The mid-level student affairs officer was either a dean of students, assistant vice president 

of student life, career development director or director of residence life. Mid-level officers are 

more difficult to define, but they have been identified as managers who oversee other staff 

members or non-student personnel, and manage one or more student affairs areas (Roberts, 

2003). As such the mid-level officer was considered a decision-maker for the student life 

department, but reported to the SSAO. This officer’s perspective was valuable to this study for it 

provided another person’s experience that often converged, but sometimes diverged from the 

SSAO’s voice. The MLSAOs in this study also had been in a mid-level position at their 

institution for at least one full academic year. 

 Student leaders, as defined by this study, were those students who held formal leadership 

positions within the student life department, for example, resident assistants (housing), student 

government leaders (student activities), campus activity members (student activities), campus 

ministers (campus ministry), and student ambassadors (orientation). Through these various roles 
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student leaders influence and were influenced by policy decisions, institutional governance, 

programs, activities, and campus services, thus they were highly important figures on a campus 

when it came to creating and sustaining campus culture (Clark & Trow, 1966; Kuh, 1990, 1993; 

Roop, 2007). In addition, these students worked closely with student affairs administrators, 

which in effect, turned them into campus liaisons to the wider student body (Kuh, 1990). How 

the student leaders were chosen will be discussed later in the chapter.  

Instrumentation  

 Instrumentation refers to the tools a researcher uses to collect and record data. This 

section described the purpose and design of the instruments used to gather the data for the 

current study.  

 Information sheet. 

 The information sheet contained details about the current research project and the 

elements for participants to consider before they agreed to become subjects (Human research 

website, 2008). These elements included statements concerning: the purpose of the research, 

duration of the subject’s involvement, descriptions of the research procedures that involved the 

subjects, potential benefits to the subject, how information would remain confidential, how data 

would be stored, who had access to the data now and in the future, compensation given to 

subjects who participated; and a clause emphasizing that the subjects may withdraw at any time 

from the study (Human research website, 2008).  

 The information sheet was sent to each participant once they consented to participate and 

well in advance of the interview. The SSAOs and MLSAOs provided the researcher with a list of 

student leaders and their contact information that included: year in school, title of leadership 

position, and semester in position(s). By requesting this information, the researcher was able to 
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make sure and get a representative sample of gender, year in school, leadership position, and 

experience in leadership positions. The researcher then selected and contacted the students via 

campus email and sent them the information sheet electronically.  

 Interview protocol. 

 One-on-one interviews were the preferred method chosen in this study because they were 

considered “the best technique to use when conducting intensive case studies of a few selected 

individuals” (Merriam, 1998, p.72). Since this study was an in-depth investigation into four 

student life offices, interviews with the leaders of the office were critical to the success of the 

study.  

The researcher used a semi-structured interview guide with all of the participants. 

Additional probing questions were asked depending on the participants’ responses (Merriam, 

1998). The interview questions were developed based on research performed in Catholic 

identity/culture studies (e.g. Bickel, 2001; Estanek, 1996, 1997, 2002, 2006; Estanek & James, 

2007; Miller 2005, 2006, 2007; Morey & Piderit, 2006; Mussi, 2008; Nagy, 2006; Olin, 2005; 

Reilly, 2003; Schmeling, 1997). The interview questions were refined further through a pilot 

study and expert review from professionals in the Catholic higher education field. In addition to 

the pilot study and expert review, questions were developed in accordance with current research 

on qualitative interviewing (Merriam, 1998; Walters, 2001/2002; Yin, 2003).  

 The first several questions of the interview guide were considered background questions 

that were neutral and descriptive in nature. Essential questions were those that reflected the core 

purpose of the study, which was to explore how student life offices at four diverse Catholic 

institutions of higher education created an environment that was expressive of a Catholic way of 

life. These questions were open-ended and framed in the current vocabulary of the literature in 
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the Catholic student affairs field (Estanek & James, 2007; Merriam, 1998). The researcher made 

a point to build “rapport” with the participant while remaining “neutral” and non-judgmental 

toward the content of the participant’s comments (Merriam, 1998, p. 84). Open-ended questions 

revealed a great deal about participants’ experiences, perceptions, and opinions about the student 

life offices’ influence on Catholic culture.  

            In the current study, students were selected to participate if they occupied a formal 

leadership position that fell under the supervision of the student life office. The whole student 

sample for this research, then, consisted of student leaders within the student life office. Since 

the researcher was intentionally trying to get a diverse representation of leadership positions 

within the student life office, i.e. resident assistants, student government, campus ministers, 

student activity etc. these qualitative interviews were heterogeneous such that they were made up 

of persons representative of the whole sample of student leaders. Though these leaders fell under 

the same office within an institution, they had diverse opinions and views about Catholic culture.  

 Document analysis. 

 Case study researchers use document analysis as another way to “corroborate and 

augment evidence from other sources” (Yin, 2003, p. 87). Documents are advantageous because 

they are accessible, they enable the researcher to obtain the language of the participants, and they 

represent data that have been reflected upon and intentionally compiled for circulation (Creswell, 

2005). The term documents should be understood broadly for it can refer to a “wide-range of 

written, visual, and physical material relevant to the study at hand” (Merriam, 1998, p. 112).  

 The documents that were collected for the current study include: student handbooks, 

student life mission/vision statements, Catholic identity statements, guiding/core value 

statements, campus ministry mission statements, and strategic plans as well as other relevant 



82 

 

documents that were expressive of the mission and philosophy of the student life office. Some of 

these documents expressed the greater institution’s Catholic identity as well but were utilized 

because of their relevance to the student life office.  

These documents were thoroughly scanned for information that pertained to how student 

life offices supported and created Catholic culture or omitted reference to it. The researcher 

requested document samples from the SSAO that could not be obtained from the institution’s 

website. In all but one instance, the documents were released to the researcher upon request.  

 The researcher received the document samples that could not be found on the web site 

following each interview. The document analysis was conducted subsequent to the site visits and 

coding of the interviews. The researcher used the same thematic template generated from the 

interviews to code the documents. The researcher created document summary sheets that 

included factual information, (such as the type of document and where it was obtained), the 

general content of the document, and how it related to the study (Merriam, 1998). In addition the 

researcher created a table that cross-listed the documents obtained per institution so that he could 

compare relevant documents. The researcher started with those documents that could be coded 

across institutions, namely the following five documents: 1) student life mission statements, 2) 

Catholic identity statements, 3) guiding/core values, 4) student handbooks, and 5) campus 

ministry mission statements. When relevant, other documents were collected and coded for 

within case analysis in addition to these five.       

             Campus observations.  

 Campus observations mean that the researcher, as part of a field visit, observes “physical 

or cultural artifacts” and records relevant information or data (Yin, 2003, p. 96). When the 

cultural artifacts or symbols chosen are relevant, they can add a great deal to the overall case 
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(Yin, 2003). In the current study, the researcher observed how Catholic culture was 

communicated through the physical setting, student behaviors, architecture, or works of art. The 

culture was not determined by attending student life meetings, student leader meetings, or being 

a part of formal conversations about Catholic culture (Yin, 2003). 

All the information obtained through campus observations was gathered by walking 

around (e.g. noting the posters and flyers on campus, noting the location of the Catholic 

chapel/church/campus ministry building, whether there were public symbols of Catholicism, 

etc.) and discerning the prominence of the Catholic ethos, without purposively interacting with 

others. More specifically, the researcher spent 48 hours at each campus. For each visit, the 

researcher received a guided tour of the residence halls, ate in the dining hall, attended Mass and 

adoration (exception: no adoration at DU), conducted a self-guided tour of campus, and spent 

considerable time in the student union.  In this way the researcher observed the participants in 

their “natural setting” while taking note of the characteristics of Catholic culture (Upcraft & 

Schuh, 1996, p. 70).  Campus observations were recorded by the researcher. These field notes 

were recorded on a template created by the researcher and contained sections relating to factual 

information, descriptive notes, and reflective notes (Lofland & Lofland, 1984; Merriam, 1998).     

Though new to qualitative research, the researcher has twelve years of experience working at 

Catholic institutions developing the instincts and skills necessary to observe Catholic culture. 

Procedures for Collecting Data 

In this case study it was necessary to differentiate between the data collection source and 

the research design. The unit of analysis for this research design was the student life office not an 

individual participant (Yin, p. 76). The data collection source was fivefold: (1) the SSAO, (2) the 

MLSAO, (3) the student leaders, (4) the institutional documents, and (5) campus observations 
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(the researcher’s on-site observations). This section described how the campus sites were 

contacted and how SSAOs, MLSAOs, and student leaders were contacted before, during, and 

after the data collection. 

           Once the institution had been selected as a potential sample, the researcher contacted the 

SSAO first by electronic mail, then by letter inviting him or her to participate in the study.  In the 

correspondence, the researcher solicited the SSAO to volunteer his or her institution as a 

research site. In reality, the research project would not have been possible without favorable 

acceptance from the SSAO. Interestingly, 50% of the SSAOs who were initially contacted for 

this study refused to participate in the study. One SSAO simply stated that he was unable to 

participate at the time, two SSAOs never returned a response to the email or voice mail 

invitation, and another SSAO refused “in light of other priorities and tasks for the semester.”  

           The SSAO served as the gatekeeper for the MLSAO and student participants. Regarding 

the MLSAO, the researcher simply gave the criteria for the MLSAO, but the SSAO volunteered 

the MLSAO in all four cases. Conveniently, all four MLSAOs agreed to participate when the 

researcher requested via email. The researcher used “status sampling” techniques to find student 

subjects, relying on the SSAO’s guidance and permission (Kuh, 1990, p.54). As previously 

mentioned, the SSAO was asked to provide a list to the researcher of resident assistants, student 

government officers, campus ministers, and campus activity board members. The list contained 

the student contact information, such as electronic mail address, campus address, and campus 

phone number(s). 

              Once the SSAO provided the researcher with the student contact information, each 

potential subject was contacted via campus email address to participate in the study. The 

researcher noted the prior approval of the study by the SSAO on each email so the students 
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recognized this as a legitimate request. In addition, the researcher detailed, for each potential 

student leader, the purpose and goal of the study, how the data would be used, the importance of 

and how confidentiality would be treated, and their approximate time commitments. Finally, 

each potential subject was sent an information sheet as issued by The George Washington 

University’s IRB procedures and policies. 

            Students who agreed to participate were also given a copy of the information sheet at the 

interview for them to sign. Each time, the researcher made multiple requests to the students until 

he confirmed at least three student interviews per campus-site. All student interviews were 

coordinated with the knowledge and sometimes logistical help of the SSAO or MLSAO. For 

example, the SSAO and MLSAO often reserved the location for the interviews. The researcher 

sent the reminders about the date, time and location. Students were also told that successful 

completion of the interviews resulted in a gift certificate of $10 to Starbucks coffee stores.  

            After the SSAOs were identified and confirmed, the researcher consulted with them 

about an opportune date and time to meet on campus. Once this was determined the researcher 

set up interviews with them, the MLSAO, and the students. This scheduling was arranged a 

month in advance. Following this initial appointment, each participant was contacted one week 

prior to the campus visit by email, detailing the date, time, and location of the interview. As it 

turned out, all campus visits were conducted between March 12, 2010, and April 9, 2010. All but 

two interviews were also conducted between March 12, 2010, and April 9, 2010. The two final 

interviews were conducted by phone on April 7, 2010, and April 12, 2010, because the student 

interviewees missed their on-campus appointments. In total, the researcher conducted 20 

interviews - five interviews on four campuses.  
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Data Collection Methods 

 This section contains a detailed outline or audit trail of how interview, document 

analysis, and observation data collection occurred (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  

 Interviews.  

 The qualitative interview was the primary data collection method utilized in this study.  

The data, i.e. participants’ responses, was audio-recorded as well as manually recorded by way 

of the researcher’s own note taking. The researcher sought advance permission from the 

participants to use both methods of recording data in accord with The George Washington 

University Human Participants procedure and the host site’s IRB office.  As a researcher who 

was interested in accurate accounts, audio-taped interviews allowed the researcher to revisit 

certain details as they were expressed verbatim by the participant, which aided in precise and 

consistent data analysis (Merriam, 1998). 

          Practiced qualitative researchers admit that transcription can be very tedious and time-

consuming if one desires an accurate database for analysis (Merriam, 1998). Therefore, audio 

recordings of the interviews were transcribed verbatim by a professional transcriber in the 

months succeeding the interviews. The researcher retained a printed copy and computer file of 

all the transcribed data and stored it in a safe location according to the Human Participants 

Considerations section.              

The interviews with the SSAOs and MLSAOs were scheduled for 60 minutes. There 

were approximately 12 questions on the interview guide, which took an average of three minutes 

each to answer. Interviews with student leaders were scheduled for 30 minutes. These interviews 

were again audio-taped by the researcher to ensure accuracy. The questions, eight on the 
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interview guide, posed to the students were considerably fewer in number and required less 

reflection on the part of the participants. 

The researcher acknowledged the importance of flexibility in conducting interviews, i.e. 

diverting from the scripted questions when new information emerged that might add value to the 

study (Merriam, 1998). However, the researcher did not change or add any interview questions 

to the interview guide at any point. Of course, each interview was unique and many times the 

researcher was prompted to ask questions of clarity or elaboration, but no substantial interview 

questions were added.  

            The interview responses, once transcribed, were sent back to the SSAO, MLSAO, and 

students for review in order to accurately represent what was communicated. Upon review, the 

responses were hand coded and the data mined for the major themes.                                

            Document analysis. 
 

Documents were primarily obtained from the SSAO or from the institutional website. 

The SSAO served again as the liaison for collecting student life documents, such as mission 

statements, Catholic identity statements, campus ministry mission statements, strategic plans, 

and other such documents that could not be obtained via website or by some other means. 

Documents were organized by type and categorized using a document summary sheet and tables. 

Campus observations. 

Observations of campus life were recorded in a notebook and audio recorded using a 

digital recorder. These observations were then typed out immediately following each site visit. 

The SSAO granted permission for on-campus observations to be conducted without undue 

interference or suspicion. At one institution, the SSAO provided a campus residence and a set of 

complementary meals during the researcher’s visit. 
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Validity 

 All researchers, particularly those involved in qualitative designs, must be able to 

demonstrate that the findings of their study were believable or true. In qualitative research, the 

terms validity or trustworthiness are often used interchangeably to represent the notion of truth 

value. Validity or trustworthiness consists of strategies researchers use in order to mitigate 

against threats to the plausibility of their findings (Maxwell, 2008). There are both internal and 

external types of validity where internal validity “deals with the question of how research 

findings match reality” (Merriam, 1998, p. 201) and external validity “is concerned with the 

extent to which the findings of one study can be applied to other situations” (p. 207). Further, 

there is such a thing as reliability, which refers to “the extent to which research findings can be 

replicated” (p. 205). 

 In this study, the following four strategies were used to achieve internal validity:           

1) triangulation, 2) peer/expert review, 3) member checking, and 4) researcher bias. The 

researcher used a multi-site design to attain external validity. Finally, the researcher used the 

following three strategies to ensure reliability in the study: 1) audit trail, 2) triangulation, and    

3) investigator’s position or researcher’s subjectivity statement. 

Internal validity. 

Triangulation. 

            The first strategy used to achieve internal validity was triangulation, which basically 

means “using multiple investigators, multiple sources of data, or multiple methods to confirm the 

emerging findings” (Merriam, 1998, p. 204). In this particular study, the researcher used the 

multiple sources of data or “data triangulation” strategy to achieve validity (Yin, 2003, p.98). In 

other words, there were five sources of data in this study: a) transcribed interviews with SSAOs, 
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b) transcribed interviews with MLSAOs, c) transcribed interviews with student leaders,             

d) analysis summaries of different documents, and e) field notes from campus observations. The 

purpose behind the five data sources was to achieve what Ridenour and Newman (2008) 

expressed as “the counterbalancing of information” that “strengthens the resulting 

validity…which is a type of triangulation” (p.75). This triangulation of data sources reduced the 

risk that the conclusions drawn were the result of biases or limitations of method and therefore 

produced a sort of consensus or plausibility concerning the explanation of phenomena being 

studied.  

Peer/Expert review.  

The second strategy employed was the use of expert or peer review, which refers to 

“asking colleagues to comment on the findings as they emerge” to determine the “extent to 

which research findings are congruent with reality” (Merriam, 1998, p. 204 & 218). Other 

authors refer to this as “peer debriefing” (Creswell, 2003, p. 196; Ridenour & Newman, 2008, p. 

58; Upcraft & Schuh, 1996, p. 81) but its meaning consistently refers to having other skilled 

researchers or knowledge experts examine the data in order to acknowledge its accuracy. Since 

all the data in this study was collected by one person who is capable of both bias and error, it was 

vitally important that other reviewers confirmed or denied what the data revealed. In addition to 

the chair of the dissertation committee, the researcher chose two other readers to act as 

peer/expert reviewers. One reader was an expert on qualitative case studies so she was able to 

offer vital information relating to coding and thematic construction as well as trustworthiness 

and validity. In addition, the researcher had an expert in student affairs and Catholic culture 

review the research findings as soon as they were coded to share her perspective on the Catholic 

themes that emerged. These reviewers read over the data and analysis and then discussed their 
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interpretations and conclusions with the researcher. By using external peer reviewers, the 

researcher was able to get a more accurate account of the data that emerged than if he were to 

operate alone. 

Member checking. 

The third strategy used to achieve internal validity was member checking, which refers to 

“taking data and tentative interpretations back to the people from whom they were derived and 

asking them if the results are plausible” (Merriam, 1998, p. 204). In this study, the researcher 

submitted interview notes, upon transcription, immediately to the SSAO, MLSAO, and the 

students in leadership positions via email. It was requested that they review their responses and 

make grammatical or factual corrections if needed. Corrections were noted by the researcher. 

Fourteen of the 20 interviews were member checked; the other six never responded to the 

researcher’s request. Fortunately, none of the responses from the interviewees differed 

significantly in substance and only minor grammatical changes were necessary in certain 

instances.  

Researcher bias. 

The final strategy implemented for internal validity was researcher or investigator bias, 

which is a significant concern in qualitative research because the primary instrument is human 

and therefore subject to personal experiences, values, and perspectives (Merriam, 1998). Most 

qualitative researchers today acknowledge their biases for the integrity of the study (Creswell, 

2003). In this next section the researcher’s potential bias toward the phenomenon selected for 

this study, namely Catholic culture in student affairs, was revealed. 

 The researcher is currently in his twelfth year working as a student affairs professional 

and all 12 of those years have been employed at a Catholic college. He worked two years as a 
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resident director, three years as a student activities director, and seven years as a dean of students 

at two Catholic colleges. Though all of this practical experience has occurred at Catholic 

institutions, the researcher’s theoretical knowledge of higher education was obtained from non-

Catholic institutions – the University of Kansas and The George Washington University. The 

researcher witnessed first-hand how difficult it was for student affairs professionals, who are 

trained at non-Catholic programs, to adjust to a Catholic culture especially if there was no prior 

experience with such a culture. This observation coupled with the fact that historically there has 

been an increase in lay educators who were not as fluent in Catholic culture as their religiously-

professed predecessors, sheds some light on a growing problem. Associations such as JASPA 

(Jesuit Association of Student Personnel Administrators) and ASACCU (Association for Student 

Affairs at Catholic Colleges and Universities) were formed in part to solve this negative trend 

and reinforce Catholic identity and mission (Estanek, 2001).  

Trustworthiness 

The key in attaining trustworthiness was to arrive at an accurate representation of the 

facts based on a “convergence of evidence” (Yin, 2003, p. 100). How the researcher maintained 

trustworthiness with regards to the interviews, document analysis, and campus observations was 

explained in the following section. 

Interviews with SSAO. 

 There were several threats to the accuracy of the interview data that must be identified 

and countered. For example, how does the researcher know what the SSAO says is true? In other 

words, there was a risk that certain biases existed with self-reported data, such as interviews. In 

order to counterbalance that bias, the researcher substantiated the SSAO’s claims with the 

MLSAO, student interview data, document analysis, and campus observations. It was 
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conceivable that a SSAO could acknowledge that the college has certain policies -  for example 

against cohabitation - that reflected their commitment to Catholic culture. He or she could then 

justify this claim by citing the policy in the student handbook. However, students may reveal that 

though a certain policy exists, it was rarely enforced, thus the policy had limited significance in 

reality. Though the SSAO would not be fabricating the college’s position, his or her failure to 

elucidate the whole picture would likely result in a partial representation of the extent to which 

the student life office stands by its commitment to Catholic culture. By triangulating the data 

with MLSAO interviews and student input, a clearer picture of the reality of the college’s 

commitment to Catholic culture emerged.      

Interviews with MLSAO. 

The MLSAO interviews presented the same threats as the SSAO interviews did. The 

addition of the MLSAO interviews, however, gave another student life office perspective that 

varied from the SSAO for two reasons. First, the MLSAO may be closer to the student 

experience within the student life office because of his or her differing responsibilities. For 

example, the MLSAO may work more directly with student leaders or student life staff where the 

SSAO may not due to his or her higher level responsibilities. Secondly, the MLSAO may be able 

to speak more freely about the institution’s Catholic culture because of his or her distance from 

the senior-level administrators. In other words, the researcher assumed that the MLSAO had less 

pressure to conform to a pre-rehearsed response than the SSAO did.    

 Student leader interviews. 

 Similar to the threats regarding the interview data with the SSAO and MLSAO if 

conducted without other evidence, student interviews could have revealed certain biases in the 

data. For example, did the researcher conduct interviews with the appropriate students? The 
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researcher intentionally interviewed students who held formal leadership positions within the 

student life office, but also sought out students in diverse areas that had different experiences 

within the student life office. In other words, it was likely that students who run for student 

government have different aspirations and experiences of campus life than students who seek to 

become resident assistants or campus ministry leaders. By reaching out to the various leadership 

positions, the researcher hoped to attract students of various personalities and experiences who 

would provide a much more robust understanding of how the student life office contributed to 

Catholic culture.  

              How did the researcher know that these students spoke honestly and openly? For one, he 

assured the students who participated that their identities would be kept secret and the transcripts 

of their sessions would be kept in a safe and secure location. Further, he guaranteed them that 

nothing that was expressed in the interview sessions would be relayed to the SSAO, MLSAO, or 

any other college official. Lastly, he strove to create an atmosphere of respect and openness by 

laying the ground rules for the interviews. The researcher explained how such honest and sincere 

participation would be extremely important for the research at hand. 

External Validity  

 The above strategies illustrated ways in which the researcher mitigated against internal 

threats to validity. In the following sections the researcher explained how he tested for external 

validity. As mentioned previously, external validity is “concerned with the extent to which the 

findings of one study can be applied to other situations” (Merriam, 1998, p. 207). External 

validity in this study was achieved through the use of a multisite design that operates by 

“replication logic” (Yin, 2003, p. 37) where the results can be applied across numerous 

situations. The researcher used multiple case study sites that were carefully selected based on 
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Morey and Piderit’s (2006) conceptual models of four types of Catholic institutions. This 

selection criteria was used in order to “predict contrasting results but for predictable reasons” (a 

theoretical replication) (Yin, 2003, p. 47). For example, institutions labeled “Immersion” 

institutions displayed strong Catholic cultures as opposed to Diaspora institutions that displayed 

weak Catholic cultures. Using theoretical replication one type of Catholic institution will match 

up well with another institution of the same typology and should generate predictably similar 

data, whereas the difference between models should be stark and also predictable. By using the 

conceptual models and a rich theoretical framework, the researcher was able to replicate the 

findings using other institutions thus allowing for a limited form of generalizability. 

Qualitative researchers may also employ thick rich description “so that readers will be 

able to determine how closely their situations match the research situation” (Merriam, 1998, p. 

211). In this study thick rich description of the findings was provided so that the reader could be 

“transported” to the site and “share the experience” of the researcher (Creswell, 2003, p. 196). 

The researcher included large segments of quotations from the interviews so that the reader could 

apprehend the participant’s train of thought on a particular question. This strategy was 

implemented to give further illumination to the reader inside the mind of the participants and 

their understanding of their role in promoting Catholic culture. 

Reliability 

 As mentioned previously, “reliability refers to the extent to which research findings can 

be replicated” (Merriam, 1998, p.205). Qualitative studies by nature are more difficult to 

replicate in the traditional sense of experimental research, but there are methods researchers can 

use to ensure confidence in the dependability of the results (Merriam, 1998). The key difference 

from the experimental method according to Merriam (1998) was “not whether findings will be 
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found again but whether the results are consistent with the data collected” (p.206).  Yin (2003) 

put it more simply: “The general way of approaching the reliability problem is to make as many 

steps as operational as possible and conduct research as if someone were always looking over 

your shoulder” (p.38). In the section that follows the researcher described the three methods or 

steps that were employed to achieve reliability in this study, namely a) audit trail,                       

b) triangulation, and c) investigator’s position. 

Audit trail. 

 An audit trail is a highly detailed description of the data collection and analysis that a 

researcher provides so that external reviewers, or auditors, can follow to authenticate the findings 

of the study (Merriam, 1998). For this study, the researcher provided accounts of raw interview 

transcripts, the coding sequence, category construction, and how data was placed into each 

category. In addition, the researcher included a timeline of when and with whom interviews were 

conducted, when transcriptions and member checks were completed, as well as document and 

campus observation summaries. This trail served to explain how the researcher arrived at his 

findings thus minimizing the biases and errors of the study.   

Triangulation.  

 Triangulation is using multiple sources of data or methods to confirm the findings of the 

study (Merriam, 1998, p. 204). In this particular study, the researcher triangulated, i.e. 

counterbalanced, SSAO interviews, MLSAO interviews, and student leader interviews to discern 

how participants understood and articulated Catholic culture. Secondly, the researcher used at 

least five documents from the student life office to compare the understanding and articulation of 

Catholic culture within and across cases. Lastly, the researcher used campus observations to 

understand how institutions express Catholic culture within and across cases. The purpose 
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behind using the five data sources was to correct the picture that emerged from each institution 

and therefore come to a more complete understanding of the phenomena in question. This 

triangulation of data sources was intended to increase the credibility of the study by enhancing 

the dependability of the findings.  

Investigator’s position. 

 Investigator’s position means that researchers ought to be transparent with the 

assumptions of the study, the researcher’s relationship to those being studied, and the basis for 

selecting participants (Merriam, 1998). As stated in the researcher’s bias listed above, the 

researcher has been employed as a student affairs practitioner at Catholic institutions for the 

duration of his professional life. As a result the researcher is a proponent of Catholic higher 

education and believes in furthering this sector’s specific mission amidst the landscape of 

American higher education. There is a need for further research in student affairs at Catholic 

institutions in order that practitioners at Catholic institutions better understand their work and its 

influence on Catholic culture at their institution. Further researcher is needed to discern what 

unique contribution Catholic student affairs practice can contribute to the secular field and vice 

versa. The researcher had no prior connection to any of the participants, professionally or 

personally therefore there were no mitigating circumstances that affected the participants’ 

voluntary participation.  

Data Preparation and Handling 

 Consistent with good research practice the researcher organized and prepared the data 

before the data analysis occurred. Below is a description of how the researcher managed the data 

by collection method. 
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Interviews. 

Before the interviews began, each one was assigned an institutional identifying code and 

number listed in chronological order of the interview. The code and number were written on the 

interview guide and announced at the beginning of the digital recording. The recorded interviews 

were stored on a USB drive and sent on to a professional transcriber. After the transcriptions 

were member checked they were stored on computer file in folders assigned to each institutional 

model (e.g. IU folder for Immersion University). A spreadsheet was created that listed the date, 

time, location, institutional code, number and position of each participant. For example, IU 5 

SSAO meant: Immersion University, the fifth interview conducted, and the interview was with 

the senior student affairs officer. Pseudonyms were later assigned to make the narrative more 

readable during chapter IV. All pseudonyms began with the first letter of the model type. For 

instance, Isaac was a pseudonym for an Immersion model participant.  The pseudonyms were 

also listed on the spreadsheet so the researcher could keep track of all the participants.  

In addition to the computer files, all transcribed interviews were printed and kept in a 

three-ring binder for each model type. Tables were created to sort data by themes, model type, 

and interviewee and also stored electronically and by hard copy.  

Documents. 

Most of the documents for the four sites were collected on-line at the institution’s web 

site and stored electronically by institutional type or printed and stored in the three-ring binder. 

Those documents that were obtained directly from the SSAO were stored in the three-ring 

binder. The documents were categorized and recorded in document summary sheets that listed 

the type of document, how and when it was obtained, the purpose of the document, and how it 

related to the study (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
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Campus observations.  

The researcher used a campus observation sheet that contained the following headings: 

campus site, prominent architecture, campus artwork and symbols, and the campus layout. This 

sheet served as a field note guide when the researcher walked around campus taking extensive 

field notes. In addition, the researcher took on-site photos of images that related to these 

headings. All of the images were stored electronically under a computer file labeled per 

institutional type. 

Data Analysis  

Within case analysis. 

Coding.  

After the interviews were member checked, the researcher began the coding process, 

which involved multiple phases. The first phase, known as open coding, involved “breaking data 

apart and delineating concepts to stand for blocks of raw data” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 195). 

Reading through the raw interview transcripts, the researcher was looking for “particular events, 

key words, processes, or characters that capture the essence of the piece” (Coffey & Atkinson, 

1996, p.31). Further, this phase combined the discovery and organization of data not 

interpretation or deeper exploration of the meaning of the data.   

How did the researcher specifically conduct this phase of open coding? The open coding 

process was conducted within cases beginning with the SSAO and MLSAO. First the researcher 

read over the raw interview data starting chronologically with the first SSAO interviewed at the 

first campus site. The researcher carefully read the entire interview twice “to get a sense of the 

whole” (Creswell, 2003, p.192). As he read, he circled key words or phrases that seemed to elicit 

the most meaning. On the third reading, he assigned codes in the margins. After the SSAO, the 
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researcher then moved onto the MLSAO and did the same multiple reading and notating before 

coding. After those two interviews were coded, he moved onto the student interviews and 

conducted within case open coding until all three student interviews were coded.  

In each case, the researcher read the interview transcripts at least twice before attaching 

codes to the data. The researcher decided to use manual ways of coding the data rather than the 

initial plan to use ATLAS.ti. This was decided because the interview transcripts amounted to 250 

pages, which according to some researchers, is an acceptable volume of data to manage by hand 

(Creswell, 2003, p. 193).  

Constant comparative method and category construction.  

The next phase of the coding process involved frequently comparing and grouping the 

data based on similarities and differences. This phase is known as the constant comparative 

method because the researcher is regularly identifying patterns and properties that emerge from 

the data and assigning them to a higher level category (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Merriam, 1998). 

The constant comparative method flows naturally into category construction. “Data are grouped 

together on a similar dimension. This dimension is tentatively given a name; it then becomes a 

category” (Merriam, 1998, p. 18). “This type of comparison is essential to all analysis because it 

allows the researcher to differentiate one category/theme from another and to identify properties 

and dimensions specific to that category/theme” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 73). 

How did the researcher specifically conduct the constant comparative method and 

construct categories? After the within case open coding process was completed separately for 

each of the four cases, the researcher returned to each case to compare the codes generated from 

the SSAO, MLSAO, and student interviews. He read and reread each interview to ensure the 

accuracy of the coding and then jotted down an initial list of categories in the margins of each 
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interview transcript. He then compiled a within-case list of categories from the interviews so that 

he had categories generated from the Immersion model, Persuasion model, Cohort model, and 

Diaspora model. Once this list was complete, the researcher began comparing categories across 

cases, i.e. cross-case analysis. In this exercise he was looking for “patterns, themes, and 

regularities as well as contrasts, paradoxes, and irregularities” in the data (Coffey & Atkinson, 

1996, p.47).   

As the patterns emerged, the researcher attempted to follow Merriam’s (1998) five 

criteria for category construction, namely categories: 1) should reflect the purpose of the 

research, 2) be exhaustive, 3) be mutually exclusive, 4) utilize sensitizing, and 5) be conceptually 

congruent (Merriam, 1998, p. 183-184). By following these criteria, the researcher was able to 

narrow down the list of categories to a manageable number that remained robust and complete. 

The names of the categories came largely from what the researcher intuited from the data itself. 

Merriam (1998) states that this is the most common of the three ways (researcher, participants, or 

literature) researchers assign names to categories. “The most common situation is when the 

investigator comes up with the terms, concepts, and categories that reflect what he or she sees in 

the data” (Merriam, 1998, p.182).  Noting that category construction is largely an “intuitive 

process” of the researcher, the researcher also accounted for the “study’s purpose and the 

meanings made explicit by the participants themselves” (Merriam, 1998, p.179) before finalizing 

the category names.   

Data placement in categories.  

After the names and number of the categories were determined, the researcher located the 

segments of the data that appropriately matched the categories. This process of retrieval basically 

means that the data need to be “presented together in order for the researcher to explore the 
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composition of each coded set” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 46). It was through this process 

that “the categories can be fleshed out and made more robust by searching through the data for 

more and better units of relevant information” (Merriam, 1998, p.185).  

How did the researcher specifically place data within each category? The researcher had 

the list of categories and a coded interview opened on the computer simultaneously. He cut and 

pasted text sections of the coded interview under the appropriate categories. He then repeated 

this process for each of the 20 interviews going again in chronological order of the sites visited 

and from SSAO to MLSAO to the student leaders. 

Document analysis. 

Following the coding and categorization process of the interviews, the researcher turned 

to document analysis. Using the already developed codes and categories, the researcher began 

reading and coding the key documents in the same chronological order as the interviews were 

conducted. Each document was read through multiple times as codes were attributed to raw data 

segments. The codes were then aligned to the categories that were created based off the 

interviews. The documents were then revisited weeks later to reexamine the coding and category 

construction to ensure accuracy.  

Campus observations. 

Campus observations were coded last and again utilized the codes and categories that had 

previously been developed. Admittedly, campus observations was the most intuitive of the 

analyses because it was more difficult to consistently align architecture, events, and observed 

behaviors to preexisting themes. However, the use of field notes and digital photographs 

considerably aided the analysis.   

 



102 

 

Cross-case analysis. 

Constant comparative method.  

Following the within-case analysis, the researcher conducted cross-case analysis. The 

researcher previously organized the data according to categories, which were later termed 

themes. On account of this, the researcher took each theme and constantly compared it across 

case. In other words, the researcher took an individual theme and looked at that theme as it 

pertained to Immersion University, Persuasion University, Diaspora University, and Cohort 

University. The researcher did this for each of the dominant themes that emerged. Since the 

documents used the same themes as the interviews, the documents were compared in the same 

manner, but by document type. In other words, each document was compared by type according 

to theme so that documents were compared according to their purpose, for example, student 

handbooks were compared by theme across case, Catholic identity statements were compared by 

theme across case, etc.  

Campus observations were completed after the interview and document analysis. Cultural 

symbols were listed in a table under each theme.  A more elaborate table was created with all 

four campus sites, which made it easier for the researcher to conduct cross case analysis. Campus 

observations were more prominent across case than within case because the presence or lack of 

presence of symbols, behaviors, and architecture was more evident in contrasting situations. 

Weaknesses Related to Data Analysis 

The coding and categorization above were conducted on the interviews first. The coding 

and category construction for the document and campus observations followed. The list of 

codes/categories generated from the interviews was then used for the document analysis and 
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campus observations. The list was reviewed multiple times before a final list of codes/categories 

was constructed.  

Data analysis was not conducted in conjunction with data collection and this is an 

admitted weakness of the study. This decision was made in part because the five interviews per 

campus were generally conducted within 24 hours. Furthermore, the four campus visits were 

conducted in less than a month so the researcher did not have sufficient time to spend on 

analysis.  

Human Subjects and IRB 

 In this section the researcher described how he protected human subjects’ confidentiality, 

emotional, and physical well-being. Due to the close association qualitative researchers have 

with their subjects, participants must be assured that all potential harm, emotional or physical, 

will be greatly minimized (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003). Participants were granted three major 

provisions prior to the study.  

           First, the researcher proved that permission to carry out the study was granted by The 

George Washington University’s Institutional Research Board (IRB), the four campus site IRB 

offices, and the dissertation committee. The GWU IRB granted permission for the study on 

January 13, 2010, registered as Exempt Category Two. Second, the confidentiality of participants 

was assured and acknowledged with the information sheet. Third, because anonymity of the 

research participants was of utmost importance, participants were given pseudonyms and all 

identifiable information was kept separate from the data. Data was secured in a locked file 

cabinet and on one computer at the researcher’s home. The data was solely reviewed by the 

researcher, a professional transcriber, and members of the dissertation committee. 
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Summary 

 This chapter described the research design, conceptual models, population and sample, 

data collection procedures and methods, validity and trustworthiness. This qualitative multiple-

case study took place on four diverse Catholic campuses located in the Midwest region of the 

United States. The participants involved were the senior student affairs officers, mid-level 

student affairs officers, and students in leadership positions within the student life office. Data 

was collected through interviews with the SSAOs, MLSAOs, and student leaders, as well as 

document and campus observations. Strategies were discussed in order to obtain validity, 

trustworthiness, and reliability, namely triangulation, peer/expert review, member checking, 

researcher bias, audit trail and investigator’s position. Both within-case and cross-case analysis 

was explained by data collection type. Weaknesses related to this data analysis were revealed. 

Lastly, the researcher explained how he complied with The George Washington University IRB 

process and how he protected the confidentiality of the human subjects who participated in this 

study.  
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CHAPTER IV  

Results and Presentation 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how student life offices at Catholic colleges 

contributed to the Catholic culture of their respective colleges or universities. The main research 

question that this study examined was: How do student life offices at four diverse Catholic 

institutions of higher education create an environment that is expressive of a Catholic way of 

life?  This question was operationalized by two research sub questions: How do senior student 

affairs officers, mid-level student affairs officers, and student leaders understand and articulate 

the Catholic culture of their institution? How is Catholic culture manifested in the policies, 

programs, and cultural activities of diverse Catholic institutions?    

This qualitative study used a multiple case study methodology to answer the research  

questions (Creswell, 1998, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003). Data  

were collected through interviews with the senior student affairs officer (SSAO), mid-level  

student affairs officer (MLSAO), and with students in formal leadership positions, such as  

resident assistants, student government leaders, campus ministry leaders, orientation leaders, and  

student activity council members. Document analysis was conducted on institutional publications  

such as student life mission statements, student handbooks, guiding/core values, Catholic identity 

statements, and campus ministry mission statements.  In addition, observations of campus life 

were conducted by the researcher to better understand the ethos on campus.  

Following a presentation of the campus profiles, interview participant profiles, and 

description of the documents used in document analysis, this chapter was divided into two main 

parts: 1) presentation of the findings within case for each model based on interviews, document 

analysis, and campus observations, and 2) presentation of the findings across cases according to 

the six themes that emerged from the interviews, document analysis, and campus observations.  
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Campus Profiles 

 All four institutions were co-educational, located in the Midwest, considered “selective” 

by the Carnegie Classification system, served a majority of traditional undergraduate students, 

and had a majority of students residing on campus. Two of the campuses were classified as 

liberal arts institutions while the other two were considered comprehensive according to the 

Carnegie Classification website (2009). Two were sponsored by the local diocese and two were 

sponsored by a religious order. Their undergraduate enrollments ranged from 1,500 to 4,300. All 

four institutions had general education or core requirements, but only one of them had a 

predominance of Catholic courses in the core. Thus students at three of the four institutions could 

almost entirely avoid taking any Catholic courses in the core or general education requirements. 

Three of the four institutions had a Catholic student population of 67% or below and did not 

report the percentage of Catholic faculty. The one institution that reported its percentage of 

faculty who were Catholic listed it at 85% with a corresponding number of 80% for its Catholic 

student population. At two of the four institutions the Catholic student population had been 

declining over the years, whereas at the other two, that number was stable with minor 

fluctuations. The following table provides a more in-depth look at the student life office for each 

of the models. 

Table 3 

Comparisons of Student Life Offices 

 Immersion Persuasion Diaspora Cohort 

Departments 
that fall under  
Student Life 

Athletics 
Campus security 
Food service 
International   
students 
Orientation 
Residence life 

Campus dining 
Counseling 
center 
Event 
coordination 
Health center 
Intercultural 

Campus security 
Career 
Development 
Counseling 
Center 
Intramurals 

Campus 
Ministry 
Commuter 
services 
Counseling 
Dean of 
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 Immersion Persuasion Diaspora Cohort 

Student Activities 
Student Outreach 
Wellness Center 

programs 
Residence life 
Safety and 
security 
Student Life: 
-Student 
Activities 
-College 
Activities Board 
-Leadership 
development 
program 
-First year 
experience 
-Parent and 
Family services 
-Greek Life 

 

 

 

Health services 
Residence Life 
Student Activities  

Students 
Health & 
Wellness 
Interfaith 
council 
Multicultural 
affairs 
Peace and 
Justice 
Performing arts 
Project Search 
Recreational 
sports 
Residence life 
Student 
Government 
Student 
Involvement 
Women’s 
Center  

SSAO reports to Executive Vice 
President 

President Vice President for 
Enrollment 
Management and 
Student Affairs 

Academic Vice 
President and 
Provost 

Guiding 
documents 

Ex Corde 
Ecclesiae 

Catholic Identity 
Statement 

Institutional 
Strategic Plan 

Principles of Good 
Practice for 
Student Affairs at 
CCUs 

Learning 
Reconsidered 

Tenets of Catholic 
Social Teaching 

Values Poster 

(Gifts of 
Sponsoring 
Order’s 
Heritage) 

 

Clubs & 
Organizations 
that may be 

None of the over 
100 student 
organizations and 

Alliance GLBTQ Alliance/Harbor 
GLBTQ 

Alliance 
GLBTQ 
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 Immersion Persuasion Diaspora Cohort 

controversial departmental 
outreaches (p.32 
Student 
Handbook) 

 

Distinctive 
programs that 
reflect Student 
Life mission 

Residential 
communities 

Evangelization 
trips 

Dance Marathon 

First year 
program 

Be the difference 
programs 

Peace and 
Justice 

Interfaith 
Council 

Co-ed housing No Yes, all but1 
complex with 2 
buildings to 
separate 
male/female  

Yes Yes  

 

Research Participants’ Profiles 

 A brief profile of the 20 research participants follows. Five of the 20 or one fourth of the 

participants who were interviewed were non-Catholics, 11 of the 20 were female.  

Senior Student Affairs Officers (SSAOs).  

 As previously mentioned in chapter III, the senior student affairs officers (SSAOs) were 

the most important participants in this study because of their position of authority, 

transformational potential, and their role as the gatekeeper into the institution. A description of 

the experience, academic credentials, knowledge of the student affairs field, basic responsibilities 

of each of the SSAOs who participated, and how each negotiated his or her faith on their campus 

is presented below. 

 Isaac, the Immersion University SSAO, served his institution for 18 years, five of those 

as the vice president of student life. All 18 years of his student affairs experience occurred at 

Immersion University (IU). He did not have formal academic training in student affairs or higher 

education administration, but he did consistently read the literature of the field. He admitted to 
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reading the Chronicle of Higher Education and Inside Higher Education daily as well as 

publications from the American Society for Conduct Administrators. He was also a member of 

the Association of College Personnel Administrations (ACPA) and the Association of Student 

Affairs at Catholic Colleges and Universities (ASACCU) and read their journals and web 

material. He has attended conferences sponsored by the Association for Christians in Student 

Development (ACSD). Yet despite the professional exposure to the student affairs field, Isaac did 

not put a high priority on academic student affairs training when he advertised for new hires. He 

believed there was a significant tension between the student affairs field and Catholic higher 

education, and he preferred to hire for mission above all other considerations. In his experience, 

he thought that he could teach the requisite skills needed for his staff to perform their duties, in 

part because of the vast amount of resources, but to teach an understanding of and fervor for the 

Catholic mission was much more difficult and often ineffective. He still looked for the right 

professional qualifications and competencies, but mission-fit qualities were indispensable.  

Isaac was a Catholic at the time of the interview and admitted that his personal 

expression of Catholicism fit well within IU’s culture. In other words, Isaac’s identity as a 

Catholic practitioner was reinforced by the Catholic culture at IU. There were no fundamental 

points of tension for Isaac between his professional practice and his personal belief system 

within the culture of IU, though he admitted that there were strains between his understanding of 

Catholicism and the student affairs field.  

 Paul, the Persuasion SSAO, served his institution for ten years, five of those as the 

associate vice president of student life and dean of students. Paul had previously worked for six 

years at a large state institution, bringing his total student affairs experience to 16 years. Paul 

received his master’s degree in higher education administration from a large state institution. 
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When possible, he preferred to attend a national student affairs conference such as ACPA 

(Association of College Personnel Administrators) or NASPA (National Association of Student 

Personnel Administrators) rather than at a Catholic student affairs conference such as ASACCU 

or JASPA (Jesuit Association of Student Personnel Administrators). Going to a conference where 

Catholic issues were discussed would have been helpful, but not as relevant as a national student 

affairs conference according to Paul. When he received copies of the Principles of Good 

Practice for Student Affairs at Catholic Colleges and Universities (2007), he passed them around 

to his staff, but claimed that it was similar to the ACPA’s Principles of Good Practice for 

Student Affairs (1996) document “with a little God language mixed into it” therefore he felt its 

use was redundant. Overall he felt there was no need to separate the Catholic element from the 

student affairs field because there was a natural alignment between the two.  

Paul was not a Catholic at the time of the interview, but indicated that he felt comfortable 

within the Catholic culture of PU. As a non-Catholic, he felt compelled to represent the non-

Catholic position, but also to remind his colleagues of the Catholic position in certain instances. 

In the first case he believed that, on occasion, his colleagues presumed a homogenous Catholic 

culture when making decisions or discussing certain topics. Paul felt obligated to remind others 

to be sensitive to non-Catholics and their contribution to PU’s culture. In the second case, Paul 

mentioned that there were times when it seemed his colleagues had overlooked a piece of their 

Catholic mission when discussing a decision and so he spoke up in defense of the Catholic 

mission. In the interview, Paul expressed confidence in his ability to navigate his non-Catholic 

identity within the Catholic culture of PU. The tensions that existed between his professional 

practice and personal belief system were not insurmountable and he truly felt accepted.  
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 David, the Diaspora SSAO, served as the associate vice president for student life and 

dean of students for six years. His previous higher education experience was at two small 

Christian schools and a large Catholic institution. David was working on his Ph.D. in higher 

education administration at a large state institution at the time of the interview. David mentioned 

that the key documents that he used to inform and orient his staff were: 1) the institutional 

strategic plan, 2) Principles of Good Practice for Student Affairs at Catholic Colleges and 

Universities, 3) Learning Reconsidered, 4) resources from ACPA, NASPA, NACA (National 

Association of Campus Activities), and NIRSA (National Intramural-Recreational Sports 

Association), and 5) the basic tenets of Catholic social teaching. He claimed that he referenced a 

lot of the basic beliefs of Catholic social teaching without being distinctly Catholic. When he 

interviewed and hired for staff, he provided the candidates with a copy of the institution’s 

mission and vision statements, their guiding principles, and the institution’s non-discrimination 

clause and then assessed their comfort level with these documents. David believed that these 

documents contained the institution’s guiding, seminal values that were subtle, but not uniquely 

Catholic. He admitted that employees did not have to be Catholic, but they had to be comfortable 

with the concepts contained within the documents. David tried to hire staff with a combination of 

professional expertise and mission-fit qualities. The majority of his staff and all of his directors 

had master’s degrees in student affairs or counseling. If his staff had a master’s degree from a 

Catholic institution that was considered a bonus for David, but he did not intentionally look for 

it. It was more important for David that the employee could articulate and be drawn into the 

values of Diaspora University (DU).  

David was a Catholic at the time of the interview and he felt entirely comfortable with the 

Catholic culture of DU. David had worked at other institutions where he felt uncomfortable with 
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their overt expression of faith. He believed that DU struck the appropriate balance between one’s 

personal faith and one’s professional duties. He believed his lived expression of faith 

corresponded with the expression of faith prevalent at DU. He thought there were tensions that 

arose at DU whenever anyone tried to define what “Catholic” meant on his campus. He did not 

believe that term could be adequately defined in order to reach consensus. Rather, than entangle 

himself in the arguments, he believed DU’s Catholic culture should be lived out at its most 

common denominator – service.    

 Catherine, the Cohort SSAO, served the institution for four years as the associate vice 

provost for student life and leadership. Catherine had been a SSAO at three other institutions and 

worked for two other Catholic universities as well as public universities over her 30 year career 

in higher education. She stated that there was a “night and day difference” between her 

experience at one of the Catholic institutions, which was diocesan, versus the other two, which 

were sponsored by the same religious community. She received her doctorate in higher education 

administration from a large public institution, but she regularly attended conferences geared 

specifically towards administrators in Catholic higher education. She used Cohort University’s 

(CU’s) employee orientation programs, of which there were several, to orient her own new staff.  

She believed that the values of CU’s sponsoring religious congregation lined up well with the 

values and philosophy espoused by the professional student affairs field. Specifically, she noted 

the congruency between the two value systems on developmental philosophies such as the theory 

of challenge and support, integrated learning of mind, body, spirit, and promoting discernment 

and reflection.  

Catherine was a Catholic at the time of the interview and felt that her personal expression 

of faith aligned with CU’s Catholic culture. Catherine had worked at other Catholic institutions 
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where she felt uneasy expressing her faith in their Catholic culture. She described them as rigid 

and formalistic as opposed to the openness and acceptance she felt through CU’s approach to 

Catholicism. She did not admit to any overt tensions that existed between her personal faith 

expression and her professional practice.  

Mid-Level Student Affairs Officers (MLSAOs).  

 Isabelle, the MLSAO at Immersion University (IU), worked as the assistant vice 

president for student life for seven years where she primarily supervised the residence life 

program. Previously, she worked in campus ministry for 15 years and had a master’s degree in 

theology and one in business administration. She trained her staff on readings from various 

theologians such as St. Thomas Aquinas and Cardinal Jean Danielou. She admitted to reading 

student affairs literature and best practices and principles, but did so with a critical eye. When 

she read, she judged whether it was consistent with the Church, whether it addressed the whole 

person, or whether or not it “built students up as faithful Catholics.” At the interview of potential 

staff hires she would ask them how familiar they were with IU’s mission and whether or not they 

could support it. All of her staff had ministry backgrounds and two had master’s degrees in 

philosophy and theology. None had professional degrees in higher education or a related field.  

Isabelle was a Catholic at the time of the interview and, like Isaac, felt that her personal 

expression of faith and professional practice were supported and enhanced at IU. She did not 

acknowledge any tension between her ability to practice her faith openly and her ability to 

perform her student life duties. Since she was not an active participant in the student affairs 

professional associations, she did not indicate how she negotiated the tensions or ambiguities of 

living within two cultures – Catholic and student affairs. She admitted to reading student affairs 

literature with a critical eye, but not how she related to practitioners in the field.  
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 Patricia, the MLSAO at Persuasion University (PU), worked for 16 years as the director 

of student life. She had a master’s degree in student affairs from a large state institution. She 

attended NASPA and ACPA when there was money in the budget to do so. She said that for the 

most part there was a complementary relationship between the Catholic faith and the student 

affairs field. The difficulty for Patricia arose when she was faced with supporting the Church’s 

teaching while also respecting the students’ choices, “depending on where they were at on the 

developmental continuum,” regarding faith and morals. She admitted to some points of tension 

between presenting the Church’s teaching versus educating the students about certain issues, 

especially in the area of sexual morality. She lamented the fact that the only topic that was 

missing in student affairs when she was in graduate school was the faith development piece.  

Patricia was a Catholic at the time of the interview and generally felt that her personal 

faith expression was supported at PU. She admitted that she did not always agree with certain 

teachings of the Catholic faith, but those personal qualms did not seem to affect her professional 

practice. She did not divulge any tension between her and her supervisor Paul who was not 

Catholic about the Catholic vision and mission of the student life office.   

 Danielle, the MLSAO at Diaspora University (DU), served for three years as the director 

of the career center. Danielle did not disclose her higher education experience nor her academic 

credentials or professional associations. It was evident in the interview process that Danielle 

relied on her supervisor, David, the associate vice president and dean of students, for her 

understanding of DU’s Catholic culture. She said that he first modeled, then communicated what 

it meant to be a Catholic student affairs professional for her.  In her definition of a Catholic 

institution, she defined the primary role of such an institution as one that would challenge and 

support students as well as move them along the developmental continuum intellectually, 
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spiritually, emotionally, and socially. She claimed that the three aspects of DU’s Catholic 

identity that were emphasized the most were its commitment to social justice, community 

service, and the Catholic intellectual tradition.  

Danielle was not a Catholic at the time of the interview and admitted to relying on her 

supervisor David for her own understanding of what “Catholic identity” meant. As a non-

Catholic she did not feel threatened or unsupported in her work and admitted to growing in her 

understanding and respect for the Catholic faith particularly through the social justice aspects of 

the Catholic identity. She claimed that DU did a good job of moderating their Catholic identity 

by placing greater emphasis on accepting students where they were developmentally and 

challenging and supporting them to grow in various sundry ways not just religiously. 

 Clare, the Cohort MLSAO, worked as the associate director of residence life for eight 

years at CU. Prior to her current post, she worked for three years at a large Catholic institution 

sponsored by a different religious community than that which sponsored CU. Clare’s 11 years of 

student affairs experience and training at Catholic institutions confirmed for her the seamless 

relationship between student affairs and the Catholic faith. Specifically, she noted that the 

Catholic social teachings aligned well with the objectives of the student affairs field. Clare 

attended the JASPA (Jesuit Association of Student Personnel Administrators) and NASPA 

conferences where she typically recruited and hired her staff. She often spoke to potential hires 

about CU’s mission and specifically its sponsoring religious identity and how it may differ from 

their secular graduate school backgrounds. She warned them that, though most of the values in 

CU’s mission complement the philosophy of student affairs, there were some topics that 

conflicted. In those instances she told them that she would have to coach them in their 

conversations with students. All of her staff had master’s degrees from large state institutions, 
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with the exception of two so she was practiced in coaching her employees in the mission and 

religious identity of CU. She supplemented her staff training with CU’s extensive employee 

orientation programs and resources.  

Clare was Catholic at the time of the interview and expressed comfort in her personal 

faith expression at CU. The only tension she experienced between her personal faith and 

professional practice occurred under two conditions. First when she hired staff members straight 

from secular graduate programs she had to coach them through the expectations of working at a 

Catholic institution where not all approaches and conversations were allowable. Second Clare 

faced challenges to CU’s Catholicity from a small group of “conservative” Catholic students 

who expressed their faith through practices that she believed were reminiscent of her mother’s 

Catholic upbringing. In these two instances, Clare had to professionally and personally navigate 

between two divergent approaches towards expressing Catholic culture.  

Student Leaders.  

Immersion. 

 Three students were interviewed from IU and all three were practicing Catholics. Irene 

was a senior who served IU as a resident assistant (RA). Irene viewed her position as an RA as a 

ministry position rather than just a job due to its demanding hours and constant service aspect. 

Irenaeus was a sophomore who also served as an RA for IU. Like Irene, he saw his position as a 

ministerial one, encouraging students to pray daily, attend Mass, and grow in their faith in order 

to “attain heaven.” Irene and Irenaeus were responsible for maintaining IU’s community code 

within the residence halls and for providing programs that were intellectual, spiritual, and social. 

Isidore was a junior who served as the student head of orientation for IU. In his role he 

welcomed students into IU’s Catholic environment. He claimed that the majority of students who 

came to IU did so because of its strong Catholic culture. 
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Persuasion. 

 Three students were interviewed from PU. Phillip was a junior and held the position of 

student union president. In his position, Phillip supervised the Student Senate, the College 

Activities Board, and the Resident Hall Association. Phillip stated that he was Catholic, but he 

admitted there were things the Church taught that he personally disagreed with, for example the 

teaching prohibiting gay marriage. Philomena was a junior who worked under Phillip as the 

president of the College Activities Board. She was responsible for providing student activities, 

such as bands and comedians for the entire student body. Philomena was active in ministry her 

freshman year and regularly went to Mass, but she felt she got “tossed aside” so she dropped out 

and stopped going to Mass altogether.  Patrick was a senior and served as the president of the 

senior class on the Student Senate. He also served as an orientation leader and peer assistant. 

Patrick did not believe the Student Senate had much authority or power when it came to 

approving campus organizations that conflicted with PU’s mission rather he claimed that the 

power rested with the administration. Patrick was not Catholic and admitted that he was not very 

faith-based, rather he chose PU for its size and access to professors. 

Diaspora. 

 Three students were interviewed from DU and all three were Catholic. Diane was a 

sophomore who served as an RA and participated in a varsity sport. She stated that her primary 

responsibilities were enforcing policies and building community. She claimed that RAs were 

required to do 16 programs a year, one of which must be spiritual, the others social, intellectual, 

etc. Diane believed there was significant interest in the Catholic culture of DU, claiming that 

students were involved in Bible studies, regularly went to Mass, and were overall very 

supportive of the Catholic culture. Denise was a junior and also an RA and student athlete for 



118 

 

DU. Similar to Diane, Denise listed enforcing policy and programming as the primary 

responsibilities of the RA position. Unlike Diane, however, Denise felt students were generally 

disinterested in the Catholic culture asserting that most students were not actually practicing their 

faith and that campus ministry was relatively unknown. Damien was a junior and served as the 

president of the Student Government Association and as an RA. In his capacity as president, he 

served as the liaison between the student body and the administration of DU and was a non-

voting member of the Board of Trustees. Damien believed that the Catholic culture was vibrant 

with close to 20% of the residential students attending Mass every Sunday. Damien noted the 

same RA responsibilities as Diane and Denise, but added that they were getting more intentional 

in their training connecting students to campus ministry by bringing in the chaplain to address 

the RAs. Damien himself wrestled with the balance between supporting the teachings of the 

Catholic Church and allowing students to express themselves and “enhance their intellectual 

capacity.” Yet, when a decision was made to change the branding of the DU logo, Damien 

expressed concern because it appeared that DU was watering down its Catholic image.  

Cohort. 

 Colleen was a sophomore who held the position as special project’s coordinator for 

the Women’s Center at CU. Her basic responsibilities were to conduct research and archive data. 

She was also a peer mentor to minority population students where her role was helping them 

transition from high school to college. Colleen was not a Catholic and had preconceived notions 

that CU would have a very strict, conservative culture, but she found that it was rather open and 

liberal. Charles was a sophomore who served as a senator on the Student Government 

Association where he primarily worked to improve the student experience by addressing their 

concerns to the administration of CU. Charles was of the opinion that the Catholic culture was 
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satisfactory on campus, but the sponsoring religious orders’ identity was lacking and needed to 

be bolstered. Charles acknowledged that there were more students who actively practiced their 

Catholic faith, but there were also those who, having experienced that independence from home, 

did not practice their Catholic faith.  Charles himself was Catholic. Colette was a freshman who 

served as both an interfaith cabinet member and campus ministry leader. Colette’s main role as 

an interfaith cabinet member was to promote a diverse array of religious programs such as a 

public Bible reading, a Holocaust remembrance day, and a Kwanza celebration. Colette, as a 

non-Christian student, found the culture very Catholic and not very diverse. She wanted CU to 

be more religiously and ethnically diverse, but she admitted that CU made her feel welcome and 

was trying to do their best to meet her needs as a non-Christian.  

Table 4 

Demographic Information of Interview Participants 

 Immersion Persuasion Diaspora Cohort 
SSAO - Isaac 

- VP of 
Student Life 
for 5 years 

- Catholic 
- Male 

- Paul 
- Associate 

VP for 
Student 
Developmen
t for 6 years 

- Non-
Catholic 

- Male 

- David 
- Associate VP 

and Dean of 
Students for 6 
years 

- Catholic 
- Male 

- Catherine 
- Associate 

Provost for 
Student Life 
and 
Leadership 
for 4 years 

- Catholic 
- Female 

MLSAO - Isabelle 
- Assistant VP 

Student Life 
for 7 years 

- Catholic  
- Female 

- Patricia 
- Director of 

Student Life 
for 16 years 

- Catholic 
- Female 

- Danielle 
- Director 

Career Center 
for 3 years 

- Non-Catholic 
- Female 

- Clare 
- Associate 

Director 
Residence 
Life for 8 
years 

- Catholic 
- Female 

Student 
leader 

- Irene 
- RA 
- Senior 
- Catholic 
- Female 

- Phillip 
- Student 

Union 
President 

- Junior 
- Catholic  
- Male 

- Diane 
- RA 
- Sophomore 
- Catholic 
- Female 

- Colleen 
- Projects 

coordinator 
Women’s 
Center 

- Sophomore 
- Non-Catholic 
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 Immersion Persuasion Diaspora Cohort 
- Female 

Student 
leader 

- Irenaeus 
- RA 
- Sophomore 
- Catholic  
- Male 

- Philomena 
- President 

College 
Activities 
Board 

- Junior  
- Catholic 
- Female  

- Denise 
- RA 
- Junior 
- Catholic  
- Female 

- Charles 
- Senator, SGA 
- Sophomore 
- Catholic 
- Male 

Student 
leader 

- Isidore 
- Head of 

Orientation 
- Junior 
- Catholic  
- Male 

- Patrick 
- President 

Senior Class  
- Senior 
- Non-

Catholic 
- Male 

- Damien 
- President 

SGA/RA 
- Junior 
- Catholic  
- Male  

- Colette 
- Interfaith 

cabinet 
member/ 
campus 
ministry 
leader 

- Freshman 
- Non-Catholic 
- Female 

 

Document Analysis 

 Document analysis provides another lens through which the researcher can determine 

what is important in an organization’s culture. Student life offices generally utilize a series of 

essential or foundational documents to define their purpose and function. Documents were used 

because they provided additional information that served to complement or contrast data 

gathered through the interview process. Along with campus observations, this triangulation of 

data illuminated each organization’s culture so that the results were more robust and transparent. 

For this research, the documents used for cultural analysis included each student life office’s 

mission statements, student handbooks, guiding/core values of the student life office or the 

overall institution, Catholic identity statements, campus ministry office mission statements, and 

strategic plans. Each of these documents provided information relevant to the research questions.  

 According to Schein’s (2004) organizational theory, there were three major levels of 

cultural analysis: artifacts, espoused beliefs/values, and assumptions. Documents could be used 
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at two levels of analysis. On the first level, documents are artifacts, that is, visible 

representations of a group embodied in a written language. Schein (2004) stated that the way to 

elicit information about artifacts was to ask: “What is going on here” (p. 343)? Outsiders of the 

organization could encounter, in some superficial way, the culture by reading its mission 

statements, handbooks, as well as by studying its organizational charts. Documents provided 

insights into the second layer of cultural analysis by explaining and codifying espoused values 

and beliefs.  Espoused beliefs and values are conscious strategies, goals, and philosophies that 

have been practically tested and socially validated at some point in the organization, but are then 

recorded in order for new members of the culture to accurately and thoroughly assimilate them 

(Schein, 2004). The question that elicited espoused values according to Schein (2004) was: 

“Why are you doing what you are doing” (p. 343)? The student life office was one unit within 

the greater institution that assimilated the institutional espoused values in a specific way and for 

a specific purpose. These espoused values were expressed in interviews as well as Catholic 

identity statements, mission statements, guiding/core value statements, and strategic plans. The 

table below indicates which essential documents were used to analyze the student life office 

within models. 

Table 5 

Essential Documents used within models 

Institutional Type Document used within models 
Immersion � Student Life Mission Statement 

� Student Handbook 
� Guiding/Core Values 
� Catholic Identity Statement 
� Campus Ministry Mission Statement 

Persuasion � Student Life Mission Statement 
� Student Handbook 
� Guiding/Core Values 
� Catholic Identity Statement 
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Institutional Type Document used within models 
� Campus Ministry Mission Statement 
� Strategic Plan 

Diaspora � Student Life Mission Statement 
� Student Handbook 
� Guiding/Core Values 
� Catholic Identity Statement 
� Campus Ministry Mission Statement 
� Strategic Plan 
� Principles of Good Practice for Student Affairs at CCUs 
� Learning Reconsidered 

Cohort � Student Life Mission Statement 
� Student Handbook 
� Guiding/Core Values 
� Catholic Identity Statement 
� Campus Ministry Mission Statement 
� Strategic Plan 

 

Presentation of Findings Within Case  

This section described how each institution’s student life office understood Catholic 

culture and how it expressed Catholic culture through the perspective of the senior student affairs 

officer (SSAO), mid-level student affairs officer (MLSAO), and student leaders as well as 

through evidence contained in key student life office documents and through campus 

observations. Thus the following main research question framed the data collection of this study: 

How does the student life office at four diverse Catholic colleges and universities (CCUs) create 

an environment that is expressive of a Catholic way of life? Again this question was 

operationalized by two research sub questions: How do senior student affairs officers, mid-level 

student affairs officers, and student leaders understand and articulate the Catholic culture of their 

institution? How is Catholic culture manifested in the policies, programs, and cultural activities 

sponsored by the student life offices of four diverse Catholic institutions?  What follows is the 

presentation of the findings organized by the various themes that emerged from the interviews, 
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document analysis, and campus observations. The researcher will synthesize these findings with 

the research sub questions in chapter V. 

Since the research sub questions are interrelated and overlapping, the answers to them are 

better understood when structured by the themes that emerged. The six themes that emerged 

from the three data collection sources: interviews, document analysis, and campus observations 

were: 1) Advocating Social Justice, 2) Inclusive Communities, 3) Students’ Intellectual, Moral, 

and Spiritual Development, 4) Student Affairs’ Philosophy and Catholic Identity, 5) Mission 

Consonance, and 6) Big “C” Catholic vs. Small “c” Catholic.  

These themes capture and answer both research sub questions across all four institutions. 

In other words, each theme can be related to either research sub question and there are no themes 

that correspond to one model but not another. For example, Mission Consonance did not just 

apply to IU or PU, but to all four models. The differing models provided more or less detail for 

each of the themes, but all six were present across cases. This means however, that a model may 

have had a theme answer research sub question 1, but not sub question 2. In this scenario the 

theme still applied to the model.  

In the within case presentation of findings the themes were arranged by the researcher 

according to the level of conviction and articulation of Catholic culture through the three data 

sources: interviews, document analysis, and campus observations. In other words the researcher 

made a determination as to how the themes should be listed after reviewing all the data within 

case. Appendices A and B illustrate how the research sub questions aligned with the interview 

questions and themes.  
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Immersion University 

 This section presented data on how the student life office at Immersion University (IU) 

created and sustained Catholic culture within the institution.  Immersion University had a 

reputation for being a dynamically orthodox Catholic institution. It was sponsored by a religious 

congregation and many of the priests and religious were active on campus from the 

administration to the classroom to the student life office. As mentioned previously, the student 

life office at IU housed ten departments, including residence life, student activities, orientation, 

and health and wellness, but it did not directly supervise campus ministry.  

The researcher noted prominent Catholic symbolism immediately upon entering campus. 

There was a large landscape arrangement in the shape of a rosary right in front of the student 

union. There was a life-size statue of Christ in the courtyard between the library and the 

administration building and another one of St. Francis on the center walkway of campus. The 

main chapel was right at the main campus steps and there was constant student traffic in and out 

of it throughout the day. Most residence halls were named for a Catholic saint and even the 

coffee shop was called Heavenly Grounds. In addition to the main chapel, there was a smaller 

adoration chapel that was half full of students praying in it in the middle of the afternoon. Near 

this chapel was a life-size manger scene, a Marian prayer grotto, a trail for the stations-of-the 

cross, and a tomb for the unborn. There were students quietly praying at each one of these 

spaces. 

As outlined earlier in Table 2, there were three main goals an Immersion model 

attempted to achieve: 1) to prepare all students to be well informed and practicing Catholics who 

will serve the Church and society, 2) to attract students who are already knowledgeable about 

and committed to the Catholic faith, and 3) to attract parents who desire that their students will 
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continue to be knowledgeable and committed Catholics (Morey & Piderit, 2006). Both the senior 

student affairs officer and mid-level student affairs officer were practicing Catholics whose 

personal beliefs and values lined up directly with the mission of IU. All three student leaders 

were also practicing and committed Catholics who came to IU for its strong Catholic identity and 

expression of faith. Thus there was 100% alignment on the part of the participants with the 

mission and values of IU. Table 6 below lists the demographic information for each of the 

interview participants. 

Table 6 

Demographic Information of Immersion Interview Participants 

Pseudonym Title Religion Gender Years experience in current position 
/Year in School 

Isaac VP Student Life Catholic  Male 5 years 
Isabelle Assistant VP Student 

Life 
Catholic Female 7 years 

Irene Resident Assistant Catholic Female  Senior 
Irenaeus Resident Assistant Catholic Male Sophomore 
Isidore Student Director of 

Orientation 
Catholic  Male Junior 

 

Mission Consonance with Catholic Culture. 

At Immersion institution, one would find administrative and staff acceptance and 

promotion of the Catholic Church’s moral, religious, and social teachings.  Isaac illustrated this 

with his comment about supporting the Catholic mission.    

We don’t always agree on everything, but generally speaking, as of March 2010 at IU, 
yes, there is a general common understanding among not just student life staff but also 
the faculty.  We’re all pulling in the same direction.  We all want to support the Catholic 
mission.  It’s relatively seamless in that regard. 

In a similar vein, one would expect to find student compliance with the Catholic mission. Two 

student leaders confirmed this when they remarked how they could not fathom a situation where 
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someone might be allowed to start a club or organization that went against the Catholic mission 

of the institution.  Irene saw this kind of situation as going against the point of being Catholic. 

Yeah, that probably wouldn’t fit the mission and the whole idea of coming to a Catholic 
university and not a public university is that you’re trying to promote a culture of life and 
a culture that is Catholic.  So, doing something or creating a group that is counter to 
Catholicism would be not doing what the university is supposed to be doing. 

Likewise, Irenaeus could not understand how someone would choose to come to a Catholic 

institution if they really disagreed with what it taught. 

In terms of something along those lines for academic freedom, if it was just trying to 
almost in a way play devil’s advocate, I might – that may be more allowable.  But if it’s 
somebody that’s trying to say, “We do not agree with the culture that we’re living in,” it 
would be a lot harder to justify that because it’s kind of like, “Well, then why are you 
here,” like, “Are you here because it’s just a school to go to or are you here because you 
actually care about growing in the Catholic faith?” 

A defining characteristic of Immersion universities according to Morey and Piderit (2006) was 

that these institutions “draw upon Catholic moral teaching when explaining university policy 

with respect to student behavioral norms” (p. 173). Isaac confirmed the importance and presence 

of this practice below: 

Well, certainly our policies always want to support and not undermine Catholic moral 
principles, so we would obviously hopefully never have a policy that would undermine 
those principles.  On the policies though, that’s still a wide breadth of prudential 
judgments there as far as what’s legislated and what’s not, so we do not legislate 
everything.  We do not proscribe every kind of possible moral behavior, but we do set 
boundaries that we believe need to be set to promote the common good and to support 
Catholic moral principles. 

Isabelle also declared that the student life office would never endorse policies and programs that  
 
conflicted with Catholic teaching.  

If they’re inconsistent, we wouldn’t have them.  We could not have … we would not 
have a gay and lesbian activist group on campus because our very mission statement, 
which everything really flows from, says that everything that we would do would be 
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faithful to the teachings of the Church.  Now, we would have something, though, like a 
chapter of Courage.  

The only caveat she made was that she would allow for an organization that is in conformity  
 
with the Catholic Church’s teaching on homosexuality, i.e. Courage. In several different places 

in the interview, Isabelle referred to the methods she employed so that the Catholic moral 

tradition would be inherited and transmitted by students. 

Programming in the residence halls, the very nature of the job description of the RD, the 
training that we do with RD’s and RA’s, we always start with vision and mission and 
connect that to everything that we do. So every director and then a couple of times a 
semester we actually have trainings of everyone that’s on the student life staff, not just 
the directors.  Usually one of those will be more practically focused, but usually one of 
them is more focused on something that engages and challenges our own faith life and 
faithfulness and how we’re living that out. Even the training that we do with the director 
staff like this year we read a book on virtuous leadership… we meet every other week for 
two hours as a staff of directors.  We will spend part of the time on business and part of 
the time on whatever piece of reading.  Last year we did excerpts from Thomas Aquinas.  

She applied that reasoning to hiring her professional staff who were all faithful to the mission: 
 

It begins with the interview process.  There are questions in the interview process that are 
geared towards first of all finding out how much they know about IU and even how 
supportive they are of that mission.  Catholic colleges kind of run the gamut.  Sometimes 
even looking at a resume can kind of tell you they might be a faithful Catholic, but 
they’re not going to fit well at IU.  There are things that you can say that you can see that 
do that. 

When discussing student staff, Irene acknowledged that she viewed her RA staff as ministers.  

Actually, an RA is very interesting position because it is a ministry.  So in that respect, 
RA is a ministry; that is part of our training.  It’s not just a job.  A job has specific hours 
usually, and an RA you’re on 24 hours, off campus/on campus. Yes, we’re always in the 
fish bowl, so ministry is obviously a very important part of that.  We have different in-
services, and one of those is social/spiritual. 

Irene, one of her “RA ministers,” related how specific policies such as room decorations and  
 
movie viewing must be consistent with the Catholic mission of the university.  
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Anything hung up in your rooms or everyone has a little bulletin board outside their door 
they can decorate to personalize, needs to go along with the Catholic university mission.  
It’s outlined in the handbook.  Oh movies, yes.  They go by the bishops’ reading.  
Everything seen in a common area has to be A3 or below unless you check with the RD 
and then some things can be approved. 

Irene’s comment was consistent with the room and movie policy, which read: 

The items not allowed for use in decorating your room include, but are not limited to: 
Posters or pictures not consistent with the University’s Mission statement. Posters 
advertising alcohol or illegal substances. Photographs of students consuming or 
possessing alcohol or illegal substances. Anything not consistent with the University’s 
mission statement (Student Handbook, 2009-2010 p. 53). 

The University expects that all forms of entertainment reflect its Catholic mission and 
Christian values. Movies, music, video games and other forms of entertainment that 
contain objectionable material are not permitted. Evaluations by the U.S. Conference of 
Catholic Bishops’ Office for Film and Broadcasting are used to govern television and 
video media viewing in the residence hall. Only movies with A-1, A-II, and A-III ratings 
may be shown. Normally, only video games with an E or T rating may be played (Student 
Handbook, 2009-2010 p. 46). 

When asked whether those policies were enforced, Irene replied that such policies were well- 
 
enforced. 

Irenaeus, an RA, was another example of a student leader who supported the Catholic 

culture that the student life office administrators were trying to promote. Below he identified the 

visitation policy and movie policy as two examples of how the Catholic culture was lived out in 

the residence halls. 

There’s like a common room where we have the ability to hang out because we’re not 
allowed to have, except for a couple periods of open hours where the dorm is pretty much 
like an open house, your room is closed off to anybody that’s not of the same sex.  It’s 
just like, they do a lot of things to help promote like to constantly remind kids to be 
modest, to be chaste, and to be pure in that sense of like, remember, you are striving for a 
Catholic faith which shall say do not have sex before marriage. You can have as many 
people as you want that will pretty much fit in the common room to watch a movie, but 
you can’t have the lights off.  You have to have a small like lamp in the back that allows 
the RA to see everybody inside. We have the policy of it of saying, like, these are the 
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rules; and then through practice too.  Like, all the RAs will do the same things.  So it’s 
kind of like the factor of like we work our hardest to set the example and at the same time 
that allows us to gain the respect to enforce the policy.  

Irenaeus not only cited these policies as important ways to promote the Catholic faith, he also 

agreed with and worked hard to live by them. Later he repeated his earlier conviction about the 

policies by recounting another example of a residence life policy.  

Well, within residence life, we have another policy that’s like if we were to walk into one 
of the guy’s dorms and would walk a lady to the common room, we’d have to say, “lady 
in the hall” about every three doors just to make sure that nobody like runs out of door 
with a towel on or something.  It’s all just to make people aware.  So all of those policies 
I think just really promote this Catholic concept that we have here of like treating each 
other with respect, guarding each other’s hearts and making sure that everybody is in the 
best situation possible to be growing and to not be putting them in an awkward situation 
in that sense. 

The policy to which Irenaeus’s referred was contained within the Student Handbook: 

Visitors of the opposite sex must be escorted or announced as they walk down the hall. 
Members of the opposite sex and not permitted to loiter in the halls of any building. All 
visitors of the opposite sex must be directly escorted to a common area (Student 
Handbook, 2009-2010 p. 52). 

Isidore, though not an RA, happily agreed that the visitation policy was well-founded and 

supported Catholic culture.  

Okay, so like one example, that I always think is really kind of neat, would be the policy, 
our open house policy on campus.  Basically what it is is that there’s two days on the 
weekends for a certain amount of time that women are allowed to come in, can come into 
the guy’s rooms, but it’s for a limited amount of time and it’s only on specific days.  I 
think that’s awesome and  supporting the Catholic culture because it’s not that the 
university isn’t all about like eliminating men and women interacting.  Like that’s not 
what the university is saying, but what the university is really putting on there is pushing 
men and women to be responsible and also to foster an environment where you can … 
where you’re not put in a position where things could potentially get awkward or let your 
heart go to stray.  I also like their policy of the quiet hours in dorm, you know, because it 
also, it fosters a sense that a good, solid Catholic is someone who is ordered, and order is 
a huge part of the faith.  Also at IU, like they keep things ordered.  With quiet hours, 
that’s good because you know it really tells people like when a certain time of the night 
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comes like you should be quiet in your heart, your mind; getting ready for bed so that you 
can get up in the morning. 

All three student leaders wholeheartedly supported, in thought and deed, IU’s policies  
 
governing student behavior.  The only point of departure came when Isidore was asked whether  
 
he would think it permissible to allow a pro-choice club or organization to exist on campus.  

This is what I would struggle with because I believe the university should allow it to exist 
because there are people who have an opinion there, but to say that the university 
supports their group would be to say that the university supports both pro-life and pro-
choice movements.  So, I guess, you know, it’s up to the university to support a club like 
that, but they could and they should, I believe, be allowed to express what they have to 
say. 

The university was clear in its position on the matter of whether to sponsor a pro-choice club. 

The University supports Christian morality and respect for life and will not endorse or 
support any group or activity that in any way promotes immorality between or within the 
sexes or promotes abortion, suicide, euthanasia, or any related sinful practice (Complete 
Mission Statement 2009-2010, on-line). 

Isidore’s comment was atypical of an Immersion student leader who faithfully adhered to the 

Church’s teachings, but it is important to note his hesitation. Not insignificantly, Isidore was the 

student leader who later in his interview indicated a level of concern for the growing number of 

new students who were not pulling in the same cultural direction as the returning students. 

Despite these two points, it was nonetheless interesting that Isidore felt uneasy restricting his 

peer’s right to free expression. IU on the other hand, did not hesitate to restrict certain modes of 

expression: 

IU encourages groups within the university to extend invitations to guest speakers, i.e. 
non employees of the university, whose views are consistent with its stated mission as a 
Catholic, (sponsoring religious congregation), institution of higher education. The 
president of IU reserves the right to deny approval for any guest speaker whose 
appearance or remarks, in the judgment of the president or his designee, would 
compromise the University’s Mission or promote propositions and values contrary to 
Catholic teaching (Student Handbook, 2009-2010 p. 59). 
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It was comments like Isidore’s that reinforced IU’s insistence on clear expectations for student  
 
behavior as one means by which it sustained a dominant Catholic culture.  

 Mission Consonance with Catholic teaching was of critical importance to the SSAO, 

MLSAO, and student leaders at IU. For them a strong Catholic culture depended on programs, 

policies, and cultural activities all existing in conformity with Catholic moral and social 

teachings. Programs, policies, or cultural activities that conflicted with Catholic teaching were 

not allowed nor found within the student life office at IU.   

Students’ Intellectual, Moral, and Spiritual Development. 

Isaac, the SSAO, referred to the developmental journey he and his staff worked to 

accomplish in students as a process of “ongoing conversion.”  

We find it very helpful at our work in student life to remind us both personally and in the 
work that we’re doing with students that this is about ongoing conversion.  It’s not a one 
time, boom you accomplish something then everything’s set. 

According to Isaac one of the primary ways the student life office at IU helped students develop 

intellectually, morally, and spiritually was “to help our students integrate faith and reason in their 

lives.” He elaborated on that point below: 

We would help them to bring their faith to bear onto the decisions.  But again, not just 
faith but also their reason.  That’s perhaps even somewhat more of a challenge sometimes 
is that living a healthy Catholic life is not just about doing whatever the Pope says.  It’s 
about using your God given reason.  Sometimes that’s not always evident in college age 
students or adults either.  I want to emphasize with the faith and the reason part because 
those are both a challenge here.  And then yeah, helping students see that they should not 
compartmentalize their faith.  Even that’s what the secular world generally is 
encouraging them to do and forcing them to do, that they can and should live out their 
faith.  It should impact every aspect of life, but on the other hand, it doesn’t mean that 
they have to be singing church hymns 24 hours a day, seven days a week either. 

Isabelle noted that the student life office must help students develop holistically, which for her 

meant helping them understand that their humanity stems from their Creator.  
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I think that whole sense of what I’ve talked about educating the whole person.  That 
we’re not just disembodied intellects and that there is a process of conversion.  God has a 
plan for us, and that I truly believe the only way you discover that is through a 
relationship with the Lord and an understanding of what it means to be fully human.  To 
be fully human is not just your mind, it’s not just your body, it’s your heart.  I just believe 
we do a great job at educating the whole person and calling people to be fully human and 
address the lies because there are a lot of lies in our culture right now.  Trying to meet 
students where they’re at and getting under those lies because even kids … our culture 
has moved so quickly and technology has created so many good things and so many 
challenges that I think even really, really good kids. They can even sometimes be praying 
or saying prayers or going to Mass, but they don’t make the connection about how they 
need to live that out and how that isn’t this part of their life.  That everything has to be 
connected, and that’s what God calls us to.  That doesn’t happen in a day, or a week, or a 
month, or a year, or sometimes our whole lives.  That’s what we work towards.  We work 
towards being this human being, this fully human being. 

Irene, a resident assistant, identified the student life office as instrumental in helping students 

work through the developmental struggles they experience in college.  

Well, we’re all people, so people come here with the baggage of the world.  People think 
you’re coming to a special place on the hill where all the problems go away.  And that’s, 
they’re missing out if they try and hide from all the problems because this is a great place 
to work through your issues and your problems because people do come here with the 
baggage of the world. 

Irene described how the student life office helped to bring faith to bear on students’ decisions. 

Your eyes are a lot more opened to how you’re supposed to live as a Catholic.  These are 
very formative years in your life.  So, at least the idea is that that’s how you’re going to 
spend the rest of your life.  You can either make a really, a whole lot of bad choices and 
then unpack those for the rest of your life, or you can instead inform yourself and put 
yourself in good experiences that go along with your faith and then unpack those for the 
rest of your life.  

Irene saw a positive connection between her Catholic faith and the implications it had for her life 

as opposed to a view that such a faith was a restriction of her freedom. Irenaeus, another RA, 

believed that one of the most important tasks for student life office was to nurture a student’s 

ongoing faith development for the benefit of the student.  
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I mean, really student life, other than making sure the students are comfortable in the 
dorms, I would say that the next biggest thing we encourage is that you encourage the 
students to grow in their lives, in their spiritual lives, to grow in the knowledge of their 
faith, the concept of Catholic culture so that at the end of the day, they’re a lot better off. 

Isidore, the student leader of the orientation program, stressed the long-term benefit that this 

education in the faith provided. It was student life’s role not merely to educate students in the 

faith so their faith will lead them to acts of service for the common good, but to help them attain 

heaven. 

I would say the difference between going to a Catholic education and then per se like a 
public education would be that people at IU desire to do the best with their lives.  And 
that goes beyond, like, the life they live.  It goes on past the life we live.  And we’re 
aiming for heaven.  That’s the difference between, you know, a Catholic environment and 
a public environment is that I would say the public environment aims at the short term.  
They aim for the rest of your life, you know, whether that’s in the business, whether 
that’s in education, whether that’s in philosophy, you name it.  But at IU, they have that, 
but their goal is to create men and women for heaven.  So, I guess that’s the main 
separation point. 

Isaac led the student life office in its charge to develop students intellectually, morally, 

and spiritually using the Catholic Church’s teaching that faith and reason are not only 

complementary, but mutually required to make meaning out of life. He mentioned various ways 

that his office provided co-curricular opportunities for the integration of faith and reason whether 

it was by programming, by lived example, or by advising: 

We strive to help our students integrate faith and reason in their lives.  We get them 
outside the classroom, so all the real life stuff.  How they integrate both faith and reason 
in what they’re doing and how they’re living their lives and then calling them on to 
ongoing conversion.  So that’s the … and again, that’s happening in athletics and 
residence life, in the counseling center or wherever.  That’s our big picture goal.  So 
practically speaking, we would strive through our programming, through our example, 
through our one-on-one discussions, through our presentations that we might give in 
different settings, through the different student groups that we might advise or lead, we 
try to accomplish those big picture goals. So, how can you live a Catholic… a healthy 
Catholic life in the world? 
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Isaac continued to list other ways students might experience the integration of faith and reason 

through the co-curricular program including works of mercy, mission trips, and roommate 

relationships.  

So, through a lot of the experiences that we throw them into whether it’s being on a 
sports team and going out and playing someone else or doing what we call works of 
mercy in a nursing home or the homeless, or whatever, a mission trip or whether it’s just 
getting along with a roommate, we strive to help them to integrate their faith and their 
reason into all of these.  So I think that is how we build up the culture. 

Isabelle cited leadership training as another prominent example of how the student life office 

developed its students intellectually, morally, and spiritually. 

We do a lot with encouraging virtue and growth in virtue that will always be a 
foundational talk in any leadership training that we give.  We do have a leadership office 
here on campus that we do a leadership conference on annually.  We do have something 
called a Leads Program that doesn’t come specifically under the areas that I supervise.  
It’s somebody Isaac supervises in that they meet once a week and they’ll go through a 
leadership book and kind of integrate back into a big picture.  We talk about educating 
the whole person, body, mind and spirit.  Any time we program, any time we train, we try 
to incorporate those three aspects, the body, mind and spirit.  We do the practical things 
too, but we do them within a framework.  We talk about time management.  We talk 
about communication.  We talk about conflict resolution, but we talk about it in terms of 
developing the whole person and becoming fully human and how you use these skills to 
become the son or daughter that God called you to be.  

Isabelle again referred to a standard that was different from a prevailing viewpoint held in 

student affairs. For Isabelle, responding to God’s intended purpose (external) for each student’s 

life was the end to which each student should advance. This position was contrary to the idea, 

contained within the popular theory of self-authorship, that one’s life is, and should be, defined 

and determined as one sees fit (internal) (c.f. Baxter-Magolda, 2003, p. 234-237; Learning 

Reconsidered 2, 2006, p.4). Isabelle’s emphasis on teaching God’s will as opposed to using a 

popular theory within the student affairs field was significant because it indicated how deep the 

promotion of Catholic culture extended into the student life office.  
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As Isaac mentioned before, ongoing conversion was a critical aspect of training new staff 

members. Isabelle’s reference to ongoing conversion demonstrated how this aspect trickled down 

from the leadership within the student life office to the student leaders. 

And then as a staff, we do training and we do discussion, and we read and discuss things 
that I think help us to reiterate those things in our own life.  We talk a lot about ongoing 
conversion as that key component of IU’s spirituality.  I mean it’s a component of 
Catholic spirituality and that ongoing conversion just isn’t something we expect of our 
students.  It’s something that we expect of ourselves and how do we continue to be 
converted. I think it’s probably best felt by the way I support and train and encourage and 
challenge the people I supervise.  Kind of at this point in my career, I supervise a staff of 
12 professionals and by extension then probably 100 student employees and several 
hundred volunteer kind of people.  

 
As a staff member under Isabelle, Irenaeus explained how the student life office practically  
 
assisted students in their spiritual development. It was important to note that what he cited as his  
 
examples of promoting spiritual development: going to chapel, adoration, and Mass, were all  
 
very distinctly Catholic ways of promoting spiritual development as opposed to citing ways to  
 
learn about other faiths or spiritualties, which would be less distinct. 

 
Well, I would say student life, through both the RDs and the RAs, really work on 
encouraging – well, we’re encouraged to encourage the students and the rest of our peers 
to be looking to go to the chapel, to look to go to adoration, to go to Mass.  And that’s 
why we do the Masses.  That’s why, as RAs, we have programs that we put on that are 
strictly spiritual programs.  We’re not trying to force it on anybody, but we’re just trying 
to encourage people and trying to show people that love and that necessity of like, if you 
really believe in this Catholic faith and this Catholic culture, these are the things that you 
can do to deepen your faith, to deepen that culture, to deepen that knowledge.  So when 
you walk out of here in four years, you’re much better prepared to be completely solid in 
your faith and not be broken the first time somebody disagrees with you.  So it’s a 
concept of both between the policies and then just how they encourage us to just 
encourage these kids and how they show us they want us to make sure we’re doing 
everything we can to reach out to these kids in the Catholic manner. 

In addition to RA programs, Irenaues mentioned residential policies as the other method by 

which the student life office transmitted the Catholic culture to its students. All the residence 

halls at IU were single-sex thus two of the more prominent residential policies were visitation 

and cohabitation.  
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 For the student life office at IU, the theme Students’ Intellectual, Moral, and Spiritual 

Development meant fostering an environment where students would be knowledgeable, active, 

and faithful Catholics. The SSAO and MLSAO would have considered it a failure to graduate 

students who were not actively practicing their Catholic faith or who were indifferent to the 

Catholic Church’s intellectual claims. IU’s student life office was primarily concerned with the 

intellectual, moral, and spiritual development of Catholics because nearly 85% of its students 

were Catholic.   

Big “C” Catholic vs. Small “c” Catholic. 

 An Immersion university, as defined by Morey and Piderit (2006), means an institution 

that closely adheres to the magisterial teachings, traditions, and devotions of the big “C” Catholic 

Church. Thus those who followed the institution’s mission, might be referred to as “orthodox” or 

“conservative” because of their commitment to the hierarchical, Roman Catholic Church as 

opposed to a Catholic Church influenced by American democratic and progressive values where 

teachings change based on the will of the people. Isaac’s reference to Pope Benedict XVI’s 2008 

address at the Catholic University of America was illustrative of this connection with the 

hierarchical Church. Yet, what was more significant in Isaac’s comment was the specific 

mention of the Pope’s phrase “reverberate within the ecclesial life of faith.” This phrase was 

something of a new litmus test for faithfulness because it signified an intimate connection 

between the hierarchy and Catholic colleges and universities. This phrase was something that 

“conservative” Catholics would endorse and “liberal” Catholics would downplay. That one 

would expect an Immersion institution to “reverberate within the ecclesial life” of the Church 

should not come as a surprise.  

Benedict when he came to the U.S. and spoke at Catholic U he talked about this ecclesial 
kind of Catholic thing going on. “…Catholic identity…demands and inspires…that each 



137 

 

and every aspect of your learning communities reverberates within the ecclesial life of 
faith.” What I believe he was saying in that is sort of what I was saying before, statues, 
the Catholic theology department, even a good Catholic theology department, a chapel, a 
name, does not a Catholic university make.  It’s this reverberation thing. So, I think that 
from a – now, I’m putting my student life lens on that because obviously there’s this 
whole, the Catholic academic component is real to the Catholic intellectual component.  
You’ve got to have Catholic theology.  You’ve got to have a healthy philosophy 
situation.  There’s got to be a way to integrate the faith into the other academic areas.  
That has to happen, but I think culturally it’s got to be a lived reality.  You’ve got to have 
people living the faith and not just saying I have respect for it.  Now although, all the 
non-Catholics do have to have respect for it here, but if that’s the critical mass is just 
people who respect it, you’re going to lose it.  I believe, of course, that’s what happened, 
has happened many places, so it’s got to be this lived reality.  That’s enough to keep 
sustaining itself and enough to attract other people to it. 

Isaac’s emphasis on the faith being a lived reality by a critical mass of people was a concise 

statement of his understanding of what a student life office at a Catholic institution is and should 

be built upon. Isaac’s student life philosophy was not just to live this reality on a personal level, 

but also to hire staff members who share the conviction that true Catholics lived within the big 

“C” Catholic Church. It was a necessary, but not sufficient condition to have a staff of people 

who respected the Catholic Church. The staff needed to be wholeheartedly committed to the 

hierarchical church in her entirety.  

Students, according to Isidore, specifically chose IU because of this public commitment 

to the big “C” Catholic culture.  

The students coming to IU, I believe, are specifically seeking a Catholic environment. 
Yeah, and that’s really the goal of the university and the student body and the faculty 
really is to seek out a Catholic environment and to foster a better one. 

Consistent with its goals of fostering active and knowledgeable Catholics, IU’s student 

life office principally endorsed a big “C” Catholic culture. A majority of practicing Catholics 

was critical to the creation of a big “C” Catholic culture according to the SSAO, MLSAO, and 
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students. The big “C” Catholic culture appeared to be self-perpetuating according to the students 

who admitted that it attracted like-minded students to campus.    

Advocating Social Justice. 

 Advocating social justice for the student life office at IU meant alleviating not just 

material poverty, but also spiritual, thus the incorporation of evangelization and prayer into the 

mix.  Isabelle, the MLSAO was the only one to point this out.  

We have ten mission trips during spring break.  Actually we have 11.  Ten that are 
overseen through our mission outreach office and then one that comes through our 
campus ministry office that goes to Florida. It’s kind of a beach evangelization mission 
trip.  We do a couple during Christmas break.  Those students usually meet once to twice 
a week for the entire year in prayer and training and preparation for those.  

Isabelle highlighted the distinctive approach that IU used to advocate for social justice. 

We have a lot of local outreaches, works of mercy programs to Big Brothers, Big Sisters.  
I think that the unique difference that I’ve seen and what makes me so excited about how 
we approach things here at IU is that I know a lot of schools do a lot of ministry and 
outreach and social justice things.  They do a great job.  I think we build a great 
foundation of not just doing good things but why we do them.  It’s because of our 
relationship with the Lord and faith, and serving as Christ served, not just to get enough 
points to graduate or something like that. 
 

Again, as Isabelle asserted, social justice initiatives flow first and foremost from a relationship 

with Christ and his Catholic Church. A general appeal to aid humanity on the basis of shared 

values, or to create a more just and peaceful world, were goals most secular institutions would 

embrace. Though admirable, these stated goals and resulting initiatives would not be enough to 

qualify as distinctly Catholic in Isabelle’s estimation, thus they would not be robust enough to be 

construed as Catholic programs at an Immersion institution. The student life office’s mission 

statement captured this distinct language when it referred to service in “imitation of Christ.”  

Develop leaders who will engage society through humble service and evangelization. The 
Student Life Department, through its formal and informal activities and by the example 
of its staff, encourages the development of character and competence in students who, 
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recognizing the dignity of all human persons, will be equipped and motivated to lead and 
serve in imitation of Christ (Student Handbook, 2009-2010, p.11). 
 
The term social justice was not readily in use by the SSAO, MLSAO, or student leaders 

at IU. The student life office instead used terminology that was more Christocentric in its 

orientation, emphasizing the vertical dimension (relationship to God) of social justice as opposed 

to the horizontal relationship (relationship to humanity). Thus social justice initiatives in the 

student life office intimately connected humanity’s spiritual and material domains.   

Student Affairs’ Philosophy and its Relationship to Catholic Identity. 
 

Isabelle summarized the student life office’s general role as helping students apply their  
 
classroom learning to life so they can mature and live successfully within a community.   

 
We maintain the vibrant culture.  Students are learning things in the classroom, but we’re 
the ones that kind of live with them day in and day out and encourage them to put what 
they’ve learned into practice and also help them to see on a lot of different levels like 
why a policy for quiet hours isn’t just for the convenience of the RD.  It’s a way that you 
live community life and respect for another and how you live out your vocation as a 
student and use conflicts as an opportunity to help them apply principles they’ve learned 
in the classroom like forgiveness.  I think we kind of are the incarnational part of what 
takes place in the classroom.  Okay, this is what you heard and in your head you believe 
this is true.  Now, let’s see if you can bring your heart in line with what you have in your 
head. 
 
Since most of the student affairs’ philosophy has been developed from a secular 

perspective, the student life office at IU was cautious about promoting its espoused values, 

applying its theories, or using its materials. When asked whether there was a tension for Catholic 

student life administrators to apply the philosophy of the student affairs field to their work, Isaac 

briefly admitted that: “Yep, there’s a tension.” Isabelle, the MLSAO, expounded upon that 

perceived tension and identified the filter with which she used to assess the usefulness and 

applicability of the philosophy of student affairs.  

I think that when I look at student affairs practices and principles, the filter that I use is, is 
it consistent with the teachings of the Church?  Is it really addressing the whole person?  
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Is it calling people to be the very best person that they can be and draw what’s useful 
from it and take away and leave what I don’t think is useful or isn’t really going to build 
our students up to be the kind of leaders and faithful Catholics that we want them to be 
because we think that that’s the best life for them. 

Clearly, Isabelle had an idea in mind of the kind of Catholic students the student life office hoped 

to form: faithful ones. Her approach to developing students was not a permissive one in which 

her role consisted of exposing students to a variety of experiences and then allowing for the 

student to exercise self-authorship. The student life office at IU was highly intentional in forming 

students to be faithful, Catholic leaders. This level of intentionality was achievable given the fact 

that the vast majority of the student body had shared values as opposed to a highly pluralistic 

student body with wide-ranging value systems. 

Isaac attempted to keep up with the major issues circulating the student affairs field, but 

he did not place considerable value on the academic training of his own student affairs staff.  

I generally try to keep up with the big picture (student affairs) stuff.  Admittedly, myself 
personally here at IU, we have not placed a high priority on academic student affairs 
training. 
 

Isabelle’s living witness of the principles she was trying to teach was the highest priority for her  

as a student affairs professional. After living witness came hiring, training, and supervising staff.  

So, I think first and foremost I would say personally striving to not just talk the talk but 
walk the walk and live as a witness and then also to be deliberate in the way I hire, and 
the way I train, and the way I follow up and supervise the people under me. 

Irene explained below that the student life office played a large role in promoting Catholic 

identity at IU because the residential policies were all rooted in Catholic principles. It was this 

close connection between residential policies and Catholic teachings that defined an Immersion 

institution.  

Pretty big role, I guess.  Pretty much all of the policies that an RA or res life follows or 
carries out they’re all based on a theory.  They’ll have the purpose or philosophy behind 
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them that is rooted in the Catholic culture and Catholic policy.  So they’re the ones who 
keep the student life going. 

Unlike Irene, Irenaeus did not refer to the policies so much as the practices of the student life  
 
office staff in promoting Catholic culture. 
 

Well, the student life office through mainly the RAs and through the RDs are trying to 
promote, because every dorm has a chapel, and so we’re trying to promote this concept of 
like you should be going to pray every day.  We put on hall Mass once a month for the 
students to all come together in the hall and have a Mass. 

 
Resident assistant training was one key process by which the student life office sustained 
 
Catholic culture.  

Well, we do training before both semesters, it’s about a week long.  We tackle situations 
like, how would you handle this lovingly as a Catholic to a friend who may be, or to 
someone you don’t even know, who could be in a situation that they shouldn’t be in, but 
also just tackling the ideas of, say, evangelizing these kids or like reaching out to 
freshmen who aren’t sure about their faith or reaching out to people that are quizzical.  
How do we embrace them with the love that God has shown us and how do we ourselves 
also still be able to accept what they give us back and almost reach these people where 
they’re at? I would say in the fall semester, we spent probably two days of just different 
scenarios, just talking about this.  But we also, I mean, had different talks, we went 
through scenarios where older RAs showed the younger RAs this sort of thing and so it’s 
really, really awesome to see.  And the same, we also tackle issues that are not 
necessarily Catholic like excessive drinking or drug use, neither of which are very 
popular here.  So we tackle how to handle those in a Catholic manner. In spring training, 
we went through a period where we actually had a speaker come in and talk to us about 
theology of the body and use her own printouts.   

Isidore mentioned hiring practices, mission trip involvement and student activities as  
 
other ways the student life office sustained Catholic culture. 

So, student life … there’s a lot with the Catholic culture.  It’s, you know, the people it 
hires and the people who work there, I can tell you from talking with the people who 
work there, that they definitely are into Catholic culture as a huge part of it. Because, as 
an orientation leader, it’s already influenced my work, and I know when I was on mission 
earlier this year, student life was involved with that.  And mission, you know, is going 
out into the world really for seven days, during your spring break, and serving others.  
student life played a key role there by just organizing it and basically keeping up a 
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Catholic belief. So, you know, like mission trips and bringing solid people into the work 
environment, and supporting student activities that are Catholic.  I mean in a lot of ways 
that’s the student life office saying where they stand. 

Isidore alluded to how the student life office influenced his role as an orientation leader, but he  
 
expounded on the ways Catholic culture was introduced through the orientation program below:  

 
I would say spiritual formation is a big part of that (orientation training) because you’re 
opening sessions in prayers, you’re closing sessions in prayers, and the talks, you’re 
constantly referring to things of the faith whether that be saints, Jesus Christ, Mary. I 
mean you’re constantly referring to different aspects of the faith in the training itself, so I 
guess you could say it’s a normal “training” plus Catholic culture is a heavy part of it. 

 
 The student life office carefully appropriated the lessons it learned from the philosophy 

of the student affairs field. The student life office perceived a tension within the philosophy 

undergirding student affairs that needed to be filtered significantly before implementing on IU’s 

campus culture. Typically the tension arose over the understanding of human nature and the 

proper means to holistic formation of young adults.  

Inclusive Communities. 

The student life office at Immersion University promoted inclusive communities under 

certain conditions. The university community at IU was almost entirely Catholic and even those 

who were not themselves Catholic tended to blend in rather than stand in contrast to the culture. 

Moreover, the student life office’s lived expression of Catholicism was uniformly shared and 

thus was highly distinguishable in its teachings, ritual, language, and practice. There were no 

differing manifestations of Catholicism within the student life office, rather it was one in which 

the Catholic Church’s doctrines, devotions, and traditions were transparent and institutionalized.  

Nearly all students and staff were committed to a visible Catholic identity and institutional 

policies of “dynamic orthodoxy,” “evangelization” and “stewardship” (University Mission 

Statement, 2009-2010).  Consistent with the university’s bylaws, those who worked in student 

life who were not Catholic were “welcome to participate in the full life of the university” as long 
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as their activities did not oppose or undermine IU’s mission (University bylaws, 2009-2010). As 

Isaac, the SSAO, stated these non-Catholics responded positively to the office’s dominant 

Catholic culture.  

Certainly here at IU, we’re not all Catholic; in fact, I mean our student body is 
overwhelmingly Catholic, but not completely.  And our staff, there’s a significant 
percentage of non-Catholics on our staff.  But still, their lives reflect this attempt to, this 
search for holiness, for truth, ongoing conversion. 

Isaac’s words echoed the “call for holiness” language contained within the Student Life Vision 

Statement, (quoting the Apostolic Letter Novo Millenio Ineunte of the late Pope John Paul II), 

which read: “In all things, Student Life aspires to communicate the ‘universal call to holiness’ as 

a grace to be sought and a way of life in which to be trained” (Vision Statement, 2009-2010).  

The following section of the student life mission statement contained a similar emphasis on the 

growth in holiness for its community members:  

The Student Life Department, its residence life, and its facilities and services encourage 
the development of friendships based on mutual respect and virtue, and a community of 
persons from different backgrounds and cultures seeking understanding and growth in 
holiness (Student Life Mission Statement, 2009-2010). 
 

The student life office viewed inclusivity as something extra-institutional rather than intra-

institutional. In other words, student life welcomed certain forms of diverse interactions, but it 

did not promote an unrestricted culture of diversity.  Isabelle, the MLSAO, offered a good 

illustration of this acceptable form of diversity below. 

We would have something like an ecumenical group like a collaboration with a Protestant 
college.  Wheaton College is coming here to have a dialogue of Protestants and Catholics.  
So, there’s a genuine openness and diversity I believe.  I sometimes believe that we’re 
more true to the genuine meaning of diversity than some of the politically correct 
definitions at this point in our (nation’s) history and culture. 

Her comment that the student life office engaged in a more “genuine meaning of diversity” 

indicated that she believed there was a different kind of inclusivity sponsored by student life at 
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IU. The inclusivity Isabelle referred to was based on a mutual pursuit of the truth as opposed to 

the prevailing viewpoint where diversity is sought as an end in itself. 

 Inclusivity did not appear to be a high priority for IU’s student life office. Some may 

challenge that the definition of inclusivity as extra-institutional defies the true meaning of 

inclusivity and therefore renders this theme inapplicable. This is a significant challenge however 

the researcher believed that IU’s student life office valued inclusivity, though in a qualified 

sense. There was genuine openness to dialogue with those outside the Catholic faith if there was 

good will and respect demonstrated toward the Catholic faith.    

Case Summary for Immersion University 

The student life office at IU helped facilitate a campus culture where it was easy to be an 

active and engaged Catholic. The vast majority, i.e. critical mass of students, faculty, and staff 

were “actively Catholic” meaning that the distinctly Catholic customs, devotions, worship, and 

symbols were ever present. Isaac, the SSAO, dispelled the myth of a Catholic-utopia, but 

admitted that generally the Catholic culture was joyfully celebrated and the vast majority of 

faculty, staff, and students were enthusiastic about the Catholic faith. The MLSAO shared the 

same experience of the Catholic culture at IU and saw her role as one of forming her residential 

life staff to minister to the general student body. The student leaders also experienced the same 

homogenous Catholic culture where the pursuit of virtue, ongoing conversion, and holiness were 

not just expectations upheld by student life through its policies, practices, and cultural activities, 

but it was a lived reality willingly embraced by most of the students.   

The researcher noted the holistic way IU’s student life office implemented its Catholic 

culture. Through the Catholic symbolism around campus, to the overt Catholic products and 

messaging in the student union, to the language of the interview participants, the researcher 

observed that a prominent and expressive Catholic culture was a priority for the student life 
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office. Moreover the enthusiasm for this Catholic culture was evident from the staff to the 

students. 

Persuasion University 

 This section presented data on how the student life office at Persuasion University (PU) 

created and sustained Catholic culture within the institution. PU, like most Catholic institutions, 

has a regional reputation for being a good academic institution with a strong affiliation to the 

Catholic Church. It recruited most of its students, a majority of whom are Catholic, from 

primarily four states in the Midwest. PU had a favorable relationship with the local bishop whose 

diocese directly sponsors the college.  

 The researcher noted significant Catholic symbolism while walking around campus. 

There was a large shield in the center of a pedestrian bridge at one entrance to the campus that 

read “for God and for Country.” There was a large statue of Christ in the center walkway of 

campus between the library and the student union and another one of a bishop at one of the 

entrances to the campus. The main chapel was at one end of campus and a third of it was filled 

with students during the college’s patronal feast day Mass. Most buildings were named for a 

Catholic bishop. In addition to the main chapel, there was a smaller adoration chapel that had 

several students praying in it in the middle of the afternoon. The campus had an unattended 

Marian prayer grotto outside one of its residence halls. Apart from this Catholic symbolism there 

were several other prominent cultural icons on campus. For example, there were flags from 

around the world adorning the atrium of the student union. Also there were multiple athletic 

fields, work out centers, and an athletic hall of fame that visually and spatially communicated 

that athletics was a highly prized asset to the college community. 

As outlined earlier in Table 2, there were three main goals a Persuasion model attempted to 

achieve: 1) to give all students knowledge and appreciation of the Catholic tradition regardless of 



146 

 

whether they are Catholic or not, 2) to attract a majority of Catholic students even if many of 

these students are unfamiliar with basic teachings of the Church, and 3) to persuade students 

toward an appreciation of the Catholic position (Morey & Piderit, 2006). The senior student 

affairs officer was not Catholic, but the mid-level student affairs officer was at the time of the 

interviews. Two of the three student leaders were Catholic, but admitted that they were non-

practicing at the moment. Table 7 below presents the participants’ demographic information. 

What follows is the presentation of the findings organized by the various themes that emerged 

from the interviews and documents.  

Table 7 

Demographic Information of Persuasion Interview Participants 

Pseudonym Title Religion Gender Years experience in current 
position /Year in School 

Paul Associate VP for Student 
Development 

Non-
Catholic  

Male 6 years 

Patricia Director of Student Life Catholic Female 16 years 
Phillip Student Union President Catholic Male Junior 
Philomena President College 

Activities Board 
Catholic Female Junior 

Patrick President Senior Class Non-
Catholic  

Male Senior 

 

Advocating Social Justice. 

 Paul, the SSAO, stressed the social justice aspect of Catholic culture when he  
 
defined the overall purpose of Catholic higher education.  
 

There is a calling to Catholic higher education that’s different than other denominations.  
In that, it’s particularly for … we were to provide higher education for this kind of area 
for those who couldn’t get there.  So, providing a higher education experience for first 
generation students is kind of who we are. It’s just kind of doing the Lord’s work.  It’s 
education in a purposeful way and a faith way. I do think it’s the Lord’s work, and I do 
think it’s what the purpose of preparing people for contribution to the world that they do 
see that it’s bigger than themselves. 
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When it came to advocating for social justice, the student life office had a series of programs it 

directly sponsored or cooperated with other offices to support.  For example, Paul discussed the 

student life office’s mission to prepare students for “their community, civil, and vocational roles” 

by steering them to campus ministry programs and service trips. 

Well, part of our mission is for students to prepare for their community, civil and 
vocational roles.  So certainly, students who are looking at a vocation whether that’s 
through Church related, whether that’s collared or sisterhood, or it’s just simply wanting 
to have a role in the church.  We encourage that through campus ministry programs, 
service trips, conversations and then in terms of just leadership roles, we do.  

 
In another instance, Paul related how he let his students and staff participate in a protest of an  
 
immigration raid, an act that gained the endorsement from the archbishop of the diocese. 
 

Immigration is an issue that is near and dear to his (archbishop) heart.  So, we had a 
group of staff and students that went up to (city) to help.  Our intercultural programs first 
went up to help translate for folks and do forms and all those kind of things.  There were 
some that were very supportive of that.  There were some that thought why are we 
helping out these illegal aliens?  But, the archbishop was very supportive of it, so I was in 
the good graces of his eyes for just a moment for allowing staff to go.  

 
Paul identified several other student life sponsored campus organizations and events that  
 
advocated for social justice. 
 

Oh yeah, mission trips and we have a Knights of Columbus group and a Daughters of 
Isabella’s group.  And then, Peace and Justice, Invisible Children, Dance Marathon.  I 
mean really anything that gets at the disadvantaged and disenfranchised whether that’s as 
an organization or students just looking to serve in the community.  

One of the more distinct programs that the student life office championed was the institution’s  

leadership program, which according to Patricia, encapsulated the Catholic church’s social  

teaching.   

The (name of leadership) program is based on the social change model of leadership, 
which again, goes very much into the social justice aspect of what the Catholic church is 
all about. Really we want our students to understand the world is bigger than them.  The 
primary purpose is that we all have a responsibility to make our communities better.  I 
think so often society has a tendency of … we all see what’s wrong.  It’s easy to 
complain and very few people take the next step of how do I fix it, or what would make 
this better?  How do I make my mark and make the organization stronger when I’m here 
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or when I’m not here?  So, the program is really based on developing students to get that 
principle so that they live that out afterwards. 

Phillip, the Student Union president, concurred with Paul and Patricia’s analysis of the student 

life office’s role in advocating for social justice. 

Well, I think student life does … I mean they obviously help us with a lot of our 
programs, but they also help with programs like (name of event) which is a big thing in 
Student Life where they raise a lot of money for the children’s hospital in (city).  They try 
to help with a lot of like volunteer service oriented things, which obviously pushes that 
Catholic identity of service. 

Phillip even mentioned the fact that PU won an award for its commitment to social justice, which  
 
again was largely due to the efforts of the student life office. 

 

A lot of service trips are a big deal on campus.  I’d say the majority of students probably 
go on at least one service trip during their time here.  We actually won a … it’s like the 
presidential award for higher learning and service involvement or something like that.  It 
was like I think about 70 % … or I think it was like 80 % of our students participated in 
about 130,000 hours of service last year, so it’s a very service oriented school.  I mean 
service trips are great. We also do a lot in the community.  A lot of the leadership 
programs on campus are based on service in the community like serving meals at the 
First Congregational Church downtown or helping with the Rescue Mission which is a … 
kind of like a Catholic worker type organization.  

PU’s commitment to advocating social justice could be found in at least three of its 

Guiding/Core Values: a) Goal Statements, b) Dispositions, and the c) Institutional Values. Two 

of PU’s goal statements directly pertained to its goal of social justice advocacy. 

Goal Statement: We maintain and enhance an Active Community culture. Students are 
positively involved in the lives of others and the community (Student Development five 
year plan, 2008-2013). 

Goal Statement: We encourage and foster a culture of Engaged Leadership. Leadership is 
more than a position or title. Students engage in civic discourse and involvement (Student 
Development five year plan, 2008-2013). 

One of PU’s five dispositions and two of its institutional values expressed its commitment to  

social justice. 
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Disposition: Responsible contributors to professions, societies and religious communities 
develop their talents and share them with others in ways that respect a global 
environment and are sensitive to cultural differences. PU students demonstrate that they 
contribute in responsible ways (website). 

Institutional Value: Responsibility: Individuals are responsible for their own actions and 
for the common good (website). 
 
Institutional Value: Service: We encourage each member of (PU) community to serve 
others in an extraordinary way (website). 

Advocating social justice was an institutional priority for PU and thus it was highly 

accentuated in the student life office as well. PU’s articulation of the theme Advocating for 

Social Justice was implicitly connected to Catholic social principles such as the preferential 

option for the poor and promoting the dignity of the human person.  In other words, these 

principles were embedded in certain practices such as serving meals in the local community and 

supporting the rights of the immigrant.  

Students’ Intellectual, Moral, and Spiritual Development. 

Patricia, the MLSAO, was committed to the intellectual, moral, and spiritual 

development of the students she served and was mindful of their place on the developmental 

continuum. She desired that the activities she endorsed were in conformity with the Catholic 

culture, but not overly Catholic so as not to turn away students who were not Catholic or who 

might have been lower on the faith continuum. In short, she aspired to be persuasive in her 

promotion of Catholic culture as was evidenced by her example below about the appropriateness 

of the comedian. It was subtle, but important to note that the method she used, leading with 

questions instead of rejecting the idea outright, was one that respected the students’ 

developmental stage. 

Part of that is on my end is intentional because there’s just such a continuum of where 
students come in with their faith development and where they’re at.  For those that are 
seeking, are further along in their faith development, there’s so many opportunities 
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through campus ministry and those kinds of things that we want to reach those students 
as well as students that are unsure or not Catholic.  But still, we want our programs to tie 
into the Catholic identity, but we don’t want to scare students away that aren’t Catholic or 
are questioning their faith.  Take the College Activities Board.  Most people on campus 
on the surface would say, “Oh they plan events, plan concerts and plan comedians.”  But 
for the students on the committee that are planning the events, it’s really helping them 
develop those skills. So, it’s having those questions about okay; there’s a comedian that 
has some inappropriate content.  What does that mean for us as an institution?  So, it’s 
hopefully all those things are teaching students to be good Catholics as well as good 
leaders afterwards.   

Patricia’s spiritual sensitivity to both non-Catholics and Catholics who had limited knowledge  

about their faith was reflected in the student handbook: 

PU encourages students to develop a continued awareness of a relationship with a higher 
being, which translates to a student’s relationship with other students, faculty and staff. 
The College encourages students to develop their spiritual lives and offers many 
programs, service projects and spiritual growth opportunities to assist with the 
development area of growth (Student Handbook, 2009-2010 p. 43). 

The phrase “relationship with a higher being” was illustrative of a culture that is highly sensitive 

to an audience that is spiritual, but not necessarily Catholic because Catholics typically speak of 

a relationship with God, the Lord, or Jesus, not a “higher being.” The Catholic Identity Statement 

was a more robust explication of PU’s commitment to “reverence the spirituality of each person”  

(Catholic Identity Statement, 2009-2010, iv). It stated: 

From the Catholic perspective, spirituality is a response to the grace God gives to all to 
share the divine life and friendship. Because each person is created in God’s image, we 
are responsible to one another and called to respect God’s creation in all its forms.  
Catholic tradition has stressed both the dignity of the individual and communal 
participation in the formation of personal conscience (Catholic Identity Statement, 2009-
2010, iv-v).  

As indicative of a Persuasion model, the student life office tackled hot-topic issues with  

openness, which occasionally led to decisions that were morally confusing to students as well as  

faculty and staff. Patricia candidly admitted that even with discussion of controversial topics,  

students still missed the deeper message that the Church offered. 



151 

 

I always use this example when I was downstairs in the pub eating lunch and sometimes 
you overhear conversations. There were two students talking and very much involved 
with the Catholic faith and one had been in a long term relationship with her boyfriend. 
They had made the decision together to move to the next level and have sexual relations. 
The way for not going against the Catholic Church was, ‘But don’t worry. We’re not 
going to use condoms.’ The Church sees it as much deeper than that. Not all our students 
are Catholic, so that part is hard. Again, just depending on where they’re at 
developmentally is sometimes they don’t see the big picture. That, again, comes back to 
the conversation with CAB of yeah, it might be funny, and yes, students might sit there 
and laugh. But, what is that saying about us as a college? What is it saying about us as an 
institution and so those kinds of things? But, little things like students wanted to bring in 
a voodoo person. Again, it just didn’t really line up with what … they were kind of 
interested in educational, but it just really didn’t line up with what we’re about.   

For Philomena, president of the Campus Activities Board, and her peers the restrictions on 

student activities implemented by the student life office on behalf of their Catholic identity were 

cast in a negative light. Rather than viewing these limitations as freedom for excellence in right 

conduct, Philomena viewed them as freedom from fun and popularity. 

At this point, we know who we can and can’t bring upon initial hearing of what they have 
for us, but otherwise for the most part, we have to get stuff approved. We have to ask 
because we can get in a lot of trouble.  Some students even complain about the stuff that 
we do bring, so we really have a hard time pleasing everyone I guess.  

Philomena’s comment confirmed Patricia’s claim that students struggled to connect the Church’s 

intellectual and moral teachings to their daily lives.  

Persuasion University’s student life office promoted the holistic development of its 

students along three interconnected dimensions: intellectual, personal, and spiritual. The student 

life office predominantly took responsibility for the personal development dimension utilizing 

the popular challenge and support method. Further, their process of socializing students into their 

Catholic culture was to use their Catholic identity statement and to approach divisive Catholic 

issues with great sensitivity to students’ developmental stage.   
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Inclusive Communities. 

 The student life office staff  at Persuasion University was predominantly Catholic though 

there were some notable exceptions. PU is sponsored by the diocese, and it is located in a city 

that is known historically for its Catholic population. Both of these factors contributed to the 

Catholic identity of PU, yet they also presented challenges to the institution when it came to 

promoting inclusive communities. Paul’s sensitivity to the Catholic culture of both the institution 

and the city in which it is located as well as his own non-Catholic affiliation provided him with a 

different perspective and vision for the student life office and how they promoted the Catholic 

identity within PU. 

Because of who we are in student development or student life per se, is being mindful of 
the needs of others who aren’t Catholic and so it’s sometimes trying to be all things to all 
people. 

Paul’s attentiveness to the non-Catholics not only served the non-Catholics, it also helped to 

refine the Catholic majority’s commitment to its own principles. 

I mean quite frankly the ironic piece of that is that I am not Catholic, and so I … or 
they’ll joke that I’m more Catholic than the Catholics sometimes when I start talking 
about well I’m not sure about mission. My understanding is this now. Where do you get 
this stuff?  I said it’s your stuff. I’m just telling you about it. So, I mean in some ways, I 
guess I’m kind of … I think of my role in some ways of kind of dual. I mean I’m an 
advocate for our Catholic identity, but then I’m also … I joke about when I’m on the 
Catholic Identity Committee of being that token that will also raise the hand and say, 
“Look; not everybody here is Catholic. So, depending on the language that you use or 
how we are putting together this program, there’s going to be folks here that aren’t. So, 
how are we inclusive to that?”  I think in my role it’s dual.  I mean I think obviously I’m 
supporting of the mission of the institution and the mission of the Church; otherwise, I 
can’t work here or shouldn’t work here. Yet at the same time, I think that I’m a reminder 
or to help remind of when one is practicing their faith, when that bumps into the real 
world it’s not easy. 

Paul’s leadership role and comments indicated that he had significant influence at his institution 

to chart the course for how the institution defined its Catholic culture. His commitment to the  
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Catholic mission, while at the same time his concern for how non-Catholics were incorporated 

into and responsive to that mission, were illustrative of a persuasive approach. He exposed PU’s 

underlying assumption that all students were Catholic and acted in a Catholic manner. This 

assumption excluded those who did not share the same faith background, which may or not have 

been hurtful to those non-Catholic individuals. Either way, the potential for a homogenous 

Catholic culture was a cause of concern for Paul. 

I actually had this conversation with a student earlier this week who I don’t think people 
mean to be exclusive when talking about are you going to Mass tonight, not even 
thinking that the group might not even be Catholic.  I mean they just … I’m going to 
mass because I’m Catholic, not that that’s being insensitive, but I think it’s something as 
subtle as that that happens that I think for some folks it’s like okay, I’m kind of done with 
that.  Whereas to others, like it’s inviting in doing that. I mean the assumption is that 
we’re all Catholic. 

Patricia, the MLSAO, chose to accentuate the Church’s social teachings when she discussed 

PU’s Catholic culture because those teachings were more universal and inclusive than other 

teachings. 

I tend to go with social Catholic teachings because for me that’s the most inclusive part 
of being Catholic.  There’s no human being that can look at those and say these are bad 
ideas, but when you get down to the doctrine and some of the specific things, there’s lots 
of room for disagreement and argument.  I tend to talk about the broadest part with this 
Catholic social teachings. 

Phillip also warned of a divisive nature of the Church and so he preferred to foster an inclusive 

community through his role as the Student Union president. 

I think it’s great to see a place where we include people of all different backgrounds.  
Like I said, I feel like sometimes the Catholic Church as a whole can be divisive and kind 
of push people away. 

None of the participants gave concrete examples of how the student life office at PU 

contributed to building inclusive communities. Rather the examples mentioned were specifically 

related to campus ministry, which cooperated with, but did not report organizationally to the 
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student life office. Only two participants cited policies, programs, or cultural activities that 

addressed the theme Inclusive Communities. Phillip referred to the campus Mass as the locus 

where students experienced inclusive communities.  

Obviously, the primary background would be Catholic, but I mean we have students from 
all over the world here that comprise completely different religions. The great thing that I 
see about our Catholic culture is, you know, you go to Mass on Sunday night at 8:00 p.m. 
I think the great thing that I see at Mass is it’s not just the Catholic … I mean it’s a 
Catholic Mass obviously, but it’s also a community experience in that there’s a lot of 
non-Catholic students that go to Mass just to kind of experience the community. 

Patrick, however disagreed with Phillip’s assessment about the Mass being inclusive. “Yeah, so 

I’ve heard a lot of people are discouraged to go to Mass or to go to retreats because they’re not in 

the group.” The group he referred to was the campus ministry crowd that Philomena mentioned 

before in the previous section. Phillip and Patrick also disagreed on the effectiveness of campus 

ministry for providing inclusive communities. Below Phillip cited examples of campus ministry 

sponsored ecumenical opportunities that drew non-Catholics into the community, whereas 

Patrick viewed them as a “cliquey group” that were “not inclusive.”  

I feel like for the most part like the Catholicism on campus isn’t like thrown in their face.  
I feel like it’s more like, you know, they’re welcome to come. There’s a lot of ecumenical 
gatherings provided by campus ministry especially on the holidays like Ash Wednesday 
we have an ecumenical service for all Christians or even people that aren’t Christian. I 
mean like I said, we have a lot of students from Nepal, and they seem to come to Mass 
quite a bit. I know a lot of them are Hindu or another religion. I mean obviously with 
campus ministry there’s always, you know, weekly … and I think even like … like I said, 
Sunday night Mass is a community event. I think Wednesday night Mass at 9:00 p.m. is 
always a big deal too on campus. That’s another Mass that not just Catholics show up to.  
A lot of non-Catholics show up to that as well. 

It was no surprise that there were different perspectives on the inclusivity theme given different 

experiences, but institutionally PU espoused inclusivity as a value. The word diversity was used 

to designate inclusivity and it was mentioned in several key documents: the Catholic Identity 

Statement, the Student Life Mission Statement, and two of the Guiding /Core Value documents 
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that were relevant: the Institutional Values Statement and the student life office’s Student 

Development Guiding Principle.  

PU’s Catholic Identity Statement included a section on inclusivity. 

We advocate respect for diversity. As a Catholic college, we are called upon to be 
particularly attentive to the rich variety among the people of the world.  We seek to foster 
dialogues that will promote understanding, cooperation and respect. We value ecumenism 
and collaboration among all people.  In every dimension of what diversity entails, human 
dignity must always be maintained.   We invite all members of the community to enter 
serious conversations and ask hard questions that together we might promote the core 
values of PU. 

The Student Life Mission Statement listed diversity as the first value it hoped to inculcate in its 

students: 

In partnership with the local community, the Student Development Division creates a 
living-learning environment, which promotes diversity, responsibility, integrity, and 
development of the whole person. 

PU’s Institutional Values Statement also included a section on inclusivity. 

Respect: We cherish and treat each person as an individual created in the image and 
likeness of God. We value the dignity, diversity and uniqueness of each person. 

Lastly, the student life office’s Student Development Guiding Principle specified a commitment 

to diversity in its strategic plan: 

PU’s Student Development assists students with navigating their college experience and 
developing lifelong skills. Students actively seek to accept and understand diverse culture 
and opportunities (Student Development Five Year Plan, 2008-2013). 

Since diversity and inclusivity were institutional values, one would expect a thorough  

promulgation of them in the student life area. Yet aside from its presence as an espoused value, 

its application was mainly limited to campus ministry. Phillip recalled the student life office 

converting an interfaith chapel back into a residence hall room due to lack of space concerns.  

Well, I mean it used to be that we had a chapel in (name of hall) that was an interfaith 
chapel, designated by Student Life as an interfaith chapel.  Then it was this year we had 
our largest incoming class of first year students, and we had to turn it into residence halls. 
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There was no indication of whether this space was re-created elsewhere, which posed a challenge 

to student life’s lived commitment to the values of diversity and inclusivity. 

 Overall, PU’s student life office truly valued and encouraged the presence of its non-

Catholic members. However, since the majority of its students were Catholic, its primary 

objective was to serve their needs. As a result most of the services provided by the student life 

office assumed a largely Catholic audience. There were limited resources dedicated to the 

intellectual, personal, or spiritual dimensions of non-Catholics.   

Mission Consonance with Catholic Culture. 

Paul stated previously that for student life at a Catholic college, living the mission was  
 
challenging because of the difficulty to practice their faith, “when that (faith) bumps into the  
 
real world.” Paul believed it was his role to ensure that their mission was aligned to the Catholic  

identity when it came to programs as well as staff. 

I mean ensuring that our programmatic pieces are mission consonant, ensuring that staff 
are. And so in terms of my role of how do I help students navigate that, how do I help 
staff and then how do I programmatically ensure that we are doing what we say we do?  I 
think that’s probably the biggest piece of that whether it’s Catholic or not, but certainly 
Catholic is the lens in which we look through it. 

Phillip, the Student Union president, mentioned organizations within the student life office that  

presented some level of difficulty complying with the Catholic mission. Phillip however, 

articulated a different understanding of how the student life office ensured mission consonance 

in promoting a Catholic culture. For him, the administration was fairly welcoming towards 

things that seemed to conflict with Catholic culture.      

You know we’ve had like a pro-choice group.  They weren’t directly pro-choice, like that 
wasn’t their exact mission, but they had other you know … we have a … I’m actually 
very proud of it as a student leader…we have a group Gay/Straight Alliance with the 
other two major colleges in town.  Part of their mission is actually changing the Church’s 
view on gay marriage. I mean unless it’s a, you know, I mean if there’s a direct shot at, 
you know, the Catholic Identity on campus, there might be some feedback from the 
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administration, but there was no negative feedback.  In fact, I think it (Alliance group) 
was probably welcomed. 

Phillip believed that the Catholic component of his education was the emphasis on becoming a  

respectful person and a reflective thinker, or at least that was all he recalled.  

I think the way you see the Catholic identity on campus is kind of the mission and values 
statement where you’re supposed to get something out of your education here with 
becoming like a respectful person, becoming a reflective thinker.  You know just kind of 
the tenets that they have for PU graduates.  We make fun of them all the time, but I think 
it’s true.  You know you do kind of come out of here kind of having your mind tested in a 
way that may be different than at a public school. 

Paul believed that the student life office fully supported the mission of the Church  

through its policies, be it residential life policies, student code of conduct, health and counseling,  

or the policies governing student clubs and organizations.  

So in student life, how that’s reflected is that we support the mission of the college and 
support the mission of the Church.  In terms of our … and some kind of, I guess I’d call 
them superficial ways.  We have single sex housing options so all men can live together 
and all women can live together.  We also have coed.  We have visitation policies.  We 
have … I’d call them human dignity policies in terms of how you treat one another and 
the importance of civility. 

The student life policies in the student handbook repeatedly stated that actions, events, and  

activities must support the mission of the college, respect the civil law, and positively reflect the  

college’s reputation. The section below was just one indication of the how the policies supported  

Paul’s claim.   

The actions of each and every student organization represented at PU must reflect the 
values and vision of the College, including the Catholic commitment to the sacredness of 
human life and the dignity of the human person - U.S. Bishops, Sharing Catholic Social 
Teaching (Student Handbook, 2009-2010 p.46). 

Paul also believed that the student life office supported the mission of the Church through its  

programs.  

When we look at programming aspects, we’re very mindful of what the Church’s 
teachings are as it pertains particularly in the health center when you start talking about 
health and relationships and safe sex and representing the Church’s view in that and at 
the same time representing the medical view.  I’m trying to think where … in our first 
orientation, we have a launch into PU before the weekend before we start classes.  In 
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there, we talk about Catholic identity.  We talk about living out our mission.  
 

Yet there were a few times when Paul’s comments were slightly ambiguous about sexual 

morality issues. For example, he stated that the student life office represented the Church’s view 

in their health center, but at the same time they represented the “medical view.” What he referred 

to was the Church’s position prohibiting contraception versus the prevailing medical opinion, 

which promoted the use of it to prevent sexually transmitted diseases. The other time occurred 

when Paul mentioned how the student life office constantly reflected on whether their programs, 

policies, and practices were consonant with Catholic teaching. He then gave the example of 

Planned Parenthood recruiting PU students through the career center.  

I think in all three cases (programs, policies, practices) we’re very reflective as to where 
this lines up/doesn’t line up.  Also in terms of feedback, whether that’s through students 
who have gone through the process, parents and families who observe something, and 
faculty and staff as well to say I’m not sure this is mission consonance or not.  I think 
that’s a conversation our president has quite a bit particularly as we look to if we’re going 
to launch a new program or reviewing a program. Planned Parenthood is a group that 
moved to, gosh, their offices to town maybe two years ago, and have contacted us a 
number of times about asking for a table to just disseminate information.  We do tell 
them no because it just … it’s not in line with the mission.  Now, if a student group was 
asking for that, I don’t know.  We’d kind of have to cross that.  

 
What was noteworthy in this example was Paul’s last statement about how if a student group 

asked to disseminate information that was contrary to the Catholic mission he would have to 

consider a course of action. This hesitancy to make a clear judgment on such a case called into 

question Paul’s commitment to the enforcement of the mission. One could argue that Paul’s 

hesitancy was consistent with a persuasive approach to promoting Catholic culture in that he was 

willing to take students where they were developmentally and dialogue about the conflict rather 

than outright forbid the idea.  On the other hand, one could argue that he lacked the conviction to 

make a definitive stand on a controversial topic. Though not directly connected to this context, 

Patrick’s comment alluded to the fact that PU’s openness to “different opportunities and 
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experiences” suggested PU’s willingness to support an organization that ran contrary to the 

mission.  

Yeah, well I mean personally I would say it (organization that contradicts the mission) 
should be justifiable, but I would say that as a member of the senate, we wouldn’t 
approve an organization to be recognized by the college that was directly against our 
mission statement. I would say it (organization that contradicts the mission) has 
happened, but I can’t give you an example like I said.  You know actually, I want to say 
that the senate might approve them now that I think about it because you know, like I 
said, we’re open to different opportunities and experiences.  We want to be inclusive to 
everyone. 

Patricia was more clear than Paul or Patrick on the handling of these matters.  

But, there’s other things like where students sometimes get really excited about wanting 
to host a program or for whatever reason it doesn’t really line up with the Church, and 
then we’ll say no to that. 

In another difficult situation, Paul consulted with the archdiocese to resolve a controversial issue  
 
surrounding the establishment of an organization supporting homosexual students through a  
 
national outreach called Alliance.   
 

When the Alliance was wanting to take off I contacted archdiocesan schools.  Almost all 
of them had them on the books.  In some cases, the organization wasn’t active, but they 
kept them on the books they didn’t want to have to go through that process again. I mean 
we got it organized and then we’re done.  It’s a group that’s kind of here.  

Patricia also discussed the consultation they used to establish an Alliance organization. 

But with the Alliance, obviously we had lots of conversations with campus ministry as 
well as the Catholic Identity committee and made sure that the mission of the Alliance 
did line up with the teachings of the Catholic Church and that the programs that they put 
on are support programs because there’s a fine line between obviously human dignity of 
all people is the Catholic piece.  But, it’s the act that the Catholic Church has more of a 
stance with, so it is really just the human dignity and supporting them and helping them 
be successful on campus. 

Paul and Patricia’s line of reasoning for establishing a homosexual support group was consistent  

with Catholic teaching, which holds that a person’s homosexual orientation is disordered, but not  

immoral in itself, therefore care should be exercised for the homosexual person.  

Homosexual acts on the other hand are considered sinful by the Church and as such are  
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prohibited1. Thus according to this line of reasoning, an organization that promoted some 

objective other than support, e.g. advocacy for a homosexual lifestyle, would not be allowed on 

campus.   

Patricia was the most insistent about the consonance between the policies, programs, and  

activities the student life office supported and their Catholic identity. She asserted several  

times that the Catholic culture was pervasive and intentional though not always explicit. In her  

view everything the student life office promoted was “infused” with Catholic culture.   

So, with the (first year program), there’s a service component in there that ties into the 
responsible contributing.  There’s both the active and the reflective thinking. And then, 
there’s also conversation thought, ethical decision making and what that means being in 
an academic institution and kind of living that out. But again, we specifically introduce 
the Catholic Identity Statement in the program. That would be an example where we’re 
more specific about it like here’s what we stand for.  We spell it out, and we want 
students to understand.  But all the other programs, like take Dance Marathon, I mean it 
just comes from the Catholic mission, social justice and service.  It comes directly from 
kind of what we’re about as an institution, so it’s just a good fit.  The (name of 
orientation) program is same thing.  The (orientation) program is based on the social 
change model, leadership, which again, goes very much into the social justice aspect of 
what the Catholic church is all about. We had worked with the Catholic Identity 
committee to make sure that our handbook would talk about the rights and 
responsibilities of students that the Catholic Identity is infused throughout there.  So I 
think some of those written documents we are more formal about it. We make sure that 
our mission is constantly in all those programs.  I only gave a few examples, but really, 
anything that we do I could probably articulate how we live out the Catholic Identity. 

Philomena however noted the difficulty in programming for a Catholic persuasion institution.  
 
Being mindful of one’s Catholic culture while also booking the talent from the collegiate market  

                                                           
1
 “The church teaches that homogenital behavior is objectively immoral, while making the 

important distinctions between this behavior and a homosexual orientation which is not immoral 
in itself. It is important to recognize that neither a homosexual orientation nor a heterosexual one 
leads inevitably to sexual activity. One’s total personhood is not reducible to sexual orientation 
or behavior.” Always Our Children: a Pastoral Message to Parents of Homosexual Children and 
Suggestions for Pastoral Ministers (1998) National Conference of Catholic Bishops. 
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was often frustrating for student programming boards who tried to please a divided audience.  
 

I tend to think that many people on campus are very conservative.  Programming is very 
difficult for us because, you know, we go to a conference called NACA every year where 
there’s just four days of performers.  And sorting through that is very difficult for us 
because you can’t bring someone that’s making certain jokes or playing certain songs.  It 
has to be very clean, which isn’t a bad thing, but it’s not the typical college experience or 
what most other schools are looking for. 

 
 Mission consonance with personnel hiring was another consideration in addition to 

mission consistency regarding policies and practices. Each of the interviewees discussed some 

level of personal disagreement or unease with certain aspects of the Catholic faith. As a non-

Catholic, Paul certainly did not endorse all those Catholic elements that PU professed, but it was 

not an obstacle to his acceptance of a leadership position within the institution. “There’s 

certainly pieces I don’t agree with, but at the same time, that’s not … it wasn’t a deal breaker in 

that regard.” Paul admitted that certain topics did cause controversy and he recognized that he 

needed to negotiate his personal views with the institution’s stance. Often times the controversial 

issues were in the area of sexual morality. 

I think it’s the National Day of Silence, that draws some crankiness around here because 
in some ways it’s acknowledging one, that we have LGBT students on campus, and 
sometimes that bumps into Church teachings and sometimes it doesn’t depending on do 
you love the sinner not the sin type of stuff.  So, we just kind of navigate through that.  
Again, as I tell students, it’s in many ways you have so much power.  You have no idea 
and so much influence that you get to do things that I wouldn’t ask an administrator, so 
go do it.  That’s the line that I have to walk many times as to something that I might 
believe personally versus what I believe professionally versus what the Church believes 
and knowing where I work.  So really, it’s case by case as those types of issues come up. 

Patricia, though born and raised Catholic, still admitted to periods of doubt: “sometimes you still 

question your Catholic faith.” Phillip admitted that the majority of students were “supportive (of 

the mission) because of their own Catholic identity,” but there were other students at PU, he 

claimed who, “even if they aren’t Catholic, they embrace it somewhat.” In Phillip’s opinion, 
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these students ought to have embraced the Catholic mission and values by the mere fact that they 

chose to go to a Catholic institution. 

So, it’s mostly positive, but there’s always a few people that don’t necessarily agree with 
it you know.  I mean at the end of the day, I think you know, if you choose to come to a 
Catholic college, you somewhat embrace the fact that there’s going to be Catholic (stuff). 
 

Yet Phillip readily admitted his own personal qualms with the Church over controversial  
 
moral issues. 

 
Personally, I mean I’m a Catholic, but there are things in the Church I disagree with.  I 
think that that’s also important for the churches, you know, to be tested on some of the 
things that, you know, that aren’t as easy as, you know, believing in Jesus Christ.  You 
know the stuff that the typical run of the mill Christian can believe in like obviously the 
gay marriage issue, the pro-life/pro-choice issues, those kinds of things. 

Phillip’s ability to learn about the Catholic faith while not being overwhelmed by it was the  

primary motivation for his personal decision to attend PU. 
 

Like a lot of friends ask me all of the time, “Why are you still going to a Catholic 
school?”  But I continue to go to Catholic education, you know, Catholic higher 
education.  I think, for me, it’s learning more about the faith, but also you know, while 
there’s a Catholic mission here I feel like PU has the – it’s not so Catholic centric. 

PU’s distinguishable, but “not so Catholic-centric” approach was a defining characteristic of a  

Persuasion model institution. Phillip gave a near perfect definition of a Persuasion model  

institution when he discussed the Catholic culture as not intrusive, but still inherently attractive. 

I know a lot of friends here that are Catholic that don’t … I mean they don’t go to Mass, 
or they’re not really involved with campus ministry.  Yeah,  like I said, it’s really not like 
an in your face kind of deal, but it’s also kind of like they do a good job of making it 
something that you kind of want to be involved with because it’s something, you know, 
interesting. 

Yet, Phillip’s comment raises the question that if the Catholic culture were sufficiently attractive, 

why were not more students practicing? Philomena, the president of the College Activities 

Board, was not convinced of the “persuasiveness” of PU’s Catholic culture. In Philomena’s 
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experience with campus ministry, one’s desire to be involved had to be more than a passing 

interest, rather one needed to be completely dedicated to the Catholic culture or else be excluded. 

I was involved in campus ministry in my high school, but it was very different.  And so 
when I got here and wanted to still be involved but not really to that level, I kind of 
struggled with it I guess because if you’re not really ready to make a 100 % dedication to 
that, you kind of get left behind. That’s been my own experience and what I have seen for 
other students as well because when I came all of my friends are Catholic, but none of us 
practice anymore because it’s just … if you don’t go to Mass every week. It’s harder to 
really feel at home in there. 

Patrick, the senior class president, believed the benefit of attending a Catholic institution like PU  
 
consisted in a heightened awareness of the Catholic faith.  

Catholically wise I would say it’s just a more vibrant opportunity to learn more about 
your faith.  It’s something I personally haven’t taken much initiative in learning more 
about until recently. 

Yet he admitted that he largely ignored that benefit until his final year in school, which  

suggested that PU’s Catholic culture was present, but not contagious.  

 Mission consonance with Catholic culture for the student life office at PU was largely 

evident in the conduct policies and entertainment guidelines. In the interviews with the student 

leaders they perceived adhering to the Catholic mission as more of an imposition than 

responsible action. All three students admitted to difficulties in living out their Catholic mission 

when it conflicted with personal preference or lifestyle choices. As a result of this perceived 

tension, the SSAO and MLSAO administered a pastoral approach to assist students in integrating 

the Catholic mission into their daily decisions.   

Student Affairs’ Philosophy and its Relationship to Catholic Identity. 

Paul believed there was a seamless relationship between what the student affairs 

profession espoused and what the Catholic Church taught. As evidence, he mentioned the close 

resemblance of the ACPA document, Principles of Good Practice for Student Affairs (1996) with 
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the ACCU/ASACCU/JASPA document, Principles of Good Practice for Student Affairs at 

Catholic Colleges and Universities (2007).  

I think it lines up quite nicely because I think that in many ways whoever came out with 
the seven points of good student affairs practice, not long after that the American 
Catholic College and University came out with a student affairs practice at Catholic 
institutions.  I remember when the draft came out the president sent it to me for my 
comments.  I said this is just the ACPA document with a little God mixed in with it. 

 
For Paul, the student affairs profession had a universal set of principles it endorsed that synced 

with Catholic teachings. For example, student affairs proclaims the worth and dignity of every 

person, as does the Catholic Church. Further, practitioners in Catholic colleges and universities 

seek to develop their students by challenging and supporting them intellectually, personally, 

spiritually, and emotionally. According to Paul, this method was also employed by secular 

student affairs practitioners with a little less emphasis on the spiritual domain.  

I think in many ways student affairs folks, we can be pretty intrusive with students in the 
name of developing them.  I think in some ways the faith aspect is a dimension that we 
can explore a little more deeply than you would at other institutions.  And so in some 
ways, I think they tie nicely together because I think they inform each other pretty well at 
least for me in terms of when I think about as a practitioner, certainly all the human 
dignity aspects of it and the element of challenging and supporting.  I think both fall 
rather nicely.  

Paul claimed that the similarity between the student affairs profession and an institution’s 

Catholic identity was such that a separate conference for student affairs professionals working at 

Catholic institutions was as irrelevant as having a separate accrediting body for Catholic colleges 

and universities. However, he did admit to the benefit of learning how to “navigate things  

differently” at a Catholic student affairs conference.  

It’s just funny to me that we have to have kind of two camps.  It’s kind of … we just went 
through our accreditation process, got glowing reviews, but as we were getting ready for 
that, the archbishop has asked at one point, “Well now, is there a different accreditation 
for a Catholic institution?”  Well no.  We’re an institution of higher education, and so it’s 
that piece of somehow that if we went to the Catholic student affairs conference we might 
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learn something different.  I don’t know if we’d learn anything different, but I think in 
some ways learning how to navigate things differently. 

Patricia gave examples of how student affairs administrators at Catholic colleges had to deal  

with difficult moral issues by balancing their professional training with their commitment to the  

Catholic Church’s moral teachings. 

The one area of challenge, I think, that might hit student life and probably residence life a 
little bit more than it does other areas in student development is that we’re a college, we 
need to educate our students.  So sometimes on certain issues, having the issues that 
clash.  So for instance, some of our students while the Catholic Church with sexual … 
you need to wait for marriage.  Not all our students do, and that conflict between 
educating and making sure we’re teaching the Church teachings but also want to be 
responsible and give students information.  The way we do that is we work with campus 
ministry a lot with that and try to present obviously the Catholic point of view with that 
but also offer discussion that can be educational for students as well.  But, it’s hard. 

Patricia’s struggle to educate and inform students about responsible sexual behavior without  

betraying the Catholic position illuminated the tension that exists for Catholic student affairs  

professionals. Patricia used Sanford’s (1962) popular concept of “challenge and support” to help 

students in their decision making, but she also provided “information” to students, which likely 

referred to the information their office provided at the health center, which discussed the health 

benefits of contraceptives. Paul admitted that the health center and its information was a point of 

conflict. 

I think certainly health centers is probably the place where we bump into it (conflict) the 
most.  The female student that is pregnant and is not sure what to do or even the student 
who is sexually active and what to do.  Well, you can have the conversation about the 
Church talks abstinence until your marriage, and then you have the, in order to be 
healthy, these are protection messages that you can have.  There’s such a fine line. 

 Aside from difficult moral dilemmas, Patricia admitted that her student affairs graduate  

work did not prepare her to facilitate the spiritual development of her students.  

With the whole student development theory, when I was in my graduate program, faith 
development wasn’t really talked about as theories.  I know that is there now, but when I 
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was there it wasn’t necessarily a part of it.  So again, since I didn’t have that background, 
sometimes it’s hard to struggle with that educational piece and the faith piece particularly 
when there’s teachings that sometimes the college experience can kind of go against the 
(Church). 

Because secular student affairs programs cannot teach specific faith traditions, this concession  

revealed another area where Catholic administrators could not receive the necessary training and 

education to apply the Catholic moral, spiritual, and social tradition of the Church in ways that 

were relevant and developmentally appropriate. 

 Overall the student life office at PU consciously employed the best practices endorsed by 

the student affairs field. The MLSAO did acknowledge a need to filter or adapt some of the 

values that were transmitted from the student affairs field in order to fit their Catholic mission, 

but also admitted that there were many points of congruency. The MLSAO cited the role of 

campus ministry in helping to alleviate the tension between the secular values and those 

espoused by the Catholic Church.   

Big “C” vs. Small “c” Catholic. 

PU’s Catholic identity and resulting culture was a topic of strategic importance in its  

recent history. Paul stated that PU used to be apologetic about its Catholic nature, but then  
 
changed course in 2003 and ultimately embraced what came to be known as the Catholic Identity  
 
Statement.   

There was a time that PU sort of apologized for being a Catholic institution.  Once we 
had identified this and adopted this identity statement, we kind of went the other way and 
said we are Catholic.  There shouldn’t have been any point in your orientation to come 
here as an employee or as a student that you missed that message.  If you did, then we 
want to know how that happened.  So, I think in that way … again, I don’t want it to 
sound like it’s just ingrained that it’s the Catholic, big “C” Catholic, because it’s not. 
Although I imagine there’s some on campus that may feel that way, but in the end, I think 
the people know that that’s the type of institution that we are.  And so within that, know 
in some ways here are the boundaries.  This is how we can live this out.  In the end, 
everyone should wear that hat and be responsible to that.   

 
Paul’s claim that PU was not an ingrained big “C” Catholic institution was significant to his  
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understanding of its general culture even though the Catholic Identity Statement had rich  
 
Catholic language that clearly differentiated itself from other religions and Christian  
 
denominations: 
 

From the Catholic sacramental tradition, we affirm the idea of a God who acts in history 
on our behalf, a God who sent Jesus, who lived among us, who taught, who died for us, 
who rose from the dead and is present in the Eucharist and alive and at work in the world 
today. We value the integration of the material and spiritual, through creative rituals for 
prayer and celebration (Catholic Identity Statement, 2009-2010, vi).  

 
Paul’s comment regarding the Catholic Identity Statement signified that PU had distinct Catholic  
 
boundaries, but that it was also permeable so that non-Catholics could appreciate its more 

universal, small “c” Catholic appeal.  Paul and Patricia both cited the importance of the Catholic 

Identity Statement for their understanding and articulation of PU’s Catholic culture. In their 

words the statement clarified what the Church taught so that they could avoid some of the 

polarizations that came with the term Catholic.   

I think the fact that it (Catholic Identity Statement) was organic made it … again, in some 
ways it gave us permission to be Catholic.  I think we still bump into families, faculty and 
staff, and students that say we’re not Catholic enough.  We have others that say we’re too 
Catholic, but as an institution with this statement, I think we’ve … kind of all funnels to 
the middle.  And so in that regard, I think it helped us for those who wanted to be more 
Catholic or for those who said we were too Catholic it gave us some middle ground and 
gave us a departure point to talk about. Okay, what does that mean in terms of how as a 
community we defined identity for Catholicism for us? There’s just a lot of 
misinformation around some of those topics about what does the Catholic Church 
actually say.  I think through the identity statement and the Catholic Identity Committee 
that they do a good job of saying well, this is actually what the Church says. But with that 
being said, I think there’s still a lot of students that don’t have the full understanding. For 
example, a student just wrote a letter complaining about language on campus. It was 
mostly calling people gay or fagot or queer. Those kinds of things, but it was also women 
language. Yeah, so they were talking about language, and in the letter, the student had 
put, I understand we’re a Catholic Church so we can’t support gay and lesbian people. 
Well, that’s not true. It’s human dignity, so it’s just those myths. 
  

Patricia admitted that even with the Catholic Identity Statement there were misconceptions,  

misinterpretations, and misrepresentations about Catholic teachings especially by students.  
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Phillip’s comment below confirmed the existence of this big “C” vs. small “c” Catholic 

polarization among students though he did not believe it was very public. According to Phillip 

the liberal Catholics, or small “c” Catholics, were more concerned with social justice issues, 

whereas the conservative Catholics, big “C” Catholics, were interested in the Church’s moral 

doctrines. 

I tend to be a liberal on political issues.  I mean the way I kind of see it, there’s people 
that are more into like social justice issues which is kind of my thing, and then there’s 
people that are more into, I guess, just like this, you know, the Catholic teachings more 
like the gay marriage issue.   

Philomena’s impression was that most of the students were not practicing their Catholic faith and  

that those who did were the big “C” Catholic conservative ones.  

Most of … or a lot of the students, it seems, that are Catholic that are here are not 
practicing.  And those students, I would say, are less conservative than the rest, but the 
ones that are very active in campus ministry, from my interactions with them, I find to be 
very conservative about everything. 

Judging by these last two student comments, the Catholic culture was clearly divided at PU. 

Though the Catholic Identity Statement helped to define cultural boundaries, its application to 

students had limited effectiveness on persuading them to embrace a holistic Catholic perspective.   

 PU’s student life office strove to promote to its students a full understanding of its 

Catholic culture with both big “C” and small “c” elements. The Catholic Identity Statement was 

critical to this promotion, but its integration into and relevance to students’ everyday experience 

was a struggle for the SSAO and MSAO.  

Case Summary for Persuasion University 

The student life office at PU helped facilitate a campus culture where the Catholic culture 

was present, but not compelling. The majority of students, faculty, and staff were “Catholic” but 

the expressions of Catholic customs, devotions, worship, and symbols were more ingrained and 
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infused than dynamic. Paul, the SSAO cited the importance of the Catholic Identity Statement 

and campus ministry in the creation of any overt Catholic culture. For him the student life office 

was less intentional in the formation of Catholic culture. The MLSAO shared the same 

experience of the student life office’s role claiming that it was subtly in all their programs. She 

saw her role as one of promoting the social teachings of the Church because they were more 

applicable to all students for whom she served. The student leaders experienced Catholic culture 

primarily through the Mass, which they perceived as the key Catholic community experience for 

Catholics and non-Catholics. The student leaders viewed campus ministry as the primary source 

of Catholic culture and understood the student life office’s role to be one that promoted 

opportunities for community service and social justice activities. The student leaders were not 

enthusiastically supportive of the student life office’s policies, practices, and cultural activities 

that were explicitly Catholic.   

The researcher observed that the student life office recognized its Catholic culture and 

defended it when necessary, but generally it did not intentionally promote it. The student life 

office did not apologize for its Catholic culture, but it did not eagerly transmit it either. Catholic 

culture seemed to be undergirding all the policies, cultural activities, and programs, but it only 

explicitly surfaced when controversy arose. The researcher discovered Catholic symbols in the 

residence halls and student union, but he was actively looking for them. A vibrant and expressive 

Catholic culture did not seem to permeate throughout the campus. 

Diaspora University 

This section presented data relating how the student life office at Diaspora University 

(DU) created and sustained Catholic culture within the institution.  Diaspora University has a 

regional reputation for several strong academic programs, but also for its loose affiliation to the 

Catholic Church. It recruited most of its students, a minority of whom were Catholic, from four 
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primary states in the Midwest. DU had a respectful relationship with the local bishop whose 

diocese directly sponsored the college.  

The researcher noted similar kinds of Catholic symbolism to Persuasion University while 

walking around the campus of Diaspora University. There was a large statue of a bishop at one 

of the entrances to the campus. The main chapel was near the center of campus, but its tower was 

definitely the highest point on the campus. Less than a third of the chapel was filled with 

students during the college’s liturgy. Several of the buildings were named for a Catholic bishop 

or saint. There was a metal relief of a bishop outside the student union and a small statue of St. 

Francis outside one of the residence halls. Inside the main chapel, there was a smaller side chapel 

that had the tabernacle and several pews in it, but no one was praying there. The campus had a 

well-kept, but unattended Marian prayer grotto outside of its main administration building. Apart 

from this Catholic symbolism there were several other prominent cultural icons on campus. For 

example, the student union and library were both newly constructed and were teeming with 

students. Also there were multiple gyms, weight rooms, and an athletic field that were populated 

with hundreds of students. This observation communicated that athletics was an invaluable asset 

to the university. 

Noted earlier in Table 2, there were two main goals a Diaspora model attempted to  

achieve: 1) to promote openness and acceptance of religious beliefs among a diverse student 

body and 2) to observe Catholic standards in various activities in which students engage (Morey 

& Piderit, 2006). The senior student affairs officer was a practicing Catholic, but the mid-level 

student affairs officer was a non-Catholic. The student leaders did not indicate their personal 

religious practices, but did admit that most of the students they knew who were Catholic did not 

attend Mass weekly with any consistency. Table 8 contains the demographic information for the 
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interview participants. What follows is the presentation of the findings organized by the various 

themes that emerged from the data.  

Table 8 

Demographic Information of Diaspora Interview Participants 

Pseudonym Title Religion Gender Years experience in 
current position/Year in 
School 

David Associate VP for Student 
Development and Dean of 
Students 

Catholic  Male 6 years 

Danielle Director of Career Center Non-
Catholic 

Female 3 years 

Diane Resident Assistant Catholic Female Sophomore 
Denise Resident Assistant Catholic Female Junior 
Damien President Student Government 

Association and Resident 
Assistant 

Catholic  Male Junior 

 

Advocating Social Justice. 

The student life office made clear its advocacy for social justice from its mission 

statement, to its professional staff, to its high profile activities. In its reference to holistic 

development, the student life mission statement listed three domains, two of which were social 

justice in nature. 

In support of the educational mission, the Division of Student Services collaboratively 
seeks to enrich the holistic development of students by fostering personal growth, social 
responsibility, and a sense of community” (Student Life Mission Statement, 2009-2010).  

Whereas personal growth is focused on the individual, social responsibility and sense of 

community are centered on others. David, the SSAO, helped to flush out the distinction.  

I think our culture is one of caring, of you know advocacy for those who might not 
otherwise have the opportunity. I think in our concept of community I think is the other 
piece that, you know, trying to build small communities and suggest to students that look: 
yeah, you’re here to enrich your life, but your real purpose is to enrich the lives of others 
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with your gifts and opportunities that you’ve had.  
 

Danielle, the MLSAO, related how the student life office’s concentration on community service 

was what attracted her to DU.  

And that was one of the things that was really appealing to me about DU because unlike a 
lot of liberal arts traditions, it’s very community focused and service – and obviously 
with the social justice piece. 

 
Damien, the president of the Student Government Association and a resident assistant, attested to 

the fact that advocacy for social justice was a priority for the professional staff: “I’ve noticed 

social justice is one of the major, one of the major pushes from professional staff.”  Damien 

continued to give examples of how advocacy for social justice was inherited by the students. 

We do an event called “Be the Difference Day.”  And we’ll end up getting roughly 250-
350 students, mostly residential students, and some faculty and staff to come out and we 
do this community cleanup and project program in the community around the campus.  
And some of the major seasons, like for instance in Lenten season, we do major drives 
for money for food for those in Africa and Asia who are without.  We also do the same 
thing for the Super Bowl.  We call it the “Super Bowl of Caring” and we do a huge food 
drive.  We did a lot of relief fund raising for Haiti.  The Student Government donated 
$2,500 from our operating budget to relief efforts through Catholic Relief Services. 

 
 The student life office at DU promoted and consistently reinforced an outward-looking 

focus in its students. Advocating for social justice was a key aspect of their Catholic culture and 

so it garnered much attention, but also much fruit. Students eagerly responded to this value by 

participating in various extra-curricular service efforts. The extent to which these activities 

connected students to the Catholic Church was unspecified.  

 

Inclusive Communities. 

 Institutionally, Diaspora University was fully committed to promoting diverse 

communities. There was no better synopsis of this commitment than what was written in the 

student handbook: 
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Above all, DU as a Catholic institution believes in the inherent God-given dignity and 
worth of every individual. Our commitment to diversity is intentional; it is embodied in 
the ongoing development of a campus community that reflects the reality of a global 
society. Towards these ends, DU embraces diversity in all aspects of its educational 
programming and organizing structures (Student Handbook 2009-2010, p. 13). 

Another example of this value of diversity was contained in DU’s guiding principles:  

We believe in the inherent God-given dignity and worth of every person. Therefore, we 
strive to develop an understanding of human cultures, achievements, capabilities, and 
limitations to promote justice and peace and use our talents in service to others and the 
world. We welcome people from other countries and cultures to study, learn, and work at 
DU. Likewise we encourage (campus community) to teach, learn, engage in scholarship, 
and serve abroad (Guiding Principles, website). 

Though diversity, not inclusivity, was professed most clearly in these two guiding documents, 

the interviewees did not make a sharp distinction between the two concepts. There were several 

references to the value of inclusivity from the SSAO and two student leaders. David, the SSAO 

wanted people to feel comfortable with who they were when they walked onto campus whether 

they were Catholic or not. 

I think in our scrutinies of ourselves trying to say hey, are we truly a welcoming place?  
Does our visual identity say that others, other than Catholic, are welcome when we’re 
asking those questions? 

 
Danielle referenced David’s commitment to creating an inclusive climate in student life and then 

provided an illustration of how that was manifested. 

We have a group on campus called (name of group), which started a couple of years ago, 
and it was basically just so that we are welcoming to persons regardless of their ethnic 
background, of their sexual orientation, of their gender, whatever.  And it’s opened up a 
lot of conversation; it’s more about the process than it is about the outcome. 
 
Diane, a resident assistant discussed how she invited Catholics and non-Catholics into a 

Bible study on her floor as part of her programming responsibilities.  Damien, another RA, also 

referred to the Bible study as well as other events sponsored by campus ministry to make non-

Catholics feel welcome.  
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I don’t know if you’d say as many, but a lot of non-Catholics are involved in campus 
ministry also. Or with organizations that are related to the Catholic intellectual and social 
justice, so we have a (DU students) for Peace and Justice organization. There’s also an 
ecumenical Bible study that occurs weekly and I would venture to say that more of the 
students that go to that are probably non-Catholic actually. And so there are opportunities 
there and there are a lot of ways where non-Catholics are getting involved too and I really 
don’t think there’s an exclusion. I really don’t see it. 

Campus ministry also revealed its intention to create a welcoming community in its 

mission statement. 

Rooted in the rich Catholic Christian Tradition and ecumenically centered in the 
reconciling Love of God. The mission of campus ministry at DU is to build a welcoming 
community of FAITH LEARNING JUSTICE by praying and seeking wisdom and 
committing our gifts in leadership and service (Campus Ministry Mission Statement, 
2009-2010). 

DU’s espoused commitments to diversity and inclusivity, either through its guiding principles or 

campus ministry mission statement, were necessary, but insufficient steps in creating a 

welcoming community. To achieve its goal of promoting openness and acceptance of religious 

beliefs among a diverse student body, DU needed to actualize this commitment by practically 

meeting the needs of non-Catholics and non-Christians. Often the manifestation of this 

commitment to inclusivity fell to the student life office to implement. Aside from the ecumenical 

Bible study and social justice initiatives mentioned above, campus ministry and student life also 

worked together to create a space where non-Catholics could gather to pray according to Denise.     

There’s one little space in a new hall.  It’s called a prayer space and it’s just kind of a 
space with a table and it’s got a copy of the Bible and the Torah and the Koran. It just has 
space for anybody who would like to go in and kind of meditate or what-not. 

 The student life office at DU strove to promote an inclusive community where students 

learned respect and appreciation for differences. It was evident in the interviews with the SSAO 

and MLSAO that students were being socialized toward the value of inclusivity and that there 

was an allocation of resources being applied to practically enhance this value. The student leader 
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interviews seemed to acknowledge that this socialization process toward inclusivity was 

effective. 

Student Affairs’ Philosophy and Its Relationship to Catholic Identity. 

Earlier David espoused his leadership philosophy as a Catholic administrator at a 

Catholic institution as one where he sought to witness the faith rather than teach it. He preferred 

to put his faith into action for the common good rather than delve into conversations about his 

personal relationship with Jesus. When he was asked about what documents he used to train his 

staff and guide his office, he mentioned a combination of Catholic documents and professional 

student affairs literature. He did not admit to any perceived conflicts between the Catholic 

literature and the student affairs literature, so one was left to infer that he believed them to be 

compatible. Not surprisingly, David again focused on Catholic social teaching when he discussed 

the Catholic culture he was trying to create in the student life office. 

It’s (key guiding documents) going to be our strategic plan.  It’s going to be the 
Principles of Good Practice for Catholic Colleges and Universities. It would be Learning 
Reconsidered which are kind of the … not just the ACPA and NASPA but also NIRSA, 
NACA.  A lot of our individual departments, their national groups contributed to them, 
and then the tenants of Catholic social teaching. 

The strategic plan David referenced recapitulated the direction to which David was guiding his 

office. This section, titled the “Theoretical Foundation” of the plan, revealed that the student life 

office combined Catholic teaching with the language and ideas of the student affairs field. This 

was another indication of how the leadership of the student life office viewed the seamless 

compatibility between Catholic teaching and student affairs’ philosophy.   

As a Catholic educational institution, we utilize the latest thinking and research from our 
respective professional organizations. Our purpose on a daily basis is to contribute to the 
Catholic Intellectual Tradition and further the fundamental tenants of Catholic social 
teaching. To achieve this, we are guided by the Principles of Good Practice for Student 
Affairs at Catholic Colleges and Universities (ASACCU, Fall 07). Further, we seek to 
enhance our support of the learning environment through developmental theories and 
research emphasizing personal responsibility, self-empowerment, identity development 
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and experiential learning models (Division of Student Services Strategic Plan, 2007-
2012, p.1). 

 
 It was the prerogative of the student life office to use the best theories and practices from 

the student affairs field and integrate them into the Catholic intellectual, moral, and social 

tradition. The SSAO preferred to utilize the Catholic social teachings as the dominant means to 

express Catholic culture on campus. His inclusion of the tenets of Catholic social teachings as 

one of his guiding documents for his division’s strategic plan was the main evidence of this 

preference. 

Big “C” Catholic vs. Small “c” Catholic. 

DU’s commitment to promote religious sensitivity among its diverse student body closely 

aligned with the small “c” Catholic approach where differences were less pronounced and 

universal principles, such as justice were accentuated. Fewer than half of the student body at DU 

was Catholic, thus this method was appealing to student life as evidenced by David’s comment 

about wanting people to feel comfortable with their religious tradition.  

You know maybe a little more liberal than conservative and certainly Catholic with a big 
C, but also with a small c, one that is welcoming - wants people to feel comfortable and 
able to be who they are. 

David’s personal view on promoting religious sensitivity extended to his leadership of the 

student life office where his preference was to witness rather than profess the faith. 

Well, cliché as it sounds, I think my responsibility is day to day to embody in my actions 
and in my words the Catholic faith and tradition. The approach I take is if I can live the 
principles without ever using the term Catholic. If people would say, “Yeah, he embodies 
what is Catholic,” I think that’s the goal I have. It’s that concept of during the Lenten 
season you should fast without letting anybody know you fast. So, I think it’s got to be 
I’ve got to understand and embody what it means to be Catholic. You know so to think to 
try and put into perspective what Catholic teaching holds and what that means for me and 
how I interact with people, how I treat people, how I lead this program. I think that’s got 
to be my true essence and especially as the dean of students. 
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David used to work at a Protestant institution, which he felt was too “evangelical.” He preferred 

the small “c” Catholic method of putting faith in action for the service of the community because 

community service was much more inclusive and religiously neutral than preaching to people 

about Jesus.   

The difference is quite candidly part of the reason I like it so much here is that at the 
Protestant institution the focus is much more evangelical.  In other words, our purpose for 
being here, although this wasn’t the full interpretation but the element was there, that our 
purpose for doing faith is to bring people to Jesus.  Here our purpose for doing faith is to 
be better people and better service to the community, so it’s kind of like it’s more 
important for us to be good people and through that we are better Catholics as opposed to 
the purpose of anything is to come closer to Jesus. 

Danielle, the MLSAO, who herself was not Catholic, conceded that the social teachings of the  
 
Catholic Church were the most significant aspect of Catholic teaching emphasized by her office. 

 
The values and tenets of the teachings of the Catholic Church are sort of interwoven with 
emphasis on finding your place in the world, giving back to make your community better, 
being of service and in the Catholic intellectual tradition. I’ve become much more aware 
of the pieces of Catholicism that kind of permeate the university and the pieces of it that I 
think – the intellectual pieces, the social justice pieces – those are really the ones that are 
punched up a lot here. You know, and so it’s nice to really see a lot of that in action. 

Denise, one of the student leaders within the student life office, captured one of the defining 

characteristics of a Diaspora model institution, namely one that has a minority of knowledgeable 

and practicing Catholic students.  

I feel like there are a lot of students here at DU who they’re not Catholic or they’re 
Catholic and they’re not practicing.  But I feel like the ones that get really involved and 
so if you can find that close, like, niche or tight knit of people who do that, you’ll see a 
lot of really great things happening on campus due to those people. 

Yet Denise admitted that campus ministry was a small, almost insignificant part of the general  

Catholic culture. 

They’re (campus ministry) more like a secret.  Like, if you know about it, and you know 
where you get that information, you can see all the great things they’re doing, but you 
could easily come across to a student and say, “Who’s campus ministry and what do they 
do?” 
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Her claim also suggested a small “c” Catholic approach to exposing students to Catholic culture 

where the distinctiveness of the faith could be found if it was sought, but it was not given a 

privileged place among the activities, events, and customs of campus life. The Catholic faith was 

dispersed among the few student groups within campus ministry or in behavioral policies like 

visitation, but it did not flow from the general student body. The big “C” distinguishable 

Catholic cultural elements could be found if sought, but they could not be experienced in a 

dynamic and transformative way. Damien confirmed Denise’s assessment of the small “c” 

Catholic culture by explaining how most students did not know the significance of the diocesan 

connection, which signaled big “C” Catholic. He admitted that the student life office discussed 

the need to be more intentional in teaching the significance through the strategic planning 

process, but it was still a cause for concern. 

They (students) may know that it’s diocesan simply because the mission statement is kind 
of read at orientation.  But even then, I really don’t think they know what this means and 
this has always come up in strategic planning and we’ve always tried to figure out more 
ways that we can make it more apparent and again relevant.  And I think it would be 
something that I would find great to promote more to students, but again you’d have to 
do it in a way that they know why it is important. 

 The student life office reflects the SSAO’s approach to living a Catholic life. Living a 

Catholic life for the SSAO is about action first and foremost and only occasionally he uses words 

to convey his beliefs. The logic to this approach may be seen as follows: through consistent 

patterning and role-modeling, one gains credibility to then speak about why one behaves a 

certain way or makes certain decisions. Yet the life he lives is subtle and the message may not be 

transmitted to students unless they are attentive. Thus his Catholic life is present, but also hidden 

from view. In a similar way the campus ministry office is relatively unknown as are students 

who are actively practicing their faith. The majority of students at DU are not receiving a 
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thorough instruction or even invitation into the big “C” Catholic life of the university. Rather 

they are witnessing a small “c” approach focused on doing good to others. 

Mission Consonance with Catholic Culture. 

The second overarching goal a Diaspora model institution attempted to achieve was to 

observe Catholic standards in various activities in which students engage (Morey & Piderit, 

2006). The student life office fulfilled this goal through its sponsored student activities, clubs and 

organizations, and by promulgating a code of conduct that was consonant with the Catholic 

Church’s moral and religious tradition. However, according to Morey & Piderit (2006), though 

the policies are outlined in conformity with Catholic teaching, the enforcement of the prohibited 

behavior was restrained and only enacted in flagrant cases (p.64).  All three student leaders, who 

were also RAs, admitted to this reality.  According to Denise enforcing visitation for non-

Catholics presented problems. 

I think one of our biggest ones is the co-ed visitation because, I mean, it says in our 
handbook that the reason why we don’t allow co-ed visitation or guests of the opposite 
sex to stay the night is because of the Catholic belief system.  So, you know, for someone 
who’s not Catholic that can be a real big issue. 

For Diane most students regardless of whether they were Catholic or not had difficulty with  

respecting the visitation policy. 

On the floors, we have to, or in the buildings in general, we have to enforce that a 
member of the opposite sex can’t be on like a male cannot be on a female floor after 2:00 
a.m. (And is that something that most students understand as kind of Catholic teaching?) 
Yeah. And well, like that would be our reasoning why. But I mean, a lot of students 
obviously aren’t sometimes excited about that rule. But we do our best to enforce it. 

Damien also believed that the visitation policy was established because of their Catholic identity. 

I mean, in residence life, there are some policies that are I think part of the fact that we’re 
a Catholic institution.  All females have to be out of male rooms by 2:00 a.m. and vice 
versa. I think some people raise questions about that, but it’s kind of like, well, it’s a 
Catholic institution. I think a lot of people come here and go, “Oh, Catholic institution 
and the president and nuns are going to direct campus.” No, that’s not the case. We 
enforce the policy. 
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In point of fact, the visitation policy contained the most explicit Catholic language in the entire 

student handbook. 

Personal conduct and behavior should be reflective of the character of Christian men and 
women. As a Catholic university, DU believes the complete and genuine expression of 
love through sex requires the commitment to marriage. Therefore, premarital sex is in no 
way condoned, and the visitation policy is, in part, guided by that value. In order to 
maintain a safe, pleasant living environment for students and to respect the mission of 
DU, visitation hours have been established for residence halls (Student Handbook, 2009-
2010, p. 35). 

David, the SSAO, shared his view on the difficulty of defining and enforcing Catholic identity 

from his vantage point as the leader of the department. 

I think that living my life out day to day as a Catholic administrator has been, you know 
again, one of the most humbling experiences of my life. I think everything I do, how I 
lead, the decisions I make have to use that as a basis and to be scrutinized by. It leaves 
me constantly questioning.  Again as I always tell people when we’re chatting and they 
say, “Well how can you do that as a Catholic institution?” I say, “Come on, let’s be 
honest here. If we got ten Catholics together in a room, none of us would be able to come 
to common ground on what it meant to be Catholic, so let’s not purport that it’s so easy.” 
That doesn’t alleviate me from trying to determine what that is and to be as good as I can 
be on any given day. 

Damien, the president of the Student Government Association also discussed the complexity of 

adhering to Catholic teaching while simultaneously meeting the developmental needs and 

interests of a diverse group of students. 

In student government’s mission, one of the main things is to uphold the mission of the 
university and to also uphold the intellectual teachings of the Catholic Church. But 
there’s a fine line there too of whether or not you’re upholding the teaching of the Church 
or you’re upholding students’ abilities to express themselves and enhance their 
intellectual capacity.  And I’ve been in strategic planning when questions like this have 
been brought up about, well, what if somebody wanted to make a pro-choice group on 
campus. And sitting at a table when the Board of Trustees was there and it’s like, “Well, 
if you think we’re going to condone that, you’ve got another thing coming.” That’s a 
tough question. I think there was a controversial issue a couple – not too controversial, 
but there was a Gay/Straight Alliance that was created a couple of years ago and some 
people may raise eyebrows, but really when you look at the teaching of the Church in that 
specific issue, it’s like any sin. You condemn what you think is a sin, but you don’t 
condemn the people. We really shouldn’t have a problem with it.  But then there are some 
other issues that could be brought up and you’re like, okay, well, that’s the kind of issue, 
what if a pro-choice group came and said, “Well, we want to be here.” I don’t know. 
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Denise picked up the same kind of moral disagreement on controversial topics. 

We don’t have one (pro-choice group), but this was brought up during RA training and 
there was a lot of controversy about it because there is different feelings.  One is that 
we’re Catholic, we’re supposed to be open to different ideas, and it’s a college campus.  
We should be more open and accepting, even if they’re not our ideas.  But another point 
that a student brought up was that you know you’re going to a Catholic university.  
Personally, I would allow it. 

 The various disagreements expressed above concerning how to apply mission consonance 

to everyday living suggests that the student life office at DU struggles to identify and 

communicate Catholic standards in accordance with its mission. Standards of behavior in 

conformity with DU’s Catholic mission are expressed in the student handbook, but as the SSAO 

mentioned it is difficult to translate those standards to students – even the Catholic ones.   

Students’ Intellectual, Moral, and Spiritual Development. 

As stated earlier, a Diaspora model institution had two main goals it attempted to achieve, 

one of which was to promote openness and acceptance of religious beliefs among a diverse 

student body (Morey & Piderit, 2006).  The student life office at Diaspora University satisfied 

this criterion by implementing their own programs and communicating campus ministry events.  

Denise, a resident assistant at DU explained how she was expected to provide for the spiritual 

needs of her residents through her residence hall programming requirements.  

RAs are required to put on eight programs a semester.  And we have different categories 
and one of them is spiritual. So you have to put on at least one spiritual program. You 
could just take your floor to Mass sometime.  I see people try to do that a lot. A lot of 
times there’s like, if RAs especially aren’t Catholic themselves, they’ll try to do a more 
general, like spiritual.  So like they’ll try to bring maybe like more of meditation and 
reflection type things in as opposed to more Catholic. We’ve had a student who was – 
this one actually won one of our like program of the year awards - he was Jewish and so 
he put on a Seder meal.  RAs are the link between administrative and staff and faculty 
and the students.  So if like, say, something is going on in the Church and they want that 
to be communicated to students that would be kind of like our job is to communicate that.  
So I feel like a lot of RAs do that regardless of whether or not they’re supporting like the 
program, whether or not they’re Catholic, they’ll tell their residents about it.  
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Not surprisingly, when she was asked what area had the most significant effect on student’s 

spiritual development, she acknowledged that campus ministry was more responsible for 

affecting students’ expression of faith on a daily basis than the student life office. Damien 

concurred with Denise’s assessment. He admitted that he saw fewer than 20% of the residential 

students go to Mass weekly, but those students who wanted to get more involved in their faith 

would seek it out in campus ministry. Damien’s view was that the student life office’s role in 

promoting the spiritual development of DU students was to advertise and promote campus 

ministry. “I would say it’s primarily advertisement to get involved with campus ministry. You 

know, that’s what they’re hired to do, that’s their job.  And it’s – they’re there for that reason.” 

His overall assessment of the low participation rate of Catholics in religious activities 

corresponded to Morey and Piderit’s (2006) claim that specifically Catholic events and activities 

are modestly attended by students at Diaspora institutions. 

 The student life office relied on campus ministry to aid in the spiritual development of its 

students. There was little mention of how students’ intellectual or moral formation was achieved 

through co-curricular programs or cultural events. Though the behavioral policies were 

publically stated in the student handbook, their enforcement and connection to students’ 

intellectual and moral development was unstipulated. There was no indication that students’ 

development along these two dimensions was tracked or measured.  

Case Summary for Diaspora University  
 

The student life office at DU helped facilitate a campus culture committed to social 

justice initiatives and welcoming to all faiths. There was a minority of students who were 

“actively Catholic” meaning that the distinctly Catholic customs, devotions, worship, and 

symbols were lacking. David, the SSAO admitted that generally the Catholic culture was 
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expressed through social justice initiatives and community outreach, which was an approach he 

preferred to more overt evangelical expressions. The MLSAO shared the same experience of the 

Catholic culture at DU and, as a non-Catholic, relied on the SSAO for her understanding of 

Catholicism. The student leaders also experienced student life’s focus on social justice as the 

primary expression of Catholic culture. In addition they alleged that student life’s promotion of 

religious sensitivity was highly evident and pervasive. They believed most students were 

indifferent to their faith and unenthusiastic about overt Catholic policies, practices, and cultural 

activities upheld by student life. 

The researcher observed few Catholic symbols in the residence halls, student union, and 

outdoor student gathering places leaving the researcher with the impression that a strong, 

identifiable Catholic culture was not a priority.  Rather the sense the researcher acquired was that 

resources were spent on defusing the religiosity of public spaces thus removing the sacredness of 

the campus in favor of a more professional and neutral public square.    

Cohort University 

This section presented data on how the student life office at Cohort University (CU) 

created and sustained Catholic culture within the institution.  Cohort University had a national 

reputation for several strong academic programs, but also for its high-profile sponsoring 

religious order. It recruited many of its students, a minority of whom were actively Catholic, 

from primarily four states in the Midwest, but it had a diverse representation of students from 

nearly every state.  

The researcher noted important Catholic symbolism during his campus tour. There was a 

large statue of St. Ignatius in the center walkway of campus near the chapel and the student 

union. The main chapel was located at the center of campus and served both the university 

community and the local residents.  Adjacent to the main chapel, there was a smaller adoration 
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chapel that had several community members praying in it in the middle of the afternoon. There 

were three life-sized bronze statues of people talking, one of whom was a Catholic priest, outside 

of one of the dining halls. In the athletic arena there were large murals of priests from the 

religious order that sponsored the institution. Throughout the campus, there was a poster listing 

the institution’s guiding values with pictures depicting the values in action. In addition to these 

Catholic symbols there were several other images on campus that stood out as treasured cultural 

artifacts. Similar to PU and DU, but more impressive, were the multiple athletic fields, basketball 

arena, recreation center, and athletic hall of fame. These spaces, especially the arena, were some 

of the most attractive qualities of the institution. This finding communicated to the researcher 

that athletics was one of the top priorities of the institution.   

Noted earlier in Table 2, there were two main student groups a cohort model attempted to 

form: 1) to give students in business, the professions, or public service an appreciation for 

religious diversity, and 2) to give students in similar fields the knowledge and commitment to 

actively engage and advance broad segments of the Catholic tradition. CU’s primary goal was 

not to generate specific Catholic knowledge or commitment in majority of students rather it 

sought to inculcate in these students a sympathetic response to a Catholic agenda in society 

(Morey & Piderit, 2006, p.55). The senior student affairs officer and mid-level student affairs 

officer were practicing Catholics at the time of the interview. Two of the student leaders were 

non-Catholic, one was a practicing Catholic who admitted that he was one of the few in his peer 

group who still attended Mass weekly. What follows is the presentation of the findings organized 

by the various themes that emerged from the data.  
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Table 9 

Demographic Information of Cohort Interview Participants 

Pseudonym Title Religion Gender Years experience in current 
position/Year in School 

Catherine Associate Provost for 
Student Life and Leadership 

Catholic  Female 4 years 

Clare Associate Director of 
Residence Life 

Catholic Female 8 years 

Colleen Project Coordinator for 
Women’s Center 

Non-
Catholic 

Female Sophomore 

Charles Senator Student 
Government Association 

Catholic Male Sophomore 

Colette Interfaith cabinet member/ 
campus ministry leader 

Non-
Catholic  

Female Freshmen 

 
Advocating Social Justice. 

 CU was institutionally committed to reach out to the oppressed, marginalized, or 

neglected in society and to inculcate the value of advocacy for social justice into its students.  

Not surprisingly then, one of its five guiding values was social justice. 

The Gift of Service Rooted in Justice and Love invites us to invest our lives into the well-
being of our neighbors, particularly those who suffer injustice. This encourages and 
develops a culture of mutually beneficial community engagement as an expression of 
faith that promotes justice (Guiding Values Statement, 2009-2010). 

Catherine related how the student life office instilled this value in the students, but more 

importantly she demonstrated how the students responded to the call to live out this value in their 

own lives after college. 

We do a lot of discernment retreats.  And I think that’s where we have the opportunity to 
ask the questions and for individuals to reflect on where their future is.  I know a lot of 
our students, as a result of being at CU, go the non-profit sector route, a lot of service 
areas.  They join the Volunteer Corps.  We always have a large number of students who 
do that.  You know, they’ll go to the Peace Corps, but a more traditional career is not for 
them.  They see themselves as giving to others. 
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Catherine also located the bulk of the social justice activity and advocacy within the student life 

office, which housed the Interfaith Community Engagement Office, campus ministry, and the 

Center for Faith and Justice Office. 

And what we have is Interfaith Community Engagement, we have campus ministry and 
we have Peace and Justice.  And it is a very fluid organization in which we see 
spirituality, exploration of faith, service to others, social justice, understanding 
difference, all coming together.  There is no other place on this campus where our 
students are exposed to this integrative type of learning and opportunities.  And it’s very 
experiential based and a lot of retreats.  We’ve got a lot of student leadership 
opportunities in the Center for Faith and Justice.   

Clare also traced the majority of the activities and advocacy for social justice to departments 

within the student life office. She added that the strongest student groups were ones that were 

directly tied into the social justice aspect of CU’s Catholic identity and its sponsoring religious 

order’s identity. 

When I think of our strongest student organizations they are the ones that are tied to 
offices that are very much about our Catholic identity and our (name of sponsoring 
religious order) mission. They are the groups that are tied through our campus ministry 
office and through our peace and justice programs office, and those are the most visible 
examples of how our Catholic and (name of sponsoring religious congregation) identity 
are grown and fostered through our students. We had I think 25 alternative spring break 
trips and like 250 students who were representing CU and doing service and learning 
about issues of social justice on those trips. What an extremely rich experience for them. 

 The student life office proudly endorsed a commitment to serve the underprivileged 

members of society and carried out this commitment through a variety of co-curricular programs 

and activities. The MLSAO claimed that the most active student organizations were tied into this 

aspect of CU’s Catholic culture.  

Inclusive Communities. 

 Cohort University placed a high value on creating inclusive communities across the  

institution as evidenced by one of its five guiding values statements: 
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The Gift of Solidarity and Kinship invites us to walk along side and learn from our 
companions as we journey through life, fostering a spirit of community, both within and 
outside the University (Guiding Values Statement, 2009-2010). 

The student life office fully embraced this value of inclusivity from its personnel, to its 

programs, to its messaging, in fact, it was the first line in their orientation manual for new staff. 

We achieve our mission by providing quality student-centered programs, services and 
support that: foster and support safe, just, and inclusive relationships within our 
community (Student Life Office orientation manual). 

Catherine, the SSAO, wholly endorsed inclusivity, which she believed was an essential part of 

being a Catholic institution. She held that by welcoming a diverse community the truth of the 

Catholic faith became purified and more pronounced.  

It’s about inclusivity and that’s an important word for us here.  You know, we’re not 
exclusive for Catholics.  We’re inclusive of all faiths, of diversity, and we want 
everybody to feel welcome, but realize there are core values that underpin who we are as 
an institution.  And part of that is welcoming and including everybody to the table. I think 
that there are other institutions, it’s through exclusion, not inclusion, that sets their culture 
apart and I don’t think that the Catholic Church shies away from controversy.  It 
welcomes it because through that controversy, we reflect and we discern on why we 
believe what we believe, that in the end no matter what information we have, you know, 
the truth will win out in a sense. 

Clare, the MLSAO and associate director of residence life, agreed with the importance of  

building inclusive environments, which she claimed was part of the charism of the religious 

order that sponsored CU. However, she also identified the polarizing campus culture that 

resulted from the implementation of this value. 

I think the other thing that is definitely, when I think about the Catholic identity on our 
campus is that we have students on opposite ends of the spectrum. We are seeing a 
resurgence in extremely conservative students who are telling us that we are not Catholic 
enough and so we are wrestling with that as they try to figure out what does this Catholic 
identity mean and how does that fall in line with what CU stands for. We think we are 
Catholic but students are telling us that we are not Catholic enough. So wrestling with 
that with the other end of the spectrum CU in the (name of sponsoring religious order) 
tradition of inclusiveness, being very open to people of different religious traditions and 
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welcoming that and people who may have no faith tradition or belief at all and having 
that rich diversity on campus too and there is kind of these two things that are trying to be 
balanced. 

Clare did not let the dissenting voices impede her commitment to promulgate diversity and 

inclusivity within the student life office. She personally appreciated the perspective that students 

from other faiths and backgrounds brought to the culture and she tried to inculcate that in her 

student leaders.  

I think in what we do because of the role the RA plays, they are and that is my primary 
work with developing student leaders we work with them about creating those inclusive 
environments. So we spend a lot of time talking about what do you value and helping 
them understand who they are as a person and as a leader because we know if they have a 
better understanding of themselves that allows them to be more open to others so that 
they can know what their own thought processes, biases, perspectives, world-views so 
that when they are confronted with people that may have something different than them 
they can engage in really rich conversation that allows them to listen to what someone 
else says even though it may be different from what they believe. And so I think that at 
least in my understanding in my own faith in Catholicism that whether or not someone 
shares the same faith tradition as I do am I open to learning about them and loving them 
for who they are and embracing what they bring to the table. 

Aside from these purposeful conversations with her student leaders, Clare mentioned the office 

of Interfaith Community Engagement, which resided in the student life office, as another area for 

diversity programming and student advocacy.    

For our students who are not Catholic we have a new office that has been in existence for 
I think it is in its second academic year, it is the office of Interfaith Community 
Engagement and it is actually headed by a rabbi. He has really provided a space for our 
Catholic but more so for our non-Catholic students to connect with each other and find 
that rich diversity on campus and I think that through the programming and the student 
advocacy that they’ve done, they really brought that diversity to the forefront. Just as an 
example, just as we completed our interviews for our student staff for the next academic 
year, one of the questions we typically ask is what is one of the things regarding diversity 
or what is one of the biggest trends or issues you see regarding diversity on CU’s 
campus? And I would say this year that 80% of our students talked about the religious 
diversity. That was a first. Typically it is race. So this year it was all about religious 
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diversity. For us that was an indicator that that is really coming to the forefront for our 
students and they are very much talking about that. 

Clare highlighted the traction that religious diversity was gaining because of the intentional 

programming by the Interfaith Community Engagement Office. Colette, a non-Catholic, was a 

cabinet member of the Interfaith Office and explained the breadth of programming that helped 

awaken diversity awareness among the student body. 

We have monthly meetings to do other interfaith activities around campus.  We’ve done 
God’s Ice Cream Parlor, we’ve done programs relating to – we’re going to have a Yom 
Hashoah which is Holocaust Remembrance Day.  We’ve done a Kwanza, Hanukah 
celebration.  We just try to do a lot of different things on campus to incorporate all the 
different religions and cultures. 

Charles, a senator for the Student Government Association, believed that if CU was going to 

admit non-Catholics and promote inclusive communities it was responsible for meeting their 

spiritual needs. He also referenced the Interfaith Office as the chief means that CU used to 

achieve that end.  

So, we do have a lot of religions and diversity, and what the school tries to do is try to 
reach to those students as well because obviously if we’re going to accept those students 
who are not Catholic, we also have to provide for them.  One of the new things that 
Interfaith came up with, it’s a small … it’s not a chapel, but it’s … It’s a small space with 
Bibles in different languages.  It’s a space for Muslim students to go there and pray.  
There’s like an arrow indicating where they should be pointing.  It’s a very respectful 
place, but it’s meant for spirituality as well as different type of religions.  

Like Clare, Charles believed that the inclusive value stemmed from the sponsoring religious 

order’s charism as opposed to the institution’s “Catholic” character. Further, he claimed that the 

student life office embraced this charism with its push for inclusive communities and diversity 

more than the other aspects of Catholic identity.  

The (sponsoring religious order’s charism) I think is more inclusive and more diverse at 
the same time. I feel that because CU is Catholic, but because we also have students from 
other religions and other ethnicity, other, you know, backgrounds, student life doesn’t 
really focus on the Catholic identity, but like they try and focus more on the (name of 
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sponsoring religious order) identity.  Because as I said, since there are students with 
different backgrounds, different religions, they try to be as inclusive as they can without 
excluding the students who are per se Muslim/Jew.  So, I think that they don’t play a big 
role in the Catholic identity of the students on campus. 

Colleen, a non-Catholic student leader in the women’s center within the student life office, 

expressed her comfort level as a non-Catholic and her ability to stay connected to her own faith 

tradition because of the overarching number of ecumenical programs and activities sponsored by 

the student life office. 

So I feel like the student life office is a big part of that making sure that they cater to the 
various diversity/cultures making sure that students feel personable with the faculty and 
staff per se. I feel like in their programs that because like for the ones that you know I 
wouldn’t go to a student Mass but I’d go to their inter-faith meetings, the non-
denominational, non-Catholic, just faith-based programs. (These programs) make you 
feel comfortable being at a Catholic university as a non-Catholic. But they still have 
enough programs that are geared to no specific thing that I don’t feel like I don’t have 
anything to relate to. I still feel very much connected in my faith. 

 CU’s student life office fully endorsed the creation of inclusive communities as a key 

aspect of their Catholic culture. The involvement of two non-Catholic student leaders and their 

acceptance into the Catholic culture gave credence to the strength of inclusive communities 

purported by CU’s student life office.  

Student Affairs’ Philosophy and Its Relationship with Catholic Identity. 

 Catherine did not disclose any tension between the philosophy of student affairs and 

Catholic identity. Rather she focused principally on the student affairs’ practices she utilized 

most often in her position, which was informed by Sanford’s (1962) classic phrase: “challenge 

and support.” This was especially pronounced when dealing with controversial issues where 

Catherine had the discussion, recognized the dissonance, looked at the tensions, but ultimately 

helped the students come to the conclusions by reframing the decision in terms of what was in 
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the best interest of the institution.  She believed this way was not only more developmentally 

sound for the students, but also the decision for the institution often prevailed in the end. 

Our goal is never to say no to students. Our goals are to challenge, support and raise 
questions so that they themselves understand that they’re at a Catholic (name of 
sponsoring religious order) institution, the values of this institution and what is right and 
appropriate and what may not be right and appropriate.  And that’s exactly what the 
Alliance did.  You know, they modified their programming.  They made the decisions.  
You know, I didn’t make it, their advisor didn’t make it, but we helped them get to that 
place by engaging in conversation.  

Aside from challenging and supporting students, Catherine also believed it was her job to 

maintain the Catholic student culture at CU by helping students to integrate their behaviors with 

their value system. Moreover she claimed it was her responsibility to communicate this student 

culture to her colleagues.   

As a member of the president’s cabinet, anything dealing with students lays at my door, 
but I also feel that I am the pulse and temperature of the student body and for the 
president and my colleagues at that level. I find that my role is to be the person who 
keeps everybody mindful. So, for example, when I saw our Student Government 
Association programming board was taking everybody to go paintballing and a half page 
ad was this guy in military garb with his semi-automatic gun shooting and I was like, 
what message are we giving our students?  This is not consistent. So we actually have a 
mid-management meeting once a month of assistant and associate directors and so we 
had this philosophical discussion about what are those programs that just aren’t consistent 
with our values? So yeah, I feel like my job is to keep everybody mindful. 

Clare was more sensitive to the tension between the philosophy of student affairs and the 

Catholic faith than Catherine. However, she generally believed that there was a seamless 

relationship between the two. 

I think what I espouse in terms of my student affairs’ training is very much in line with 
what I understand in terms of Catholic, especially Catholic social teaching the idea of 
doing no harm and doing what is best for the individual and taking that into 
consideration. The pieces about integrity in terms of the work that I do is congruent with 
my values. All of that I think is, that makes it a very easy connection for me that I am 
able to marry the two pretty easily. The idea of finding the good in all things, I think I 
have interaction with students, you know even when they’re in my office for their fourth 
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marijuana offense and I’m having a conversation with them about why should I let you 
stay in the residence halls, you’re clearly not being a productive member of this 
community, you know knowing that the student is making some really poor decisions but 
there is still goodness in this person and what can I do to help them find it in themselves 
so that they can continue to develop. 

Clare did admit to some points of conflict between what was taught in the student affairs field 

and what is acceptable in a Catholic culture. Clare recognized that it was easy for her to reconcile 

this tension because she herself was Catholic and understood where tensions arose. It was 

incumbent upon her, she admitted, to guide her staff through potential conflicts especially since a 

majority of her staff came from secular student affairs backgrounds. 

I think my role is asking those challenging questions and knowing what the Catholic 
identity means. Departmentally when a new person comes on board we spend a lot of 
time talking about what does it mean to work at a (name of sponsoring religious order) 
institution especially for a lot of professionals in my department this is their first job out 
of graduate school and so if they haven’t had a privately religious affiliated experience as 
an undergrad or grad sometimes this is a whole new world for them and figuring out how 
to reconcile some conflicts that they may experience and how conversations that may 
have been ok in their grad program we need to think about differently. I think the bonus 
for us again is that so much of the (name of sponsoring religious order) Catholic mission 
of the institution so closely aligns with what we believe to be true in student affairs that it 
is much easier to help people reconcile the two, but there are still those things in terms of 
well you really can’t have that conversation so let’s figure out how you can have that 
conversation but in a different manner. 

 The student life office was generally favorable toward integrating the prominent theories 

and best practices of the student affairs field with their understanding of Catholic teaching. 

Admittedly, there were points of tension between the student affairs philosophy and certain 

Catholic principles, but the SSAO and MLSAO felt comfortable navigating those tensions and 

communicating effective strategies for their staff to do the same. 

Students’ Intellectual, Moral, and Spiritual Development. 

CU’s sponsoring religious order used rich language in its understanding of students’ 

intellectual, moral, and spiritual development.  Two of the five guiding values, which were 
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posted around campus, pertained to students’ personal growth and development as they engaged 

with the world around them. 

The Gift of Reflection invites us to pause and consider the world around us and our place 
within it. It calls us to infuse a culture of attention, reflection and reverence throughout 
the University. 

The Gift of Discernment invites us to be open to God’s spirit as we consider our feelings 
and rational thought in order to make decisions and take action that will contribute good 
to our lives and the world around us.  

It was these two gifts that Catherine pinpointed when she discussed how the student life office 

significantly affected her students’ development. 

Probably mostly through discernment and reflection, which we model both inside and 
outside the classroom for our students.  I would not nor do I see my staff strongly 
encouraging men and women to go into Church vocations.  In fact, we had a student who 
just graduated last year and I had worked with Julio in a number of capacities.  And so 
when I got the magazine and found out that he’s in seminary, I was like, you know, and I 
knew he was very involved in campus ministry and had this strong value system and, you 
know, and I worked with him in a lot of ways.  I had no idea he was thinking about being, 
becoming a (member of a religious order).  
 

It was noteworthy that the wording used to define the value of discernment was rather broad  

and far-reaching, such that it could be applied to a wide-array of religious traditions. The typical  

way of understanding the concept of discernment for Catholics is in relation to religious  

vocations, for example one who is discerning the priesthood or religious life. Catherine’s  

comment directly related to this more specific understanding of discernment for religious life, 

but she was quick to reject her office’s role in that type of discernment. In fact, later on in the 

interview, Catherine clarified what she believed was her office’s role when it came to 

interpreting the values of discernment and reflection. 

From a student development perspective, you know, development of the body, mind and 
soul, challenge and support, the integrated learning, helping students wrestle with 
discernment and reflection – that’s what we do in student development.  That’s how 
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students grow and develop.  I think that as a student wrestles with issues of personal 
health, with sexuality, I respect those individual struggles and that we have a privacy 
offered to students as they seek counseling or medical support.  You know, I don’t see it 
as anybody’s role but the medical or psychological professionals to assist students with 
those issues.  So I’m not going to, nor would residence life or rec/sports, get on a soap 
box about, you know, pro-choice.  You know, we’ll talk about broader subjects than 
something that is, that’s going to be drawing the line in the sand, I think, for the 
underpinnings of the Catholic Church. 

For Catherine, there were two areas in which her office could assist students with discernment 

and reflection. On one hand she trained her student affairs staff to handle certain topics by 

listening to and challenging students to make responsible and mature decisions. On the other 

hand when controversial topics, such as abortion, were at stake, Catherine deferred to her 

professionally trained medical and psychological staff who could tackle these delicate matters 

appropriately. Though Catherine seemed to shy away from divisive Catholic moral issues that 

“draw a line in the sand,” Clare, the MLSAO, felt compelled to confront them directly. 

I’ll give you an example from my office. Lots of times our student staff members want to 
do a program on responsible decision making around sex. And so we know 
developmentally that is an important thing to talk about because they are at a point of 
experimentation and figuring out where do I stand on this whole thing, but we also work 
with our student staff members to make sure that the Catholic Church’s teaching of 
abstinence is part of the conversation and that is brought forward as they are having this 
conversation. So it is a delicate balance sometimes when we look at remaining true to the 
Catholic identity of the institution and what that means for the work that we do, but also 
recognizing that we need to work with our students developmentally and knowing that 
sometimes where they are developmentally is in conflict with what we know to be true 
about our Catholic identity and really working to have those productive conversations in 
light of that. 

Clare explained how her office tried to balance the commitment to customer service, i.e. paying 

attention to individual needs, with the formative aspect of their work, i.e. addressing students’ 

developmental growth. 

One of the primary (name of sponsoring religious order) values that I think comes 
forward is the care for the individual, and so I think one of the hallmarks of CU is the 
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focus we put on individual students which sometimes can be both a blessing and a 
challenge because we provide that to our students and that is important to what we do but 
that let’s our students think that they have a sense of entitlement. So I think we walk that 
fine line between balancing what it means to care for the individual with helping that 
student fully develop. 

According to Charles, however, Catholic students were neglecting their spiritual development.  

I think that at this point students are maybe more focused on some other things like 
school per se, college life, rather than really focused on their religion and their identity as 
Catholics.  I mean some students don’t go to Mass per se as an example.  Some students 
don’t go to Mass because they have to do homework, or some students just don’t go to 
Mass because they’d rather go out somewhere to dinner, just college life and studies.  

Charles acknowledged that students who were concerned with strengthening their spiritual 

development were localized within campus ministry.   

I go to church every Sunday, but at home I didn’t do it. There’s some students that 
inversely at home they went to church every Sunday. However, they don’t go to church at 
all since they came here. I think that definitely the only students I would say that are very 
religious, well instead of religious I would say spiritual, are the ones that go on retreats 
and they’re very involved in campus ministry. 

Charles’ distinction between religious and spiritual was significant because according to the 

literature the term spiritual was more inclusive of other faith traditions (Astin, Astin, & 

Lindholm, 2004; Rausch, 2006, 2010). Moreover, the campus ministry office used the term 

spiritual in this same way in its mission statement. 

In the (name of sponsoring religious order) tradition, campus ministry provides 
opportunities and activities that enable students to respond to the invitation to find God in 
all things. The office provides opportunities for worship and spiritual development for 
those of all faith traditions (Campus Ministry mission statement). 

Colette also used the term spiritual when she discussed the kind of community life that the 

student life office had created. Though in her view, the student life office did address students’ 

developmental needs in this area even for her as a non-Catholic. 

I think that the community is a very spiritual community.  It promotes spiritual growth. 
And as a Catholic institution, they help me grow in my spirituality even being Jewish. 
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Spiritually, there’s so many different things you can do, whether it’s your own faith or 
not, and there’s always something going on that can be tied back to a growth experience.   

 CU’s student life office successfully employed a rich and vibrant vocabulary to express 

the holistic development of its students. This vocabulary, largely drawn from its sponsoring 

religious organization, helped to contextualize the developmental goals of the student life office. 

Similarly the student leaders and entry level staff were able to identify these goals because of this 

shared terminology. The students’ comments revealed that there were mixed reviews on how 

well students progressed in their development, particularly in the spiritual domain.   

  Big “C” Catholic vs. Small “c” Catholic. 

The SSAO and MLSAO both identified two predominant groups of Catholic students on 

campus. Consistent with the cohort model, the smaller, subgroup of Catholic students was 

interested in cultivating their knowledge and practice of the Catholic faith while the second and 

larger group of students was more inclined toward a general awareness of religion.  

We have some very conservative traditional Catholic students who don’t feel as if CU is 
Catholic enough. And so there’s kind of this movement about being much more Catholic, 
being much more intentional with holy days of obligation and being much more 
intentional. The 10:00 a.m. Mass is standing room only. A good number of students who 
attend that mass are not Catholic. It’s a social tradition probably. But I know, for 
example, our traditional Catholics say, “Well, they shouldn’t be there.” You know. So 
we’re kind of at an interesting place as, you know, how much Catholic is too Catholic?  
The Interfaith Community Engagement Office last year, and they did this in conjunction I 
think with Peace and Justice, but it was called “Golden Rule Week.” And they gave out 
little golden rulers, but what they did is they talked about the Golden Rule of each faith.  
And so they had Muslim and Buddhists and Hindu and Catholic – what the Golden Rule 
was and what you saw was the similarities, not the difference. 

The “Golden Rule Week” was the type of student life programming that promoted the general 

awareness of religion for the larger group of students, but it was this type of programming that 

Clare mentioned that irritated the smaller, more conservative subgroup of Catholic students who 
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wanted to deepen their faith lives. Thus, the student life office worked to respond to the smaller 

subgroup’s need to advance in knowledge and practice of their Catholic faith. 

I think that our campus ministry office at its heart and its mission wants to be open to all 
students, but for our Catholic students they say that’s where we are not Catholic enough. 
Through our campus ministry office there have been groups that have been formed 
around Catholic identity questions and what does that mean and how are you Catholic at 
CU and so that conservative group has found their place and campus ministry has given 
them a voice to come together and talk about that and has helped them facilitate those 
conversations in a supportive yet challenging environment. 

Clare cited examples of the types of programs and activities in which this smaller subgroup 

participated, but she noted that it is not the way she was used to practicing her faith. 

There are several official groups that are what I would consider our more conservative 
Catholic students and they do things like there is the consistent rosary praying, they do 
adoration, some of the very you know things that I think that my mom does as a Catholic, 
beautiful traditions in the Catholic Church, but in my own experience as an undergrad at 
a Catholic institution in my own experience as a Catholic, mid-30 person, those are not 
part of how I think of living out my Catholic faith. 

Clare observed that there was a distinguishable segment of the Catholic population at CU that 

was completely indifferent to the Catholic culture.  

The group that says why all this noise about Catholicism I think that is the group who’s 
like I don’t care if I am Catholic, I am not going to practice it, I just checked it because 
maybe I went to church with my family or I went to a Catholic high school or whatever. 
There is definitely that group that probably identifies as Catholic that may never go to 
mass the entire time they are here or participate in anything “Catholic.” 

This “cultural Catholic” population or what others have termed “loosely-affiliated Catholics” 

(Rymarz, 2010) was noteworthy. Yet Clare did not indicate how the student life office or campus 

ministry addressed this population’s need. 

 The student life office at CU tended toward creating and sustaining a small “c” Catholic 

approach. The Interfaith Office and Peace and Justice Office were evidence of successful and 

highly visible initiatives that socialized students toward the small “c” Catholic culture. The 
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presence of a minority of students who wished to advance a big “C” Catholic culture was another 

indication of the more dominant small “c” culture.   

Mission Consonance with Catholic Culture. 

 According to Morey and Piderit’s (2006) characteristics of a Cohort model, student life 

offices generally conformed to Church teachings in residential policies, student activities events, 

and religious practices. Like the other models they expected students to abide by civil laws and 

by the standards of the Catholic Church, but they were much more lax on the enforcement of 

their behavioral policies than other models. Policies were written down in handbooks, but there 

was minimal attempt to educate students about the fullness of the teaching behind the rule, for 

example in areas of human sexuality. This was due in part to the type of student they tended to 

attract, namely ones that were “intellectually curious enough to determine what position they will 

take on issues in which there are views opposed to Catholic teaching” (Morey & Piderit, 2006, 

p.66). Yet the bigger reason stemmed from the main goal of a Cohort model, which was not to 

present to its majority of non-Catholic or non-practicing Catholics a clear exposition of the 

Church’s moral doctrine. Rather the goal was to teach tolerance and understanding of a broader 

set of Catholic teachings to its students. 

Catherine’s remarks embodied the approach that an administrator of a Cohort model 

would take to accomplish this main goal. She was open to topics and situations that were 

challenging to and even in tension with the Catholic mission. In the first example, she 

demonstrated how she looked to the Church for guidance, but she also negotiated with the 

students on a moral position concerning sexual identity.  

There was always a mindfulness in our decision making about our Catholic identity and 
being a (name of sponsoring religious order) institution.  So as we work with students – 
for example, we’re working with an organization called Alliance which is our GLBTQ 
student organization and they want all discrimination statements in all of our official 
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publications to not only include sexual orientation but also gender identity and 
expression.  And as we do our benchmarking, we look at the Church for guidance. 

In the second example, Catherine preferred that students wrestled with controversial moral issues 

with her younger staff rather than forcing her to make the decision. 

It (speaker’s policy) recognizes content that might be counter to the Church and there’s a 
whole step by step process of evaluation and it also looks at who is sponsoring it, whether 
it’s a student group, an administrative group or a faculty group because at all times we 
respect academic freedom.  What I try to do, especially in my area, you know, whether 
it’s somebody in residence life or somebody in student activities or something, is that the 
advisors and the young professional who are working with students when they first come 
up with their ideas is to really do the challenge and support at that level.  So it doesn’t 
have to come to this level.  I mean, yes, some things come here, but the goal is for the 
students to work it out themselves much earlier on in the process.  I think it could be 
counterproductive to, you know, draw a line in the sand and have a winner and a loser. 

The speaker’s policy Catherine mentioned basically reaffirmed the institution’s commitment to 

its founding Catholic principles, but left room for dissenting voices as long as those voices were  

not understood to be representing the institution’s official position. 

As a Catholic university in the (name of sponsoring religious order) tradition, CU 
recognizes and accepts its corporate mission to represent those established principles, 
ideals, and convictions on which the integral Christian and American heritage is founded. 
…it is understood that the sponsoring of any speakers by any University group is not to 
be taken as an institutional inquiry and endorsement or an endorsement by the sponsoring 
group, but rather as an exercise of that group’s legitimate interest in serious inquiry and 
examination (Student Handbook 2009-2010 p. 62). 

Catherine showed in these examples that she believed students to be intellectually capable of 

determining their own position on controversial moral topics. Further, it was not common for her 

to legislate behavior based on what the Church teaches on specific moral issues. Rather her 

actions suggest that she was trying to elicit a favorable attitude among the students toward the 

Catholic Church by not taking a hard line stance on difficult moral issues that could cause 

division.  
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Clare expected students to abide by the behavioral policies, which conformed to the 

Catholic Church’s teachings, but she gave students a high degree of individual freedom to make 

decisions. Again Clare’s approach was similar to Catherine’s and thus was consistent for Cohort 

model administrators. This permissiveness in the actual enforcement of the policies, she 

admitted, gave CU and her office a reputation for being less Catholic.  

In the policies that we set forth and the programming that we offer we are attentive to our 
Catholic identity. So there’s certain topics that when we address them we are intentional 
in making sure that the message of the Catholic Church is portrayed. It’s tough, 
especially with the work that we do, they live with us and so we know that their day to 
day lives are sticky and messy and have lots of nuances, but our policies are very much in 
line with Catholic teachings. So we put the policies in place because we know they are 
important and we enforce them as the information is brought to our attention but we also 
recognize the importance of allowing students to have their free choice and making 
decisions and so and then holding them accountable for violating those policies but we 
don’t have some of those other checks that may make our policies seem as strict, but you 
know when I think of some other colleagues who work at other Catholic institutions I 
wouldn’t say that our policies are as strict and would probably be viewed as Catholic as 
some other peoples. 

The student leaders were alert to the balance that the student life office attempted to maintain in 

its policies, practices, and activities between conforming to Catholic teachings and being tolerant 

of a diverse group of people and ideas. Charles claimed that there were no clubs or organizations 

that conflicted with Catholic teachings and he argued that those that might conflict would be 

denied official approval. 

At this point, I have not seen any clubs or any proposals of clubs that contradict the 
identity of the school as Catholic.  Obviously, if a case like that would come to SGA, 
we’d obviously turn that down. 

Colette also gave an example of how the student life office imposed a restriction on the  

GLBTQ organization, Alliance, because it did not conform to the Catholic teaching on marriage. 

For instance, when we had the Proposition 8, our campus, we have an Alliance type 
program or club, and they wanted to help support that Prop 8 and what-not, but I guess 
the university wouldn’t let them use the word “marriage.” So there’s little things that the 
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campus sort of puts regulations or restrictions on that I would say make it a not so open to 
new ideas. 

Unlike Charles’ interpretation, Colette viewed this restriction negatively claiming the  

student life office was intolerant of non-Catholic ideas about human sexuality. For Colette  

and Colleen, it was justifiable to institutionally recognize clubs or organizations that contradicted  

Catholic teaching. Moreover, in their experience, CU was the type of institution that generally  

catered to this type of diversity.  

I think it’s justifiable (to allow an organization that contradicts Church teaching) 
because I believe that every person has their rights and you have people who are Catholic 
and you have people who are not.  As a private Catholic institution, people might not 
agree that it’s justifiable because I feel that the school really does want to promote certain 
values and certain things and I think their Church is one of them.  But I think the school 
also is a little bit liberal in that they recognize – and this is one of the reasons I love it is 
because they recognize the unique personalities of the students and the unique differences 
that each student brings to the community.  And that’s why I would say that that’s 
justifiable because of the community they’re trying to create. One I can probably think of 
is our Alliance group which is our gay and lesbian student organization. And I think that 
it should be allowed because that is the world that we live in. I feel like if you don’t 
embrace diversity if you don’t embrace change then you’re always going to be stuck in 
the past. And that is one thing that I do love about, yeah CU is a Catholic university, but I 
feel like they might cater more to diversity and change better than another institution 
might. 

CU adopted a statement on sexual orientation to clarify its position on this controversial and  

high-profile issue.  

This University states unequivocally that gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender students, 
faculty, staff, administrators, and alumni are welcome members of the University 
community, including its gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transsexual members, as the children 
of God they are. Not only does the university call upon each and every one of its 
members to respect and honor all other members as brothers and sisters in one Lord God, 
it also draws to the attention of all its members the traditional and wise Catholic moral 
teaching that properly locates sexual activity within the relationship of a man and a 
woman united for life through marriage as husband and wife. Our religious identity 
therefore impels us to recognize the norm of chastity for everyone, whether homosexual 
or heterosexual, just as that same identity likewise impels us to recognize the norm of 
universal love and respect. The distinctions between sexual orientation and sexual 
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conduct essential to Catholic teaching may not be the chief consideration of civil 
authorities and judicial bodies. As a Catholic, (name of sponsoring religious order), 
university, CU must always and will always avoid any attempts by external judicial 
bodies to determine how it may or may not conduct itself according to its special 
religious identity (Student Handbook 2009-2010, p. 64-65). 

The statement clearly upheld the Catholic teaching on the matter, though as indicated by the 

SSAO, MLSAO, and student leaders, the practical application was less clear. Moreover, the 

Alliance organization stated on its website that one of its aims was the “advocacy of queer issues 

on campus.” Such language is opposed to the institutional statement on sexual orientation 

articulated above.  

Alliance, established in 2001, acts as the primary forum for discussion, education, and 
advocacy of queer issues on campus and is a useful resource for students, faculty, and 
staff. As we look into our ever-growing role at CU, we invite you to join us by attending 
our weekly meetings, participating in events, and helping us advocate for a more 
inclusive, welcoming community on campus (Alliance website, 2010).  

Catherine gave an example of what this advocacy for GLBTQ issues looked like. 

And so last year, our Alliance students were doing Queer Week.  They wanted a drag 
show, they wanted to do hand-holding demonstrations.  They wanted to do some very 
public, they wanted to support equal marriage rights and so the question, for us, it was 
how do we provide them guidance that we understand why they want to do that in the 
political nature, but why the forum at CU might not be the best forum for them to 
accomplish what they want to accomplish and that they have to weigh liabilities versus 
benefits.  And putting CU in a negative light in the eyes of the local archbishop or to have 
Rome look at us and question our commitment is going to do more long term harm to us 
than any possible benefit that might be reaped by a few students going to a drag show. 

This juxtaposition of the institutional statement on sexual identity and the Alliance 

organization’s advocacy revealed an area of mission dissonance. The student life office 

permitted an organization on campus that worked to directly contradict Catholic teaching. This 

permission and Catherine’s response to the Alliance organization’s actions offered a keen 

example of how the student life office fulfilled the primary goal of a cohort model, “to inculcate 

in these students a sympathetic response to a Catholic agenda in society” (Morey & Piderit, 
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2006, p.55). The student life office’s willingness to go beyond mere dialogue by 

institutionalizing non-mission fit clubs and organizations was significant.  

 The student life office permitted wide latitude for its students to develop their 

understanding of Catholic identity as they grappled with its policies and standards of behavior 

that were rooted in Catholic teaching. As evidence of this approach, the SSAO and MLSAO 

were admittedly hesitant to intercede and correct behavior that was in conflict with the stated 

policies. This prudential judgment led to some confusion among the student leaders about what 

the student life office hoped to achieve. On one hand the student life office appeared willing to 

cater to diverse ways of behaving while on the other hand they seemed to be intolerant toward 

different lifestyle choices. The students’ confusion was likely unavoidable given the student life 

office’s method of balancing the diverse needs of its students and hoping to engender a 

sympathetic response toward the Catholic position among students who might be averse to such 

positions.   

Case Summary for Cohort University 

The student life office at CU helped facilitate a divided campus culture emphasizing a 

commitment to social justice initiatives and inclusivity on one hand, and a commitment to serve 

the needs of a smaller, but engaged Catholic population on the other hand. There was a minority 

of students who were “actively Catholic” meaning that the distinctly Catholic customs, 

devotions, worship, and symbols were lacking throughout the culture. Catherine, the SSAO 

admitted that generally the Catholic culture was expressed through care of each individual, social 

justice initiatives, and community outreach as opposed to overt Catholic expressions. Clare the 

MLSAO believed their behavioral policies conformed to the Catholic moral teachings, but they 

were enforced less often than at other Catholic institutions. The student leaders also experienced 

student life’s focus on social justice and care for the individual as the primary expressions of 
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Catholic culture. In addition they alleged that student life’s promotion of religious sensitivity was 

a product of the sponsoring religious order’s charism not the Catholic culture.  They believed 

non-Catholic students could grow in their faith because student life’s promotion of Catholic 

policies, practices, and cultural activities were not intrusive or exclusive. Rather they claimed 

that student life successfully catered to the needs of a diverse student body as evidenced by the 

institutional support of other religions and presence of non-Catholic staff in ministry positions. 

The researcher detected the Catholic ethos in art, architecture, and other visuals depicting 

Catholic ideals. Even if one were not actively searching for Catholic symbols they would be 

noticed by the casual passerby. The researcher identified the privileged role that the charism of 

the founding religious order played in the expression of CU’s Catholic culture. From the types of 

Catholic symbols on campus to the language the interviewers used to the references in the 

significant documents of the student life office, it was apparent that the particular expression of 

Catholicism was favored. Characteristic of this type of expression was an invitation to the 

campus community regardless of faith tradition to explore and engage their spiritual values. As a 

result, CU’s student life office was sincerely interested in diverse religious expression as an 

integral part of their Catholic culture. 

Presentation of Findings Cross-Case  

The cross case findings below were organized first by theme, then by Schein’s (2004)       

three levels of culture, then by model type (Immersion, Persuasion, Diaspora, Cohort) so that 

similarities and differences between models would be consistently presented.  Schein (2004) 

defined three levels of cultural analysis in his theory on organizational culture. Artifacts were the 

first level and typically included the visible representations of a group. In this research the 

campus architecture, students’ participation at religious events, the published lists of values and 

mission statements, and the campus life’s observable rituals and ceremonies were the main 
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artifacts studied. In this sense the term “artifact” is used broadly to include data from documents 

and campus observations. As Schein (2004) suggested, even though artifacts are visible and 

easily discerned they are difficult to understand and need people inside the culture to help with 

the interpretation.  

 Espoused beliefs and values are the second level of organizational culture and are 

typically conscious strategies, goals, and philosophies that have been practiced and widely 

accepted within the organization (Schein, 2004). Espoused values and beliefs help to predict 

much of the behavior that can be observed at the artifacts level. In this study, the espoused values 

and beliefs were most often championed by the senior student affairs officers or mid-level 

student affairs officers, but they were also discernible throughout the students’ comments. 

 Over time, espoused beliefs and values become transformed into assumptions, which 

exist at the unconscious level, but serve as the foundation of values and action. The researcher 

delved into basic assumptions in order to really understand each organization’s culture. To 

understand each organization’s basic assumptions in this study, the researcher applied Schein’s 

(2004) relevant dimensions dealing with one or more of the following:  a) the nature of reality 

and truth, b) the nature of space, c) the nature of human nature, d) the nature of human activity, 

and e) the nature of human relationships (p. 138).   

Advocating Social Justice 

 All four institutional models shared a commitment to serve the poor, disadvantaged, and 

oppressed. All four models considered social justice an essential criterion for one’s identity as a 

Catholic institution. In addition all four institutions sponsored domestic and international mission 

trips, local and regional outreach, and fundraisers for local and international causes or charities. 

Additionally, all four institutions espoused some variation of the value of putting faith in action 

to make their communities better. Immersion University differed from the other three in that they 
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most intentionally rooted their service in “imitation of Christ” and were very explicit in linking 

service to theological concepts. They also linked service to evangelization, which again set them 

apart from the other three model types. Persuasion University, Diaspora University, and Cohort 

University shared a commitment to promoting peace and justice, which was evident in three 

main ways: 1) by their sponsorship of student clubs and organizations strictly established for 

peace and justice initiatives, 2) by their promotion of certain activities or events that were 

explicitly related to peace and justice goals, or 3) by the establishment of specific offices solely 

dedicated to peace and justice.  

Artifacts.  

 All four institutions displayed their commitment to advocating social justice in three 

principal ways: 1) through the presence of signs and posters advertising outreach or service 

opportunities, 2) sponsoring clubs and organizations committed to promoting social justice, and 

3) conducting annual programs or workshops that addressed some social injustice.  The student 

life office at Immersion University was unique among the models in two prominent ways. First, 

it displayed its commitment to life through a prominent “tomb of the unborn” marker near its 

adoration chapel. Secondly, it had brochures and narratives depicting its commitment to mission 

trips centered on evangelization. Persuasion University’s student life office implemented service 

learning throughout its orientation program, a feature lacking in the other models. The student 

life offices at Persuasion, Diaspora, and Cohort models all had traditional fundraising events that 

involved a majority of the campus. These events either supported a local charity or an 

international organization to alleviate hunger, illness or devastation from a natural disaster, but it 

was not evident if Catholic social teaching was made explicit in these events. The student life 

offices at Diaspora University and Cohort University both mentioned that a significant number 
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of their graduates went on to work for non-profit organizations or volunteered a year or two after 

graduation. This type of post-graduate volunteerism was a narrative told in the orientation 

program and through the career services office at both institutions. Compared to the other 

models, Cohort University sponsored the largest number of workshops, speakers, clubs and 

organizations, and events to promote its commitment to social justice.  

Espoused Values. 

 Again all four institutions espoused some variation of the value of preparing their 

students to transform society through works of service and advocacy for the poor, disadvantaged 

and oppressed. Each institution, however, motivated its students using slightly different 

communication strategies. For example, the student life office at Immersion University called its 

students to imitate Christ in humble service and evangelization. The student life office at 

Persuasion and Diaspora University differed from IU and CU in their messaging by stressing to 

students that they were obliged to enrich the lives of others with their gifts and opportunities they 

had been given through no merit of their own. Cohort University’s student life office focused on 

their sponsoring religious order’s charism and mottos that sparked a commitment to faith that 

promotes justice.   

All four models saw themselves as doing the Lord’s work by advocating for social 

justice, but not all placed equal value on the social justice concern. Further, some were much 

more intentional and explicit in communicating the Catholic Church’s social teachings.  Of all 

the models, Immersion University placed the most emphasis on the link between service and 

evangelization in an effort to meet people’s material and spiritual poverty. Persuasion University 

focused its communication on getting the majority of its student body to participate in some type 

of community service project, a task for which they won a national award. For PU, the Catholic 
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social teachings were less explicit and more infused within the activities. Though not as wide-

spread, Diaspora University’s approach was similar to PU’s espoused value of engaging students 

in local service through a variety of programs that were not explicitly connected to Catholic 

social teachings. Cohort University’s espoused values toward advocating social justice were 

explicitly linked to the sponsoring religious order. As a result, Cohort University’s espoused 

values were operationally present throughout the institution in ways more profound than the 

other three models. Slogans such as “faith that does justice” or “men and women for others” 

were commonly articulated by the Center for Faith and Justice Office within the student life 

office.  

Assumptions. 

  When it came to the underlying assumptions pertaining to Advocating for Social Justice, 

three of Schein’s (2004) dimensions applied: the nature of human nature, the nature of human 

relationships and the nature of human activity. All four models adhered to the Catholic Church’s 

teachings on human nature, human relationships, and human activity. They all claimed that 

human nature was inherently good because it was created by God and reflected his life-giving 

spirit. As a result of this belief, the nature of human relationships included, but also superseded, 

the natural order of things. Humans are social animals by nature, but since their origin was divine 

they were all part of the same human family. The nature of this fundamental relationship then 

necessitated a corresponding view of the nature of human activity, which included a commitment 

to justice, the solidarity of the human family, and the pursuit of the common good. Thus all four 

models asserted some sort of obligation to serve all of humanity, particularly those who had 

suffered injustice due to material or spiritual poverty.  

  There was one significant difference between the four student life offices’ assumptions 

concerning how Catholic identity ought to be expressed on their campuses. The student life 
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offices at Persuasion University, Diaspora University, and Cohort University placed much 

greater emphasis on advocating for social justice as the primary means of promoting their 

institution’s Catholic identity than did Immersion University. For the former three model types, 

Catholic social teaching was more inclusive and less divisive than the Church’s religious or 

moral teachings therefore it was easier to promote among the general institutional culture. Not 

surprisingly then the three model types concentrated their efforts on justice and peace with little 

to no link to evangelization, whereas Immersion University included both domains.  

Inclusive Communities 

To be Catholic is to be inclusive, to be universal, to welcome diversity and distinction. 

The Catholic Church promotes the unity of the human family and recognizes distinct 

contributions that non-Catholics produce for the benefit of humanity. However, the four 

institutional models did not all engage at the same level of inclusivity on their campuses. There 

was a key distinction between intra-institutional and extra-institutional diversity when comparing 

the models. The former culture welcomes a diverse group of constituents as part of its campus 

culture, whereas the latter cooperates with institutions of a different creed or purpose, but does 

not necessarily create a heterogeneous culture internally.  

Artifacts. 

Immersion University had the largest presence of overt Catholic symbolism of any of the 

four model types and thus was the least inclusive of non-Catholics of the four models. The main 

chapel was located right off the main entrance to the campus. Every residence hall had a small 

chapel complete with crucifixes, kneelers, and other religious art. There was a small adoration 

chapel and outdoor stations-of-the-cross that was frequented by students year round. There was 

high Mass attendance among students, faculty and staff who often worshipped together. All 

residence halls were single sex. The student union bookstore sold a multitude of Catholic 
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religious goods from books and clothes, to all kinds of devotional items. The recreation center 

had a large wall crucifix in the gym and a quote about sports from Pope Pius XII painted on the 

wall. Underneath team pictures there were quotes from saints or prominent Catholic intellectuals 

as well as Catholic symbols such as the crucifix or rosary. Individual players listed their favorite 

saint and quote next to their athletic photo and statistics sheet. The dining hall had several large 

statues of Catholic saints in the entry way. Men and women adorned in their religious habits ate 

amongst and conversed with the students in the dining hall and were seen walking all over 

campus carrying backpacks or mingling with the students. Students wore shirts and sweatshirts 

with Catholic language and symbols. Many other students wore Catholic medals, crucifixes, or 

other visible Catholic sacramentals. Lastly, the student union and residence hall bulletin boards 

were full of information about vocational discernment, prayer groups, Catholic clubs and 

organizations, and pro-life activities. There were few if any artifacts of other religious traditions 

present. There were also no clubs or organizations that conflicted with the Catholic faith or that 

served a different religious population.  

Persuasion University had the most visible Catholic symbolism following Immersion 

University. There were crucifixes in the lobbies of every residence hall and the main chapel was 

located in a prominent place on campus. It also had a separate adoration chapel with multiple 

times that students could choose to sign up for throughout the week. All of the residence halls 

were named after former Catholic religious persons and several halls had corresponding statues. 

Bulletin boards displayed events that were Catholic in nature, including a calendar depicting the 

important religious practices in the liturgical season of Lent. Yet, Persuasion University also had 

flags from around the world adorning its student union. In addition it created an ecumenical 

space within one of its residence halls. The student union bookstore had some religious items, 



211 

 

but the majority of its supplies were non-religious in nature. There were no Catholic crucifixes or 

other prominent symbols in any of the athletic facilities or dining halls. Students did not wear 

Catholic insignia on shirts, backpacks, or other attire that was noticeable. Further, the SSAO was 

a non-Catholic, which indicated that PU was comfortable with a non-Catholic administrator 

setting the vision and direction of the student life program. Lastly, the researcher’s observation 

of student behavior and attitudes towards non-Catholics indicated that they were not entirely 

sensitive to that population on their campus. The insensitivity to non-Catholics did not appear to 

be intentional, but it seemed to emanate from a belief that the majority of the campus community 

was Catholic and therefore followed similar beliefs and practices. 

Diaspora University had fewer Catholic symbols and artifacts than either Immersion or 

Persuasion University. The main chapel occupied a prominent place on campus, but Mass 

attendance among students, faculty, and staff was scarce. There were no other chapels on 

campus. There was no evidence on bulletin boards of anything distinctly Catholic in their 

programming or events. The DU bookstore and student union contained few religious artifacts. 

There were no Catholic artifacts, such as crucifixes or statuary in or near the athletic facilities. 

There were also no religious symbols or art in the dining areas. Students exhibited little by way 

of dress or conversation that communicated a Catholic culture. The dominant artifacts observed 

were ecumenical in nature. For example, students and staff talked about ecumenical Bible studies 

where Catholics and non-Catholics would participate evenly. DU created an ecumenical space in 

one of the residence halls that had other religious artifacts so that non-Christians could worship 

effectively. The student life office adopted as one of its “standards of excellence” that it would 

promote and support a diverse learning environment open to all. In addition, one of its strategic 

plan goals was to create a “visible appreciation for diversity annually” (2007-2012). Lastly, the 
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student life office allowed controversial organizations that promoted activities in conflict with 

Catholic teaching, to exist on their campus. 

Cohort University was the most explicit in promoting inclusive communities of all the 

models. Though it had more Catholic symbolism than Diaspora University, it also had more 

references related to inclusive communities. The student life staff orientation manual contained 

an explicit reference to promoting inclusive relationships. The active engagement of both 

staunch conservative and liberal-minded students illustrated the student life office’s lived 

commitment to meet the needs of these divergent groups of students. Cohort University had a 

proactive and highly visible office of Interfaith Community Engagement that captured the 

attention of much of the campus life. Programs like “Golden Rule Week” and “God’s Ice Cream 

Parlor” intentionally sought to highlight the commonalities of the religious traditions on campus. 

In addition to these ecumenical and interreligious programs, Cohort University provided a 

prominent ecumenical space where Muslims, Jews, and Hindus worshipped effectively.  CU did 

have a Catholic church in the center of campus, and though it predominantly served the students, 

it was shared by local community members. There was a side adoration chapel in the main 

church that was staffed and promoted by a small, but vocal, conservative student group within 

campus ministry. Non-Catholics and non-Christians expressed ease about worshipping within 

their own faith traditions while at CU. Similar to Diaspora University, the bookstore and student 

union had little by way of religious artifacts, symbolism or art. There were several statues of 

Catholic saints near the student union and there were large poster-sized photographs of priests in 

the athletic hall of fame area. There was also a statue of a former president who was a priest near 

one of the dining areas. Like PU and DU, the student life office at CU allowed controversial 

organizations that promoted activities in conflict with Catholic teaching to exist on their campus. 
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Espoused Values. 

 Immersion University’s student life office espoused several values it claimed were 

embraced by the entire community including its non-Catholic constituents. The first was the 

“universal call to holiness” that was explicitly cited in the student life vision statement. This 

“universal call to holiness” was communicated by the SSAO, but clearly absorbed by the student 

leaders who talked about their ultimate destination being heaven. It was also noted by the SSAO 

that this pursuit of holiness was not only expected of Catholics, but every member of the 

community. Striving for holiness at IU was understood in the Christian sense rather than an 

abstract notion that applied to each individual’s own design and self-determination. However 

there was no special provision for non-Catholics when it came to worship space. The second 

espoused value related to inclusive communities was that authentic friendships were invaluable 

to sustaining community life. This emphasis on authentic friendships based on virtue helped to 

explain why the residence halls were single sex. The student life office believed that gender 

separation in the residence halls was essential for meaningful relationships to develop among the 

men and women. This intentional community then, based on a commitment to a life of virtue 

would, by its design, promote a welcoming climate among all its members. 

 Persuasion University’s student life office had a different emphasis than IU’s espoused 

values about inclusive communities. As the SSAO and MLSAO declared, non-Catholic members 

contributed to the good of the institution by the fact that they have different perspectives. Unlike 

IU, the student life office at PU proclaimed the value of diversity in its mission statement and 

sought to promulgate it throughout its programs and activities. As a result, explicit Catholic 

language was toned down and the Catholic teachings that were more inclusive were emphasized 

so that non-Catholics felt more welcome. The espoused value of creating inclusive communities 
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explained why flags from around the world were prominently displayed in the student union and 

why there was an ecumenical prayer space.  

 Diaspora University’s student life office espoused similar values to PU about inclusive 

communities. Several documents, such as the student handbook, the guiding principles, and the 

campus ministry mission statement directly proclaimed a commitment to diversity and the 

building of a welcoming community. The SSAO personally challenged his staff to operationalize 

their shared value of inclusivity so that the value became something that was lived and not just 

proclaimed. His challenge was met by the adoption of diversity language in the standards of 

excellence piece and the strategic plan for his division. Students also acknowledged the presence 

of the espoused value of inclusivity by referring to how it was expressed through campus 

ministry events and the presence of the ecumenical chapel space. Students believed they would 

not be a truly Catholic place unless they welcomed non-Catholics to worship with them. When 

students were asked why it was justifiable to allow campus organizations at DU that contradicted 

Catholic teaching, there was consensus among them that it was because they should be open to 

new ideas and ways of thinking and those in disagreement had a right to express themselves. 

This openness was another manifestation of the shared value of inclusivity.  

Cohort University was very explicit in its promotion of inclusive communities. Catherine,  

the SSAO stated that their office highly valued inclusivity claiming that inclusivity was an 

important concept to their staff. Clare, the MLSAO highlighted the importance of welcoming all 

constituents to campus, even non-believers. The student leaders also discussed how they 

respected CU for its commitment to reach out and welcome people with different ethnic, 

religious, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Two of the student leaders who were not Catholic 

expressed how they felt accepted and supported because of CU’s value to care for the individual.  
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One of Cohort University’s guiding values expressed its commitment to foster a “spirit of 

community, both within and outside the University” (Guiding Values Statement, 2009-2010). 

Similarly the student life office espoused its value of building “inclusive relationships” in its 

orientation manual for new employees. Lastly the mission of the Office of Interfaith Community 

Engagement sought to create and strengthen the relationships across faith traditions and to impart 

an appreciation of diversity among all students.  

Assumptions.   

 When considering inclusive communities, it should be stated from the outset that all four 

model types shared certain basic assumptions about the nature of truth and of human 

relationships. In regards to the nature of truth, all four models operated on the assumptions that: 

a) all truth comes ultimately from God and b) truth is discernible through faith and reason. On 

the nature of human relationships, all four models held that each individual has intrinsic dignity 

based on their creation in the image and likeness of God.  Moreover, all four types worked on the 

assumption that the student life staff were in the best position to offer students a welcoming 

climate where all parties could respectfully interact and experience life-long friendships. 

In order to truly understand student life office’s view on inclusive communities at 

Immersion University, it is essential to uncover the organization’s five basic assumptions related 

to the nature of reality and truth, the nature of human activity, and the nature of human 

relationships (Schein, 2004). The first assumption, connected to the nature of reality and truth, 

was that truth is objective and discovered through faith and reason. The next two tacit 

assumptions, dealing with the nature of human activity, was that: a) all education is ultimately 

structured to lead one to heaven through a commitment to holiness and conversion of life and b) 

that a Catholic university is only sustainable with a critical mass of practicing Catholics. The 
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final two tacit assumptions related to the nature of human relationships were: a) that shared 

values were more important to community life than a plurality of values and b) openness was not 

an end in itself, but rather openness was predicated on the mutual pursuit of the truth. Thus there 

was a limit to how inclusive the community could be without jeopardizing its common culture. 

The student life office’s creation of inclusive communities at Persuasion University 

operated on two basic assumptions. The first assumption, concerning the nature of human 

activity, was that educational institutions by their nature were inclusive of diverse cultures and 

people. The second assumption, concerning the nature of human relationships, was that the 

campus community was significantly enhanced by the participation of non-Catholics. 

The student life office at Diaspora University operationalized three basic assumptions 

about inclusive communities stemming from the nature of truth and human activity. On the 

nature of truth, the student life office held that all religious truth deserved to be protected and 

expressed without restriction.  DU’s second assumption about inclusive communities was 

identical to PU’s assumption concerning the nature of human activity, namely that all 

educational institutions, by their nature, included diverse cultures and people. Also on the nature 

of human activity, DU’s student life office held the assumption that the purpose of the modern 

university was to prepare its students for a global society.   

The student life office at Cohort University operated on two basic assumptions related to 

the nature of truth and the nature of space. First, they were guided by the assumption that truth 

emerged out of dialogue with diverse constituents. The second assumption flowed from the first, 

namely that diverse constituents deserved a space from the university to articulate their thoughts 

and express their beliefs be it a classroom or prayer space.  
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Students’ Intellectual, Moral, and Spiritual Development 

 All four student life offices believed in challenging and supporting their students in order 

that they would reach their fullest potential intellectually, morally, and spiritually. Not only did 

the student life offices desire for each student to pursue these aims individually, but they hoped 

to create a community where students developed into mature and responsible adults who worked 

for the common good. With the exception of Immersion University’s student life program, the 

other three models believed campus ministry was responsible for the spiritual formation of the 

student body. IU’s student life office believed that campus ministry was necessary, but spiritual 

formation was a shared responsibility of the entire community.   

Artifacts. 

 The student life offices at all four model types had policies, personnel, and programs 

devoted to promoting the holistic development of its students. Every student life office had 

documents, such as the student handbook, guiding value statements, and Catholic identity 

statements that contained language targeting the formation and development of its students so 

that they would become mature and responsible young adults. Though they differed in degree, all 

four student life offices had policies that restricted inappropriate behavior and endorsed ethical 

conduct. Every student life office had personnel who were trained to enforce these policies 

though again there were degrees of difference regarding how well or how thoroughly the policies 

were enforced. Immersion University had the strictest residence life policies (e.g. visitation) as 

well as the most vigilant enforcement of the policies whereas Cohort University had the most lax 

residence life policies with the most lenient enforcement. According to the document analysis, 

the student life offices that were the most similar in their policies were Persuasion University and 

Diaspora University. Finally all four models exercised some sort of programming model directed 
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toward the intellectual, moral, and spiritual development of its students. IU’s model defined its 

outcomes using strong Catholic nomenclature whereas PU, DU, and CU intertwined secular 

outcomes with Catholic concepts.   

 Immersion University was the most explicit in tying Catholic teaching to the intellectual, 

moral, and spiritual dimensions of its students and thus differed the most from the other models. 

The student life office at IU promoted a strong devotional life, especially within the living-

learning communities where students practiced many pious observances and named their wings 

after Catholic saints. In addition most of the residence hall programs, student activities, and 

events on IU’s campus reflected and nurtured a devout commitment to the Catholic faith. IU 

students were much more eager to support an event, practice, or policy that strengthened their 

Catholic faith commitment than students at the other three institutions. Students at PU and DU 

were more likely to defer to campus ministry, which worked alongside of, but was not 

organizationally housed under student life, as the locus of their institution’s Catholic identity. 

These students were content with a less pronounced Catholic culture and preferred greater 

dialogue with the wider culture. DU’s student body was more indifferent to religious practices 

that either IU or PU as evidenced by its lack of formal clubs and organizations dedicated to 

religion and its virtual absence in the relevant student publications. CU’s student life office was 

even more interested than the other models in an outward focus on the wider culture. Unlike the 

other student life offices, it chose to direct its programming and hiring on more ecumenical 

outcomes. In doing so, its “evangelical” Catholic students were relegated to the periphery of 

campus life with little to no influence on their university’s culture. Similar to DU, students at CU 

attended Mass less frequently, were exposed to other religious traditions more often, and were 

encouraged to pursue social justice initiatives over religious vocations.   
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Espoused Values. 

 All four student life offices espoused in some manner their primary role as forming the 

whole student intellectually, morally and spiritually. Immersion University’s student life office 

used terminology such as “ongoing conversion,” “holiness” and “virtuous leadership” to 

emphasize its commitment to develop Catholics who would bring their faith to bear on their 

daily decisions. In short, they believed that the sign of a well-formed Catholic was one who 

integrated faith and reason and committed one’s life to pursue eternity with God. Though not 

stating anything contrary to that message, the student life offices at Persuasion, Diaspora, and 

Cohort universities used different language of “openness” “acceptance” and “commitment to 

dialogue” when discussing their key developmental outcomes for students. Cohort University 

also used language about care for the individual, discernment, and reflection as essential 

concepts of their formational goals.    

Assumptions. 

All four student life offices held the assumption that human nature is flawed, yet it still 

possesses a natural inclination to do the good. Thus the offices were committed to the 

intellectual, spiritual, and moral formation of their students. However the methods and outcomes 

of formation differed widely among the four model types. This cultural difference could be 

explained in part by the type of students each institution attracted, but also in part by the goals 

each institution hoped to achieve for its graduates.  Another way to state this reality is that each 

institution developed its own way of being and acting as a Catholic institution. Those dominant 

modes of existence were reflected in and communicated through the student life offices. These 

differences can be further demonstrated through the underlying assumptions regarding human 

relationships.  
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Immersion University’s student life office was more committed than the other models to 

the intentional formation of practicing Catholics who lived within distinct boundaries of a 

Catholic culture. IU had a majority of “committed” Catholics, or what others have termed 

“evangelical” Catholics, on campus (Portier, 2004; Rymarz, 2008). These labels refer to a more 

religiously-engaged cohort of students who seek a better understanding of their Catholic faith 

and a desire to share it with others. These committed Catholic students stand in contrast to those 

who have been termed “lapsed” Catholics for their lack of fervor about the faith and consequent 

lack of religious demands they place on their institutions (Rymarz, 2008). Persuasion, Diaspora, 

and Cohort Universities had larger numbers of these “lapsed” Catholics who were content with a 

much weaker Catholic culture that did not place any evangelical demands on them (Gaillardetz, 

2005). The student life offices at these three models were much more intentional inculcating 

virtues of tolerance and empathy as well as a commitment to inter-religious dialogue. This route 

was selected in part because there was widespread lack of interest among the students in 

strengthening the Catholic culture, but also in part due to the preferred creation of an inclusive 

Catholic culture, which stressed social justice as its dominant marker of Catholic identity.        

Student Affairs’ Philosophy and Its Relationship to Catholic Identity 

Estanek (2008) reported that since its inception as a separate profession, the student 

affairs field has affirmed two values: 1) the centrality of an institution’s mission and 2) a holistic 

approach to the education of students (p.226). This means that the profession of student affairs 

respects each institution’s right to define and guide its practice within the context of the mission 

of the institution and that the profession affirms that learning and development occur outside as 

well as inside the classroom. Yet, as student affairs professionals, most of whom are educated at 

non-Catholic programs, enter the field they are less familiar with or even in disagreement with 

Catholic perspectives (Estanek, 2008). Moreover student attitudes and behaviors indicate that 
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students do not conform their lifestyles to Catholic moral teaching. Thus, as Estanek (2008) 

observed, the need to carve out a Catholic perspective with respect to student affairs has 

emerged.  

The question facing student affairs professionals on campuses has been how to recognize 
the realities of student attitudes and behavior and how to develop an effective strategy for 
engaging students on these questions from a Catholic perspective (Estanek, 2008, p. 225). 
 

Estanek’s (2008) conclusion was previously cited by senior administrators who acknowledged 

the critical importance of student life in creating an institutional Catholic culture.  

While the Catholic intellectual tradition was the most important theme discussed by 
senior administrators during their interviews, they also placed great emphasis on student 
culture as both an indicator of and a contributor to each institution’s truly distinctive 
Catholic culture and identity (Morey & Piderit, 2006, p. 155). 
 
Generally speaking, the student life offices at PU, DU, and CU believed there was a 

seamless relationship between the philosophy of student affairs and their institution’s Catholic 

identity. They were largely supportive of the contributions that the student affairs field made to 

their work at Catholic institutions. IU’s student life office on the other hand believed that there 

was tension between the philosophy and practices of the student affairs field and Catholic higher 

education thus they were generally unsupportive of the field. 

Artifacts.  

 There were numerous artifacts that illustrated Immersion University’s caution or refusal 

in adopting secular student affairs’ philosophy and practices. The most apparent artifact being 

that IU’s student life office rarely hired professional staff from student affairs programs. Most of 

the staff at IU were hired based on mission-fit criteria rather than specific competencies or 

degrees from the student affairs field. Most of the staff were alumni of IU or alumni of other 

Immersion-like institutions. Though the SSAO belonged to numerous student affairs 

associations, he felt the most useful one to his work was the Association for Christians in Student 
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Development. Further, the student life policies governing residence life, student activities, and 

health and wellness conformed to, and made explicit, Catholic teaching. The residence hall 

programming did not follow the typical monthly observances or topics that secular models 

promote.  

For example, the current programmatic goals surrounding race, gender, sexual identity, 

health and wellness, and spiritual development that were found at the other model types were not 

present at IU. Rather, IU’s programming goals focused on specifically Catholic themed subjects 

like prayer, evangelization, growth in virtue, and the complementarity of the sexes. The MLSAO 

looked for staff members with ministry backgrounds because she saw their calling as one of 

Christian service and formation. There were other universal development goals such as time-

management and conflict resolution, but priority was placed on religious socialization.   

 Unlike IU’s approach, the student life offices at Persuasion University and Diaspora 

University demonstrated a favorable relationship between the philosophy of student affairs and 

their Catholic identity. At both models, staff members were hired based on their student affairs’ 

competencies over mission-fit criteria and were often recruited through the field. Both SSAOs 

attended NASPA and ACPA conferences for further development, but not the Association for 

Student Affairs at Catholic Colleges and Universities annual conferences. The Principles of 

Good Practice for Student Affairs at Catholic Colleges and Universities, which was composed to 

assist student affairs professionals in applying the Catholic perspective to their field, was 

mentioned by the SSAO at PU as interesting, but largely redundant and therefore not widely 

utilized.  DU’s SSAO, on the other hand, was more proactive in the use of the Principles. In 

addition to the Principles, DU’s SSAO credited the document Learning Reconsidered as 

significant to his work in student affairs. PU and DU’s student life policies, health and wellness 
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policies, and residential policies were informed by Catholic teaching, but they were less likely to 

intentionally tie those teaching into the enforcement of the policies than IU. Both PU and DU’s 

residence hall programming models contained few references to the Catholic perspective, but 

instead focused on community engagement, diversity, wellness, and inclusivity. One of the 

domains was spiritual development, but it was not overtly or distinctly Catholic. Rather, the 

spiritual development component was treated as a highly personal and private affair where 

students were advised to arrive at their own conclusions regarding their belief system with little 

or no theological instruction.   

 The student life office at CU also believed in a seamless relationship between the 

philosophy of student affairs and their Catholic identity. The SSAO believed there was great 

symmetry in the value system underlying student affairs and the sponsoring religious order of 

CU. She also placed a priority on hiring for professional student affairs staff over staff that were 

mission-fit, but who lacked the professional competencies. The MLSAO recruited her staff 

members at NASPA, ACPA, as well as JASPA (Jesuit Association Student Personnel 

Administrators) conferences and the majority of her hired staff had master’s degrees in student 

affairs from large public institutions. She admitted that there was some conflict between the two 

philosophies, but nothing that was insurmountable with a little coaching of her staff. The student 

life, health and wellness, and residential policies were informed by Catholic teaching, but the 

direct application of the teaching to the daily lives of students was often lacking. In general 

students who obeyed civil law, treated others with respect, and were discreet were left alone. 

Occasionally when controversial issues arose with the policies, staff would defer to Catholic 

teaching as the reasoning behind the enforcement. The residential life programming model 

emulated secular models. Similar to PU and DU, the programming model lacked specific 
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Catholic references with the exception of concepts linked to the founding religious order. Yet 

these concepts were broad and indistinguishable as Catholic and could apply across religious 

traditions.  

Espoused Values.  

 The student life office at Immersion University believed there was tension between the 

current philosophical positions within the student affairs profession and their Catholic identity.  

On account of this the student life office did not intentionally draw on the praxis of the student 

affairs profession either. The SSAO candidly admitted that there was a tension between the two 

and so he did not believe there was value in pursuing staff who were trained in the field. He 

stated that he would rather hire for mission and train the competencies he needed in his staff. The 

MLSAO critically examined the profession through the filter of Catholic teaching. In other 

words, she was willing to concede the elements of the profession that were true and useful, but 

she would reject those elements that failed to bring her students closer to Christ as faithful 

Catholic leaders. Thus both the SSAO and MLSAO espoused the value that the student affairs 

profession was only valuable in so far as it conformed to Catholic teaching. In their estimation, 

there was not much within the profession that was worthwhile implementing through their 

student life program so they refrained from hiring for professional competencies and instead 

sought after mission-fit personnel.  

 Overall, the student life offices at PU, DU, and CU did not view the student affairs 

profession as antithetical to their Catholic identity. With the exception of the MLSAO at PU and 

CU, no other concerns were raised by the student life offices about the philosophy underlying the 

student affairs profession as it applied to Catholic identity. Universally, all three models 

acclaimed the praxis of student affairs and readily applied its principles to their work. The 
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SSAOs at all three models admitted to reading the literature of the field and applying one of the 

most popular developmental theories espoused by student affairs professionals - Sanford’s 

(1962) theory of challenge and support – to their daily work with students. Interestingly, PU’s 

SSAO expressed criticism of viewing the student affairs profession from a Catholic perspective 

because he believed that the profession articulated standards that were universally applicable. He 

viewed such a scenario as unnecessary much like a separate accreditation process for Catholic 

institutions.  The MLSAO at PU however was less confident than her supervisor in espousing the 

seamless relationship between student affairs and Catholic identity. For her there were conflicts 

between the student affairs profession and the Catholic Church in the areas of human sexuality 

and spiritual development. She was not as critical of student affairs as the SSAO and MLSAO at 

IU, but she was aware of and sensitive to the differences in philosophy.  Similarly, the MLSAO 

at CU claimed that she coached her professionally-trained student affairs staff on how to 

reconcile their student affairs training with the Catholic perspective with which they were often 

unfamiliar. She believed that student affairs and the Catholic perspective were closely aligned, 

but admitted that there were some points of conflict that had to be addressed.  The SSAO at CU 

focused solely on the complementarity between the profession of student affairs and Catholic 

identity.  She noted that the Catholic Church’s teachings, such as do no harm, dignity of the 

human person, finding the good in all things, and seeking congruency between one’s values and 

work were compatible with the values espoused by the student affairs profession.  

Assumptions. 
 

Schein’s (2004) deeper dimensions pertaining to assumptions about the nature of truth 

and human nature were the defining features that separated the student life office at IU from 

those at PU, DU, and CU. Estanek’s (2001) examination of the epistemology undergirding 
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student affairs and the Catholic intellectual tradition resonated with Schein’s analysis. Simply 

stated, Estanek (2001) discovered that there was indeed a dominant student affairs’ epistemology 

that conflicted with a Catholic perspective. In other words, the assumptions upon which student 

development theory was based were significantly different from those assumptions upon which 

the Catholic intellectual tradition was based. Estanek (2001) concluded that because these 

assumptions were rarely examined in graduate schools of higher education or by Catholic 

practitioners there was wide-spread confusion about how to successfully address the tension and 

the problems that emerged from misinformed practice.  

The student life office at Immersion University held the underlying assumption that the 

philosophy of the student affairs profession was incomplete and ultimately at odds with their 

Catholic identity. As a result they believed that even the student affairs praxis must be viewed 

critically and applied cautiously. Practically student affairs as a profession or discipline was 

largely rejected by IU’s student life office. The student life offices at PU, DU, and CU on the 

other hand were more affirmative of the student affairs profession at least in its praxis. Certain 

elements regarding underlying assumptions about human nature were raised by the MLSAOs at 

PU and CU, but aside from those incidents, no other concerns were raised in the interviews. 

Evidence, typically in the form of policies, existed at all three institutions. This evidence 

affirmed the Catholic intellectual tradition over and above any competing claims to the nature of 

truth or human nature. For example, all three models had language in their student handbooks 

referencing the Catholic understanding of human intimacy and sexuality, respect for the dignity 

of the human person, and commitment to serve the common good. Despite this evidence, the 

SSAOs and MLSAOs at PU, DU, and CU did not relate their experiences of the perceived or 

apparent tension between the praxis of student affairs and their role in implementing a Catholic 
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culture. One would have assumed some level of tension between their student affairs training and 

the Catholic perspective given Estanek’s (2001) report that most student affairs practitioners 

trained through secular programs and associations did not know, nor were they comfortable 

implementing, these Catholic perspectives.  

Mission Consonance with Catholic Culture 

There were three ways institutions demonstrated Mission Consonance with Catholic 

culture: 1) clearly stated rules, policies, and practices governing student life, 2) enforcement of 

those rules, policies, and practices in light of Catholic teaching, and 3) hiring of personnel who 

could articulate and enforce those rules, policies, and practices in light of Catholic teaching. 

Immersion University’s student life office was the only institution that successfully achieved all 

three criteria. The other three model types had conflicting policies, lack of or inconsistent 

enforcement, and no preferential hiring of knowledgeable Catholic staff.  

The lack of mission-fit hiring stemmed from the leadership. The senior student affairs 

officer at each model type claimed that they maintained a vision for the office that was consonant 

with the teachings and living tradition of the Church. Yet, with the exception of the student life 

office at Immersion University, all of the SSAOs and MLSAOs and many of the students across 

models shared personal doubts, concerns, and disagreements over some element of Catholic 

teaching. This fact was significant when considering the leadership role these administrators and 

students played in shaping the student culture on their campuses. Though less critical than 

faculty, Morey and Piderit (2006) still affirmed the need for well-informed and committed 

Catholic administrators to sustain and enhance the Catholic culture. 

Administrators, as well as faculty members, operate as role models, knowledge experts, 
and cultural catalysts at Catholic universities, and among them must be a critical mass of 
active, committed Catholics who bring their own lived experience to bear in the 
institutions in which they serve (p. 240). 
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 Due to their struggle with elements of the Church’s teaching or when there was confusion or 

controversy surrounding a particular Catholic issue, the student life staff at PU, DU, and CU 

would consult with the institution’s chaplain, area Catholic schools, or the local diocesan office 

for assistance. Consultation with the institution’s chaplain was the primary method utilized by 

the student life staff for reconciling Catholic identity concerns.  

Artifacts. 

 The student life office at Immersion University explicitly and thoroughly linked their 

policies, programs, and cultural activities to the Catholic Church’s intellectual, moral, and 

religious teachings. In fact, no aspect of the student life office remotely came close to conflicting 

with the Catholic Church. Every club and organization conformed to Catholic teaching and many 

of them were intentionally created to carry out an aspect of the Church’s mission of 

evangelization or service. The residence hall policies were clearly established to help students 

form habits of Christian living with restrictions on movie watching, room decorations, and 

visitors of the opposite sex. More importantly these policies were vigilantly enforced not merely 

by the hired staff, but also by other students who wished to hold their peers accountable. The 

student life office’s job descriptions for resident directors and resident assistants defined the job 

as a type of ministry and required its applicants to have a commitment to personal prayer, 

service, and positive role modeling so that they could lead their peers in the pursuit of learning 

and holiness. In short, every candidate had to be mission fit.  

 Persuasion, Diaspora, and Cohort University’s student life offices generally supported the 

Catholic mission through written policies, programs, and cultural activities. All three models 

validated the Catholic Church’s teaching regarding faith and reason, human dignity, and human 

sexuality in their student handbooks and Catholic identity statements. Yet, problems arose in 
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practice rather than theory with the Alliance organization. Each campus sanctioned an Alliance 

organization established to educate the campus culture about the GLBTQ community and create 

opportunities for homosexual students to socialize and promote awareness. This in theory was 

not problematic. However, at all three campuses these Alliance groups on their own advocated 

life-styles and causes that came in direct conflict with the Church’s teaching on human sexuality. 

Not insignificantly, all three SSAOs at PU, DU, and CU claimed they received permission from 

Church authorities for allowing an Alliance organization on campus. Though the details were not 

revealed, permission was likely based on the premise that such an organization would provide 

support for persons with homosexual orientation as opposed to an advocacy group for 

homosexual behavior and causes (e.g. gay marriage).   

 Immersion University was the only model that had 100 % single-sex residence halls. PU 

had a single-sex option for freshmen, but the rest of its residence halls were co-ed. All of DU’s 

and CU’s residence halls were co-ed. IU’s visitation policy had severely limited hours and it was 

clearly communicated and strictly enforced, whereas the other three models had more lenient 

hours, which were not clearly communicated or consistently enforced. As a result of distinctly 

separating the living quarters of the sexes, consistently enforcing the separation, and linking the 

separation with Catholic moral teaching on human intimacy, the students at IU knew that the 

Catholic Church affirmed sexual relations within marriage alone. The symbolism of the single-

sex residence hall aligned with the espoused value. At PU, DU, and CU however the artifacts 

and espoused values were mixed. Male and female students lived in close proximity to each 

other, could visit each other at most any time of day or night, and frequently could cohabitate as 

long as they acted discretely. Thus they received tacit approval from the student life office to act 

contrary to Catholic moral teaching regarding sexual intimacy.  



230 

 

Two other areas of distinction between IU and the other three models were the level of 

enforcement of student life policies and the emphasis on hiring mission-fit personnel. The 

student life offices across the three model types were much more lenient in their enforcement of 

their residential policies and of their code of conduct than IU’s student life office. It was evident 

at PU, DU, and CU that unless students were violating civil law, gravely disrupting the 

community, or harming others then they were generally left alone. Whether it was intended or 

not, this laissez-faire approach to policy enforcement created a culture of individualism where 

students could do as they please and staff were only present to resolve problems. Thus 

relationships between students and staff were built on utility rather than on the mutual pursuit of 

Christian living, which is communal and selfless. The differing approach to enforcement can be 

explained in part by the contrasting philosophy toward hiring. PU, DU, and CU’s student life 

offices hired for competency over mission and believed mission was a plus, but not a 

requirement for employment whereas IU’s student life office held the exact opposite view. The 

absence of personnel who were knowledgeable and committed to the Catholic intellectual, moral, 

and religious teachings, resulted in a Catholic culture that was less convincing and less 

transformative at PU, DU, and CU. 

Espoused Values. 

 Immersion University’s student life office espoused several prominent values that 

directly supported the lived reality of the culture. First, the student life office staff and students 

spoke often about their passion for the Catholic mission and identity. They expressed strong 

feelings of commitment to the pope, the bishops, and their religious personnel on campus who 

provided a daily witness of Christian living for the students.  All of the interviewed participants 

expressed absolute fidelity to the Church’s teachings, which reflected the larger culture’s belief. 
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There were no comments or differing opinions regarding the explicitly Catholic nature of the 

policies, events, and cultural activities.  Secondly, though each department accepted its distinct 

role, the responsibility for maintaining consonance in the Catholic mission fell to the community 

as a whole. The entire student life office accepted principal ownership for the moral and spiritual 

formation of its students rather than saddling campus ministry with the sole responsibility. 

Lastly, and closely linked to the previous two values, were the espoused values of ongoing 

conversion and evangelization. The student life office felt strongly about its communal 

commitment to the ongoing pursuit of virtue and holiness, which was predicated on policies, 

personnel, and activities that fully supported these dual goals. Further, evangelization could not 

be accomplished without individuals who knew, but also practiced their faith, in a dynamic and 

life-transforming way. In order to produce the type of laborers who could successfully 

evangelize the culture, student life believed it had to ensure strong mission consonance with its 

Catholic identity.   

 The student life offices at Persuasion, Diaspora, and Cohort universities all espoused 

values that promoted mission consonance with their Catholic identity. For example, all three 

stated in their student handbooks that they would not approve or fund clubs or organizations that 

endorsed positions inconsistent with the university’s Catholic beliefs or mission. They also 

included language that challenged all students to personally conduct themselves according to the 

values of the university’s mission statement, which typically focused on virtues of honesty, 

integrity, compassion, openness and service to others. Though present, these espoused values 

were less explicitly Catholic than IU’s, which directly referred to the person of Jesus Christ and 

the Catholic Church. In addition to these values the three models espoused other values such as 

diversity as central to their mission. By elevating diversity as an institutional value, these models 
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proclaimed a concept that was indistinguishable from the secular university culture. One of the 

manifestations of this commitment to diversity was in the hiring of staff. PU, DU, and CU all 

shared the common belief that their student life staff should have diverse backgrounds, 

experiences, interests and skill sets so that their administrative team would be stronger for it. As 

an example, Cohort University’s student life office had a diverse array of Catholics in key staff 

positions ranging from non-practicing Catholics to committed Catholics as well as staff who 

were non-Christian. As a result of these hiring practices, which reflected their values, PU, DU, 

and CU’s student life offices suffered from an inability to effectively communicate the Catholic 

intellectual, moral, or religious traditions as they pertained to the policies, practices, and cultural 

activities their offices promoted. 

Assumptions. 

The difference between the four models emerged from a lack of clarity about the artifacts 

and espoused values, but also from the underlying assumptions about the nature of human 

relationships or more specifically, the role of authority.  Both the senior student affairs officer 

(SSAO) and the mid-level student affairs officer (MLSAO) at IU were convicted about the 

Catholic intellectual, moral, and religious traditions, had clarity in their expectations of student 

behaviors, and were committed to hiring and training mission-fit staff. They assumed that as the 

leaders of the student life office, these things were non-negotiable if they wanted to create a 

strong Catholic culture. The SSAOs and MLSAOs at PU, DU, and CU however, more closely 

aligned their convictions to the secular student affairs field. Though the written policies 

contained Catholic language, the guiding practice assumed that students would reject approaches 

that were too authoritative or too Catholic. Of equal concern was the fact that SSAOs and 

MLSAOs were sensitive to the developmental needs of non-Catholics so they intentionally toned 

down the distinctive Catholic elements. Rather than viewing their positions as “cultural 
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catalysts,” whose role was to inform student “cultural citizens” these SSAOs and MLSAOs 

allowed students to create and shape a “shadow culture” (Morey and Piderit, 2006). By 

employing a strategy whereby the “distinguishability” and “inheritability” of Catholic culture 

was lowered, these SSAOs and MLSAOs undermined their own authority and ability to further 

students’ developmental needs (Morey and Piderit, 2006). 

Big “C” vs. Small “c” Catholic 

 For the purpose of this study, big “C” Catholic cultures are distinct and unambiguously 

Catholic with emphases on hierarchy, doctrine, public acts of piety, and an overall conservative 

approach to the intellectual, moral, and religious traditions of the Church. Small “c” Catholic 

cultures are more porous and nebulous with their Catholic identity, de-emphasize the hierarchical 

and doctrinal aspects of Catholicism, and are typically more committed to universally held 

values that span across religious traditions. Small “c” Catholic cultures emphasize social justice, 

religious diversity, and articulate progressive interpretations of the Church’s intellectual, moral, 

and religious traditions.  

Artifacts. 

 There were many observable phenomena that indicated that the student life office at 

Immersion University promoted a big “C” Catholic culture. Hundreds of students attended daily 

Mass, adoration, and confession as part of their normal routine. Residence halls were teaming 

with Catholic symbols, social justice initiatives were directly linked to evangelization, and staff 

and students celebrated their Catholic culture together. Documents such as mission statements, 

student handbooks, job descriptions, or constitutions for club or organizations, were replete with 

language that was unabashedly Catholic often citing papal documents or famous Catholic saints.  

There were no competing religious groups or points of view that gave the impression that 
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Catholicism was one among many faiths from which to choose. Rather, Catholicism was the one 

and only lived reality on campus. 

 In contrast, at both Persuasion and Diaspora University the student life offices discreetly 

infused their Catholic elements choosing rather to focus on the small “c” expression of 

Catholicism. Though PU had a rich Catholic identity statement that pronounced its allegiance to 

a big “C” Catholic culture, its practices suggested otherwise. For example, only around 100 of 

the more than 1,000 residential students were in attendance at PU’s patronal feast day Mass and 

far fewer were seen in adoration or frequenting the sacrament of penance. Both PU and DU 

seemed to locate their Catholic identity in social justice issues where inclusivity and shared 

values were more prominent.  There was far greater participation in community service and 

outreach than at Mass. There was a majority of loosely-affiliated or non-practicing Catholics at 

PU and DU according to those interviewed in student life. Unlike the students at IU, PU and DU 

students did not demonstrate a thorough knowledge of their Catholic faith or commit to a set of 

practices that indicated that their lives were transformed by their beliefs.  

 The same analysis of PU and DU could be applied to CU’s student life with one 

exception. There was a small, yet vocal group of highly committed Catholic students who 

formed an organization on campus apart from campus ministry. This group organized public 

devotions such as adoration, Stations of the Cross, and the recitation of the rosary as well as a 

commitment to attend daily Mass. Meanwhile the dominant Catholic culture promoted by 

student life and campus ministry encouraged religious sensitivity and diversity, for example, 

events such as “Golden Rule Week” or public recognition of Kwanza and Rosh Hashanah as 

well as the presence of clubs and organizations devoted to Muslim or Hindu causes.  
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Espoused Values. 

 Immersion University’s student life office unapologetically espoused its commitment to 

creating a big “C” Catholic culture. The clearest articulation of this espoused value came from 

Isaac, the SSAO at Immersion University. His claim was that student life, as part of a Catholic 

institution, ought to “reverberate within an ecclesial life of faith.” The fact that he quoted directly 

from Pope Benedict XVI’s 2008 address to Catholic educators was one indication of the 

commitment to big “C” Catholic culture, but the other was the actual phrase he quoted. By using 

the language “reverberate within the ecclesial life of faith” Isaac clearly rooted his vision for the 

student life office in the institutional Church rather than in conflict with it or external to it.  

Isaac’s clarity of vision for his office trickled down to his professional and student staff who saw 

their role as creating an intentional Catholic environment where students could pursue holiness 

and lives of virtue.  

 Persuasion University’s student life office intentionally used language that was discreetly 

Catholic and hence less divisive. Both the SSAO and MLSAO used words like “ingrained” and 

“infused” when discussing the ways that Catholic identity was promulgated by their office. For 

them, as long as their programs, policies, and cultural activities were congruent with the mission 

of PU, they were promoting Catholic teachings, albeit, less overtly. Thus, their comfort level was 

promoting small “c” Catholic teachings, which most often resulted in social justice events and 

universal moral directives, such as respect, responsibility, and excellence.  In fact, these last 

three were all institutional values. Moreover, the terms justice and service were two aspects of 

the Catholic tradition at PU that were given pride of place in the Catholic identity statement and 

student handbook.  

 Diaspora University’s student life office also intentionally focused on small “c” Catholic 

language when describing their culture. The SSAO and MLSAO used terms that were 
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unobtrusive to others regardless of religious tradition or lack thereof. The espoused value for 

them was to retain connection to the Catholic Church, but not to create an overtly religious 

culture with narrow boundary lines. For example, the SSAO discussed his emphasis on 

embodying what it meant to be Catholic without verbalizing it, which could be interpreted as a 

value espoused as “just be a good person.” In a similar vein, the MLSAO discussed social justice 

as the dominant lens by which Catholic culture was presented, which again translated to the 

value espoused as “be a good person who serves others.” The way the student life office viewed 

the promotion of Catholic culture was through the guiding core value of Catholicity as defined 

by DU, which expressly declared that a Catholic institution must strive for “service through 

openness to those of other faith traditions, and through the pursuit of justice and peace” (DU 

Guiding/Core value, 2009-2010). Here again, the messaging of DU and consequently its student 

life office was that morality was the defining characteristic of its Catholic identity. Such an 

approach is characteristic of a small “c” Catholic culture where universal moral norms are the 

basis upon which an identity is constructed.  

 Cohort University’s student life office anchored their espoused beliefs in the sponsoring 

religious order’s language, which like PU and DU, was characteristic of small “c” Catholic 

culture with its concentration on peace initiatives, social justice work, and diversity and religious 

pluralism.  For example, the SSAO readily admitted that their office’s mission and core values 

“don’t specifically use the word Catholic” rather they talk about concepts such as the 

“development of the whole student,” “diversity,” “men and women for others,” ”service,” and 

“social justice.” Elsewhere the SSAO articulated that “God is found in all things” which is 

another instance of language that connotes small “c” Catholic culture because of its pervasive 

application and ambiguity. The MLSAO acknowledged another instance of how their office 
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endorsed a small “c” Catholic culture when she admitted that there was nothing they did in 

residence life that was “specifically tied to their Catholic identity” because they tried to be “all 

things for all people.” These espoused values were inculcated in the students who worked in 

leadership positions within the student life office. For example, Colette, an inter-faith cabinet 

member, held that at the core of every religion, the values were the same or very similar. She 

claimed that the desire to “be strong in who you are, be strong in what you want to do, help other 

people” were universal values that were indicative of the Catholic culture at CU. 

Assumptions. 

Each model subscribed to an underlying assumption about the nature of the Catholic 

Church as either big “C” or small “c” Catholic. To put it another way, one’s understanding of the 

nature of the Catholic Church (ecclesiology) informs one’s expression of its beliefs, rituals, 

doctrines, and practices. The Catholic Church views herself as not simply a sociological 

category, but a theological reality with visible and invisible dimensions. In simplified terms, big 

“C” Catholic cultures emphasize the theological and supernatural reality with its distinctive 

structures, language, symbolism, and practice, while small “c” Catholic cultures stress the 

sociological and natural dimensions with its commitment to social action, dialogue, and 

inclusion.  

The student life office at Immersion University created a culture that emphasized a big 

“C” Catholic worldview. Such a worldview created a distinct Catholic culture based on a clear 

sense of identity, numerous public religious practices and rituals, and a majority of like-minded 

people who responded to behavioral expectations about how they should live. This culture was 

formative and transformative because it demanded a deep faith life both personally and 

communally through the Church as well as a desire to proclaim this faith to others.  
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The student life office at Persuasion University held the governing assumption that a big 

“C” Catholic culture was important to create, but it was not the primary role for the student life 

office to accomplish. Rather, the student life office believed that the Catholic Identity Statement 

and campus ministry were tasked with communicating the big “C” Catholic culture while student 

life was responsible for the small “c” Catholic culture that emphasized social justice, outreach, 

and diversity. The purview of the student life office was to persuade Catholics to build 

cooperative relationships and not to stress an exclusive Catholic culture.  

The student life office at Diaspora University was more aggressive than either IU or PU 

in its promotion of the small “c” Catholic culture. The underlying assumption for them was the 

belief that morality was more important than creedal conviction. In other words, the student life 

office felt it was more important for people to be good than to follow certain tenets of the faith. 

Their assumption was more pragmatic believing that the Church’s social teachings were more 

palpable for students today and thus more useful and applicable in a pluralistic society. Finally, 

the student life office assumed that a big “C” Catholic culture would create a culture of 

exclusivity, which was the absolute antithesis of their Catholic sensibilities.  

The student life office at Cohort University held the underlying assumption that all 

religions were based on the same core values thus its dominant promotion of the small “c” 

Catholic culture. The student life office chose to focus on religious similarities rather than 

differences for practical purposes as well. Since most of the Catholic students were non-

practicing Catholics and there was a high presence of non-Catholic students at CU, it was more 

effective for student life to program across values and belief systems.  
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Cross-Case Summary 

Each model was compared and contrasted based on the six dominant themes. Schein’s 

(2004) three levels of culture, artifacts, espoused values, and assumptions were utilized to guide 

the analysis of various data. Immersion University’s student life office was the most unlike the 

three other models. Persuasion and Diaspora universities were more similar to each other across 

themes than they were to either Immersion or Cohort models.  

Chapter Summary 

Chapter IV gave a more thorough profile of the campus sites, introduced the interview 

participants by position, and detailed the major documents used in document analysis. From 

there it was divided into two main parts. The first part contained a presentation of the findings 

from each of the four cases within institution, divided by theme, based primarily on information 

gathered through interviews and document analysis. The second part contained a presentation of 

the findings across the four cases again using the themes as the primary subject of the 

comparison, but also incorporating Schein’s (2004) three levels of cultural analysis. The cross-

case analysis utilized data garnered from the interviews, documents, and campus observations. 

Six major themes emerged from the interviews, document analysis, and campus observations: 1) 

Advocating Social Justice, 2) Inclusive Communities, 3) Students’ Intellectual, Moral, and 

Spiritual Development, 4) Student Affairs’ Philosophy and Its Relationship to Catholic Identity, 

5) Mission Consonance with Catholic Culture, and 6) Big “C” Catholic vs. Small “c” Catholic. 

In the next chapter, the findings are addressed according to the two research sub-questions that 

guided this study. Second, the themes are linked to the current literature. Third, various 

educational implications about the model and student affairs’ practice are shared. Finally, 

recommendations for future research are presented.  
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion, Implications, and Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to investigate how student life offices at Catholic colleges 

contributed to the Catholic culture of their respective colleges or universities. This multiple case 

study provided various perspectives concerning the student life office’s role in influencing the 

Catholic institutional culture. Using Morey and Piderit’s (2006) typology of Catholic colleges 

and universities, the researcher conducted a qualitative, multi-site case study at four Catholic 

higher education institutions in the Midwest. The researcher conducted interviews with the 

senior student affairs officer (SSAO), a mid-level student affairs officer (MLSAO), and student 

leaders who work within the student life office, document analysis on key student life 

documents, and campus observations at each site. This chapter is organized into five sections: 1) 

discussion of findings organized by research sub questions and themes 2) themes related to the 

current literature, 3) educational implications of the study pertaining to the model and student 

affairs practitioners, 4) critique and limitations of the study, and 5) recommendations for future 

research.  

As mentioned in chapter four, the research sub questions are interrelated and overlapping 

so the themes were used as the organizing principle for that chapter. The organizing principle for 

the discussion of findings in this chapter is the research sub questions. Again evidence of all six 

themes was found across the different models. However, depending on the model, some themes 

were used to answer research sub question 1 while other themes pertained to research sub 

question 2. In answering the research sub questions, the researcher will only use the themes that 

were used by every model to answer the specific question. This means that four themes emerged 

from each model to answer research sub question 1 and three themes emerged from each model 
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to answer research sub question 2. This approach provides a comprehensive response across 

models to illustrate how student life offices create and express Catholic culture. 

Discussion of Findings  

 Research sub question 1: How do senior student affairs officers (SSAOs), mid-level 

student affairs officers (MLSAOs), and student leaders understand and articulate the 

Catholic culture of their institution? 

This study demonstrates how SSAOs and MLSAOs understand and articulate Catholic 

culture. The findings suggest that SSAOs understand and articulate their institution’s overall 

goals and mission related to Catholic identity. The student leaders, independent of each other, 

also generally reflected the culture of their model. It was unclear whether the staff and students 

chose the institution based on their personal value congruency or whether this finding confirms 

the power of cultural influences on students’ attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors (Pascarella and 

Terenzini, 2005).   

Regardless, there was a high level of correspondence between the accumulated data and 

the framework. In other words, Immersion University in this study aligned to Morey and 

Piderit’s (2006) characteristics for an immersion institution and the same held true for each 

model in this study. To put it simply, staff and students aligned to their particular institution’s 

mission and goals. It is not surprising then that the SSAOs, MLSAOs, and student leaders’ 

understanding and articulation of Catholic culture matched their model type.  

Inclusive Communities.  

The senior student affairs officers and mid-level student affairs officers at Persuasion, 

Diaspora, and Cohort universities spoke about the importance for their institution’s Catholic 

identity to create inclusive communities on their campuses.  Interview data related to the theme 

Inclusive Communities included comments similar to Catherine, the SSAO at Cohort University, 
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who articulated her understanding of Catholic higher education in terms of the Catholic 

intellectual tradition and inclusivity: “It’s about inclusivity and that’s an important word for us 

here.  We’re inclusive of all faiths, of diversity, and we want everybody to feel welcome.” 

Philomena, the MLSAO at PU discussed Catholic culture in terms of the friendly and welcoming 

atmosphere. Finally, Clare, the MLSAO at CU mentioned promoting an environment on their 

campus that is welcoming. 

Isaac and Isabelle, the SSAO and MLSAO at IU respectively, discussed inclusivity in 

terms of welcoming people with shared values who pursue holiness in their lives. In their view, if 

Catholics or non-Catholics were pursuing virtue and holiness in their lives, then they were 

welcome at IU. Isabelle, however, gave the impression that IU did not believe inclusivity to 

mean providing a diverse and inclusive climate for everyone. 

Student leaders at PU, DU, and CU shared similar opinions. Phillip, the student union 

president at PU thought his campus was great because: “We include people of all different 

backgrounds.”  The other student leaders at PU claimed that the Catholic culture was present, but 

not dominant so as to push students away. Colleen who worked at the women’s center at CU said 

that student life was instrumental in promoting diversity on campus. “So I feel like the student 

life office is a big part of making sure that they cater to the various diversity/cultures.” Lastly 

two of the student leaders, as non-Catholics, felt comfortable and supported in their own faith 

tradition within the Catholic culture at CU. Comments like these were consistent across SSAOs, 

MLSAOs, and student leaders at PU, DU, and CU; however they were noticeably lacking at IU.  

The etymology of the word “catholic” is universal, thus it is not surprising that these 

institutions, and consequently most student life offices, sought to build inclusive communities. 

Moreover, it is a defining characteristic of the Catholic Church to selectively appropriate the 
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good things found in other cultures whether sacred or secular. Though the four institutional 

models did not implement this theme to the same degree on their campuses, there was a 

consistent presence of codes that signaled inclusivity such as “welcoming community”, “diverse 

constituents,” “promoting diversity,” “dignity and worth of every individual,” and “inclusivity.”   

Student Affairs’ Philosophy and Its Relationship to Catholic Identify.  

For the most part, the SSAOs and MLSAOs at PU, DU, and CU saw their work in student 

affairs as largely compatible with their understanding of Catholicism. Paul at PU, David at DU, 

and Catherine at CU all referred to the applicability of the professional field to their work on a 

Catholic campus without incident. Patricia and Clare, both MLSAOs, admitted to some points of 

conflict between the philosophy of student affairs and their Catholic perspective where they 

needed to reconcile these two worldviews for their staff. Aside from these concessions, the 

SSAOs and MLSAOs at these three institutions bridged the student affairs field with their 

Catholic cultures seamlessly.  

IU’s student life office on the other hand was largely suspicious of the philosophy and 

practices of the student affairs’ field and so they were generally unsupportive of and uninvolved 

in the field. IU’s approach to student affairs was to remain a healthy distance from its 

philosophical underpinnings while at the same time picking and choosing certain lessons from 

the field that were neutral.  

Typically the codes related to this theme were “challenge and support,” “care for the 

individual,” “human dignity,” and “personal disagreement with Catholic teaching.” 

Big “C” Catholic vs. Small “c” Catholic.  

The SSAO, MLSAO, and student leaders at IU all discussed their Catholic culture in 

terms of big “C” Catholicism. Isaac discussed Ex Corde Ecclesiae, Pope Benedict XVI’s address 

to Catholic educators in 2008, and the importance of their Catholic culture being a lived reality 
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as opposed to one based on mere external rules or policies. He admitted to the importance of 

external symbols, such as chapels in residence halls, but avowed that such institutional artifacts 

were not sufficient to express a big “C” Catholic culture. He believed that a sufficiently Catholic 

institution required a commitment on behalf of its staff and students to live a robust Catholic life. 

“So the culture is not just a matter of externals of some statues even a few really good Priests or 

Sisters.  It’s this lived reality of a critical mass of our student staff and faculty.”  Ultimately he 

described his institution’s culture as one of vibrant enthusiasm for the Catholic faith that 

students, faculty, and staff shared. Isabelle, the MLSAO at IU also characterized her Catholic 

culture as orthodox and exuberant. The three student leaders at IU acknowledged that the 

students were extremely supportive of IU’s vibrant Catholic culture. As a student leader, Irene 

noted that the Catholic culture was “very alive” with young adults who were “pretty orthodox 

and very enthusiastic.”  

The SSAOs and MLSAOs at PU and DU also understood their cultures in terms of big 

“C” Catholic because of their diocesan connection, but they articulated a small “c” Catholic 

preference. Paul, the SSAO at PU mentioned that faith was important to the culture but focused 

his comments on the small school experience. David, the SSAO at DU favored the small “c” 

Catholic approach where people could be who they are without being the subject of 

evangelization.  

Several of the student leaders at DU admitted that they did not choose DU because it was 

Catholic, but for some other reason like a collegiate sport or major field of study. Colleen’s 

comments were similar to students at PU and DU revealing that the Catholic culture on their 

campus was subtle such that if students wished to seek out specific Catholic practices or cultural 

activities they could find it, but it was not dominant. “You know CU is Catholic, you’re just not 
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beaten with a stick with it. There’s options if you wanted to you could search it out.” This again 

speaks to a small “c” Catholic culture. The student leaders at CU identified a divided Catholic 

culture where the majority of students were not practicing or interested in things Catholic while 

on the other hand there was a minority of students who vocally promoted it. This latter group of 

students advocated for a big “C” Catholic culture at CU with distinguishable cultural elements. 

The former students however were more interested in a small “c” Catholic culture that celebrated 

the sponsoring religious order’s identity, which focused on diverse religious expression and 

ecumenism – both markers of a small “c” approach.  

IU’s guiding documents for the student life office contained overt references to the big 

“C” Catholic culture more pervasively and consistently than PU, DU, or CU. Terms like “fidelity 

to the magisterium,” “commitment to evangelization,” “service in imitation of Christ,” 

“discerning the call of God in vocational discovery,” and “respecting the Lord’s Day” all 

indicated a direct link to the Roman Catholic Church. PU, DU, and CU also had language that 

was unmistakably Catholic, but not to the same degree as IU. In addition, CU utilized its 

sponsoring religious order as a platform for proclaiming its Catholic identity. However, 

emphasizing the sponsoring religious order can be interpreted as a move to downplay the big “C” 

Catholic identity. 

Codes attributed to this theme included concepts such as “orthodox environment,” 

“liberal vs. conservative,” “all religions are basically the same,” “focus on religious order’s 

identity,” and “God is found in all things.” 

Students’ Intellectual, Moral, and Spiritual Development.  

 This theme corresponded to one of the most fundamental roles of student life offices, 

which is often understood by the phrase “educating the whole person.” Indeed all four student 

life offices espoused this commitment to form their students in these domains so that students 
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could reach their academic potential as well as become responsible citizens capable of serving 

the needs of society. Only Immersion University’s student life office, however, believed it shared 

a major part of the spiritual formation of its students. The other three models believed campus 

ministry held that responsibility.  

The SSAOs and MLSAOs at the three other model types more closely echoed Patricia’s 

concerns about developing all students across the continuum, not just Catholic students. She 

desired that the activities she endorsed were compatible with the Catholic teaching, but not 

overly Catholic so as to turn away students who were not Catholic or who might be questioning 

their faith. “We want our programs to tie into the Catholic identity, but we don’t want to scare 

students away that aren’t Catholic or are questioning their faith.” 

In the interviews with student leaders at PU, DU, and CU, comments were similar to 

Patrick, the senior class president at PU, when he claimed that those people “who are involved in 

their faith” go to campus ministry events. In his experience, “student life does nothing to promote 

it” (Catholic faith development). According to Denise, an RA at DU spiritual development was 

not a priority for students. “Most students I feel like are probably indifferent. There’s not a lot of 

– there’s not even a lot of talk about it.” Charles at CU made a similar observation. “I think that 

at this point students are maybe more focused on some other things like school per se, college 

life, rather than really focused on their religion and their identity as Catholics.”  Irenaeus, an RA 

at IU gave a different impression of how IU’s student life office viewed spiritual development 

stating: “It’s a very supported part of the student life here.” 

For the theme Students’ Intellectual, Moral, and Spiritual Development, document 

analysis further revealed the distinctive approach that IU took in comparison to the other three 

models. IU’s Catholic identity statement boldly proclaimed its institutional role in furthering the 
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spiritual development of its students by promoting a commitment to evangelization. This 

evangelical commitment was consistent with Catholic teaching, but was atypical of Persuasion, 

Diaspora, and Cohort institutions. It was however, a defining characteristic of an Immersion 

university.  

Research sub question 2. How is Catholic culture manifested in the policies, 

programs, and cultural activities of diverse Catholic institutions?  

Three themes emerged to answer research sub question 2. The findings in this section 

indicate what policies, programs, and cultural activities are used to support Catholic culture by 

the student life office. 

Advocating Social Justice.  

 Student life offices created an untold number of social justice programs and cultural 

activities as a way to manifest their Catholic culture. PU, DU, and CU’s SSAOs and MLSAOs 

all pointed to the number of service hours their students contributed to on a local, regional, 

national, and international level or talked about engaging in meaningful work so that students see 

the world as something bigger than themselves. The MLSAO at Immersion University, on the 

other hand, more specifically linked the social justice activities to evangelization and supporting 

the work of the Church. Student leaders at PU, DU, and CU also referred to the popularity of the 

campus cultural events and traditions that were built on social justice issues from immigration, 

fundraisers for hospitals, to tutoring. Interestingly, student leaders at IU did not mention events 

or traditions that revolved around social justice issues despite the fact that they send hundreds of 

students to the annual March for Life, which is a rally and march against abortion held in 

Washington, D.C. 

In addition to the interview responses, key documents that guided the student life office 

contained language explicitly validating the commitment to social justice. For example, 
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Persuasion University’s Catholic identity statement challenges its community to go forth and 

serve, striving for “a more perfect justice among people” most especially “those who are poor or 

afflicted in any way.” Diaspora University’s campus ministry mission statement commits “to 

build a welcoming community of faith learning justice.” Cohort University’s Catholic identity 

statement listed advocating social justice as one of its top five values whereby it “encourages and 

develops a culture of mutually beneficial community engagement as an expression of faith that 

promotes justice.” Immersion University clearly articulated a commitment to social justice, but 

placed it within the context of its institutional mission. According to its Catholic identity 

statement, the university and its students should take “an active part in aspects of the life of the 

local community and in meeting local needs to the extent they are consistent with its mission and 

resources.”   

PU and DU’s most popular Catholic programs dealt with community service and 

fundraisers for local charities. The objective of these programs was to produce good citizens who 

were committed to giving back to their local communities. PU’s dance marathon was a major 

fundraiser that brought various student groups together to participate. Few other events could 

generate the same level of excitement among the student body. At DU, flyers and posters hung in 

the residence halls alerting students to upcoming initiatives sponsored by the peace and justice 

committee. Events like urban plunge or community service day seemed to garner the most 

attention from students.  

CU’s premier Catholic programs were aligned with the initiatives sponsored by the peace 

and justice office or the interfaith council office. These areas worked to promote tolerance and 

understanding of diverse peoples and cultures while also working to fight injustice. At CU the 

programs sponsored and promoted through the campus ministry office were heavily saturated 
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with social justice themes such as “I am your neighbor” which was a discussion session with 

African American community members. Another popular program appeared to be the chapel’s 

outreach on the environment, which included letter writing campaigns on clean energy to a 

lecture series by prominent ecologists.   

This theme incorporated codes linked to “service learning”, “community service”, 

“common good”, “faith in action”, and other similar concepts.  

Inclusive Communities.  

Document analysis revealed that inclusivity statements were prominent across PU, DU, 

and CU model types. For example, DU’s statement read: “We welcome people from other 

countries and cultures to study, learn, and work at DU.” CU’s statement in its employee 

orientation manual read: “We achieve our mission by providing quality student-centered 

programs that foster and support safe, just, and inclusive relationships within our community.” 

God’s ice cream parlor was one such student program at CU that brought students of different 

religious traditions together for socializing and ecumenical discussions.  

The models were differentiated by one key distinction, namely that PU, DU, and CU all 

worked to establish inclusive communities within their campus population either by establishing 

offices or programs for non-Catholics or by intentionally diversifying their campus cultures 

through personnel hiring or admissions. IU on the other hand, was more in favor of creating and 

sustaining a distinctive Catholic culture and so approached inclusivity as something external to 

the campus environment. Thus it welcomed exchanges with other non-Catholic institutions, but 

did not intentionally diversify its campus with non-Catholics. In other words, there were no 

policies or programs to attract and retain a religiously diverse student body. 

Campus observations also generated data on the theme Inclusive Communities. For 

example all models except IU opened an ecumenical prayer space for their non-Christian 
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students. In addition CU’s student life office sponsored an Interfaith Office “to foster 

understanding and cooperation among religious traditions.” IU on the other hand had mostly a 

homogenous community of Catholic students, faculty, and staff. This was evident by the 

multitude of students wearing clothing with distinctive Catholic slogans, crucifixes or religious 

medals, or other distinctive adornments on backpacks, but also the lack of visible diversity. 

Mission Consonance with Catholic culture. 

Immersion University’s student life office was vocally supportive of having its policies, 

events, and cultural activities in conformity with Catholic teaching. Yet, according to Isaac, the 

culture needed to include the policies, events, etc. but constitute much more than that to establish 

a flourishing Catholic identity. Isaac commented on the power of the culture rather than the law 

to exert influence on student behavior. “Honestly, the culture currently at IU is such that 

anything that would be contrary to Catholic moral principles would just stand out like a sore 

thumb.” The student leaders concurred explaining the corrective nature of the dominant Catholic 

culture as “extremely strong to the point where you almost at times don’t even really need to say 

anything to somebody and they’ll already know what they need to correct.” 

PU, DU, and CU clearly articulated the policies and behavioral expectations consonant 

with a Catholic institution. However, the enforcement of the policies and behavioral expectations 

was inconsistent and the linkage to the Catholic moral tradition was lacking. Patricia, the 

MLSAO at PU made a comment that could have been proclaimed at either DU or CU. “Well, we 

are trying to be mission central.  We try to have the Catholic piece be into all the programs that 

we do, but I would also say it’s subtly in all.”  

Evidence of policies rooted in Catholic moral teaching abounded in the document 

analysis across model type. Again, IU’s language was much more explicitly linked to the 

Catholic moral tradition and so stood apart from PU, DU, and CU, but nonetheless, all three 
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clearly supported the Catholic moral tradition. For example all four model types had language 

addressing some of the most important issues related to Catholic identity faced by student affairs:  

alcohol, drugs, and sexual behavior in light of the Catholic moral tradition. All but IU had 

statements endorsing the Catholic moral position on gay/lesbian issues. Further, all four models 

had language that prohibited groups or organizations that endorsed positions contrary to their 

university’s Catholic beliefs and mission. 

Campus observations revealed a different story. Although all four models had consistent 

Catholic language about the rules of student conduct, the reality of enforcement was quite 

different. Typically IU had the strongest enforcement of its rules whereas CU had the most lax of 

all four model types. PU and DU were not as stringent as IU, but not as lax as CU so were 

located somewhere in between.  

Themes Related to the Current Literature 

Advocating social justice. 

That Advocating Social Justice was a pronounced theme student life offices used to 

manifest their Catholic identity was unsurprising given the priority social justice issues have had 

on Catholic campuses over the last 50 years. A few examples will suffice to illustrate the 

attention to social justice. According to Morey and Piderit (2006), “all Catholic colleges and 

universities, no matter what their primary goals, emphasize the importance of social justice” (p. 

56). Rausch (2010) located the development of the social justice movement from Vatican II’s 

Gaudium et Spes to the Superior General of the Jesuit order Pedro Arupe’s call for Jesuits to 

make social justice central to their educational mission (p. 44). Today Jesuit postsecondary 

institutions have answered that call (Kolvenbach, 2000). Roger Bergman (2011) argues that the 

Catholic university’s contemporary focus on social justice “has long been a fundamental 

dimension of the Catholic university, seen through the intellectual and moral formation of its 
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students” (p. 78). He believes that the commitment to social justice was prominent throughout 

the Catholic tradition with figures such as Ignatius of Loyola and Blessed Cardinal Newman.  

The Journal of Catholic Higher Education, produced semi-annually by the Association of 

Catholic Colleges and Universities (ACCU), devoted its entire winter issue of 2008 to the topic 

of Catholic social teaching and social justice. Since 2008 social justice has been explored in 18 

articles in that same journal making it one of the most popular topics. The ACCU released a 

document in 2009 titled Catholic Higher Education and Catholic Social Teaching: A Vision 

Statement, to infuse Catholic social teaching across the curriculum. The ACCU’s Peace and 

Justice advisory committee worked with the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops to 

draft the statement. This committee also sponsors an annual Peace and Justice meeting. The 

association’s president, Michael Galligan-Stierle claimed in an interview that:  

Since the late 1970s Catholic colleges and universities have sponsored and nurtured 
justice and peace programs and related courses. Over time those programs have morphed 
into Catholic social teaching programs across the curriculum -- providing theological and 
ecclesial foundations for creating a more just and peaceful society and world (McElwee, 
2009). 

Fleming & Chappe’s (2006) study, which examined how four co-curricular activities 

served as indicators of students’ religious/spiritual lives, reported that 31% of seniors had been 

on a service or immersion trip and 62% percent had participated in a service or awareness group. 

This compares to 50% who attended a retreat and 20% who were involved in a religious 

organization. Though this study was conducted at one institution, these numbers indicate the 

level of interest students have in social justice activities. 

Estanek (2001) found that social justice issues ranked 4th overall on a previous study 

(1995) that included data from a survey sent to the SSAOs, which asked: “In your experience, 

what are the most important issues related to Catholic identity faced by student affairs” (p. 20)? 

The top three responses were: 1) sexual behavior, 2) gay/lesbian issues, and 3) the increasing 
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diversity of the student body (p. 20-21). These three were addressed in subsequent themes. 

Bolduc (2009) found that “the longer students remain at a Catholic college, the more committed 

they become to issues of social justice” (p. 142).  However, in his same study he found that 

“students who went to Mass more frequently were more likely to volunteer” (p. 148). This seems 

paradoxical if one considers that IU’s Mass attendance was significantly higher than any other 

model. Yet Advocating Social Justice was not among the strongest themes for IU. This 

seemingly contradictory finding can be explained by noting that IU, unlike the other models, 

strongly accented other themes to express its Catholic identity. Such findings do not indicate that 

IU had less participation in social justice activities, merely that it was less pronounced than the 

other models in terms of expressing its Catholic culture. In other words, advocating social justice 

was more central to the Catholic identity of the other three models than it was to IU whereas IU 

had stronger avenues to express its culture such as Mission Consonance.   

Inclusive communities. 

 Did the theme Inclusive Communities have any basis in the literature? Morey and Piderit 

(2006) discussed two primary approaches that Catholic colleges and universities used to create 

inclusive communities. The first corresponds to IU’s method, the second to PU, DU, and CU’s 

way. The first approach to inclusion is defined by Morey and Piderit (2006) as a matter of “style” 

whereby the campus culture, in raising religious or ethical topics, “seeks as much common 

ground as is consistent with representing the Catholic identity, character, and mission of the 

university” (p. 204). It accomplishes this awareness and respect for other religions without 

compromising “Catholic teaching or liturgy” (p. 204). This is IU’s preferred method as 

evidenced by their willingness to dialogue with non-Catholics who share a mutual belief about 

the importance of religious faith. The second approach is when institutions commit financial 
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resources towards implementing inclusive communities. “Support ranges from funds and 

facilities being made available to student religious groups to annual salaries to pay for religious 

ministers representing different faiths” (p. 204). This practice is evident in PU, DU, and CU’s 

ecumenical space and funding of non-Catholic groups and organizations on campus. Moreover, 

CU’s Interfaith Office that employs a Jewish rabbi is a clear example of this method. 

Students’ intellectual, moral, and spiritual development.  

 What does the literature reveal given the differences in approaches to students’ 

intellectual, moral, and spiritual development among model types? Previous research on Catholic 

college students suggests that this population is generally no different from their secular peers in 

terms of moral and religious beliefs and practices (Davidson and Hodge, 2004; Davidson, 

Hodge, Gautier, and D’Antonio, 2005; Fleming & Chappe, 2006; Hodge, Dinges, Johnson, and 

Gonzales, 2001; Smith and Denton, 2005; Wagner, 2008). Again it appears that IU’s approach to 

intentionally form Catholic students in the realm of faith and morals is not the norm on Catholic 

campuses. Judging by college students’ self-reported attitudes, beliefs, and practices in the 

largest and most recent empirical studies that address students’ intellectual, moral, and spiritual 

development, it is evident that students are underdeveloped in these domains at Catholic colleges 

and universities.  

The most optimistic report, Catholicism on Campus: Stability and Change in Catholic 

Student Faith by College Type, generated in 2010 by the Center for Applied Research in the 

Apostolate (CARA) was not encouraging. There were positive results when Catholic students on 

Catholic campuses were compared with Catholic students at other institutional types, but the 

author’s conclusion was not overwhelmingly convincing. “Catholic colleges and universities 

appear to be doing no harm – certainly in comparison to other types of higher education 

institutions - and at a more subtle level may be increasing their student’s Catholicity” (p. 19).
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 The study measured whether Catholic students moved closer to, stayed the same, or 

moved further away from the Church while in college. Looking at specific measures, one gets a 

more discouraging view. For example, only 50% of the Catholic students at Catholic campuses 

believe that seeking to follow religious teachings in everyday life is very important or essential. 

Only 46% say their ‘religiousness’ became ‘stronger’ or ‘much stronger’ during college. Further, 

a mere 39% rate their religiousness as ‘average’ while 18% say it is ‘below average.’ Lastly, and 

perhaps most telling, is that “Catholics are significantly less likely to regularly attend religious 

services in college (as reported in the junior-year survey) than in the twelve months prior to 

when they initially took the survey as freshmen” (Gray & Cidade, 2010, p. 15). This finding 

certainly resonated with the student leaders from PU, DU, and CU who admitted to attending 

Mass their freshmen year, but then drifted away as they progressed through college. 

 The Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) generates reports on college students’ 

attitudes, beliefs, and values based on the national CIRP (Cooperative Institutional Research 

Program) survey. Its expansive 2004 report The Spiritual Life of College Students: A National 

Study of College Students’ Search for Meaning and Purpose did not present a favorable portrait 

of Catholic college students. In summary, Catholic students scored “below the overall average on 

four measures: religious commitment, religious engagement, religious social/conservatism, and 

religious skepticism” (Astin, Astin, & Lindholm, 2004, p. 22). This low score on religious 

skepticism suggested that Catholics were relatively indifferent to their spiritual development. 

The type of religious indifference was cited most prominently by Philomena at PU, Denise at 

DU, and Charles at CU as well as other student leaders at those institutions. 

 Lastly, the other major studies on spiritual and moral development of Catholic students 

cited in chapter II all point to similar findings. Namely, mainline Catholic students more than 
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likely reject the Church’s teachings on abortion, premarital sex, contraception, and same-sex 

marriage and are more spiritual than religious (Davidson and Hodge, 2004; Davidson, Hodge, 

Gautier, and D’Antonio, 2005; Fleming & Chappe, 2006; Hodge, Dinges, Johnson, and 

Gonzales, 2001; Rausch, 2006, 2010; Smith and Denton, 2005; Wagner, 2008). In sum, they are 

indistinguishable from the general young adult culture in America. 

Student affairs’ philosophy and its relationship to Catholic identity.  

 This attempt at reconciliation between the two philosophical world-views underlying the 

student affairs’ field and Catholic identity was confirmed in the literature.  Hall (2011) found that 

in difficult mental illness situations SSAOs use the espoused values of their institutions rather 

than well-articulated policies or procedures to guide their decisions. Therefore she argued that at 

a minimum, SSAOs’ values must personally and professionally align to those of the institution 

for which they work. Schaller and Boyle (2006) recommended in their study that student affairs 

professionals at Catholic institutions become “more closely aligned with the mission of their 

institutions” while simultaneously “maintaining their identity as student affairs educators” (p. 

179). Bickel’s (2001) study illustrated that student affairs training, when pitted against a lack of 

clarity on the Church’s teaching, rendered residence hall directors ineffective in helping students 

in crisis. Schmeling (1997) concluded her study of Catholic student affairs employees with three 

recommendations for how Catholic institution’s should “reexamine their essential values, recruit 

and select staff with desired values, and conduct leadership training and development to 

reinforce the personal values and those of the institution” (p. 146-147).  

Estanek (2001) noted that despite its stated commitment to be a value-free discipline, the 

philosophical framework and development of good practice within the body of student affairs 

has led to a dominant viewpoint about reality. This is significant when juxtaposed with Estanek’s 
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(2001) other discovery from her 1995 survey that “uncovered discomfort among student affairs 

professionals in dealing with issues related to the Catholic identity and values of the institution” 

(p. 21). If left unchecked, student affairs practitioners, who rely on their professional 

associations, networks, and literature for training and development, risk implementing a 

worldview that is at odds with their institution’s Catholic mission. As Estanek (2001) indicated, 

framing questions from a Catholic perspective may lead to drastically different outcomes. 

If the administrator approaches the problem from within the dominant epistemology of 
student affairs, he or she will ask certain questions to come to an understanding of what 
to do. From the Catholic perspective, one would ask different questions (p. 31). 

Mission consonance with Catholic culture. 

The finding that all models adhere to the Catholic moral tradition on paper, i.e. mission 

consonance in their written policies and behavioral expectations, but not in action was mentioned 

in the literature.  Morey and Piderit (2006) state that this consonance should be demonstrated 

across model type: “With respect to clarity of standards and consistency of enforcement…there 

should be no substantial differences in norms and sanctions among the four models” (p. 172). 

Yet in their research, they found that the models were not alike in how explicit they were in 

transmitting the Catholic moral tradition through their training of staff or education of students.  

Many immersion universities already draw upon Catholic moral teaching when  
explaining university policy with respect to student behavioral norms. There is, on the 
other hand, less emphasis on the Catholic moral and intellectual tradition at Catholic 
persuasion, diaspora, and cohort universities (p. 173). 

Based on interviews with senior administrators, Morey and Piderit (2006) pointed to the 

responsibility of the SSAOs for creating Catholic culture for their students. 

…the main challenge for student culture at Catholic universities is one primarily of 
conviction – a conviction that insists that senior administrators in student affairs establish 
norms and consistently enforce them (p. 170). 
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 As previously mentioned, except for IU, the difficulty for SSAOs in maintaining mission 

consonance throughout their area, be it enforcement or communication of the Catholic moral 

tradition, is largely due to the diverse student demographics on campuses and the presence of 

student affairs practitioners who are socialized by the philosophy of their secular graduate 

programs (Bickel, 2001; Estanek, 2008; Schaller & Boyle, 2006).  

Big “C” Catholic vs. small “c” Catholic . 

Is there a difference in the commitment to big “C” Catholic vs. small “c” Catholic in the 

literature? Some Catholic faculty members are critical of the focus on big “C” Catholicism.  

 …leaders who "put the church first," assert the authority of bishops and priests, and 
make no pastoral or political concessions on supposedly nonnegotiable Catholic 
teachings about abortion, homosexuality, and female priests. According to this view, the 
church is not the ‘people of God’ - a biblical idea restored by Vatican II that 
conservatives think has done much damage. For them, the church is the hierarchy, and 
especially the pope” (O’Brien, 2011).  

Others are critical of the small “c” Catholic approach because they argue that it weakens the 

Catholic faith (Hendershott, 2009).  

For more than three decades, the liberal activist wing of the Church – especially on 
Catholic college campuses – has been engaged in a battle with the Catholic hierarchy 
over issues including sexual morality, academic freedom, priestly celibacy, divorce and 
remarriage, reproductive freedom, and the role and status of women in the Church 
(Hendershott, 2009, p.181). 

Are there other considerations besides the conventional liberal vs. conservative disputes? 

Appleby (2008) attempted to strike a more moderate course, admitting to challenges facing 

Catholic institutions both from the liberal and ultra-orthodox positions, but he concluded that the 

Church and America benefitted from the rich diversity of Catholic higher education institutions. 

Still there is recent evidence that a failure to demonstrate a profound connection to the Catholic 

Church may result in magisterial consequences, such as the removal of the designation “Catholic 

college” by the bishops of the diocese (Hendershott, 2009).  
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Educational Implications  

The first section addresses implications for the Morey and Piderit (2006) model typology. 

The second section proposes implications for student affairs practice.  

Implications for the model typology. 

Principles of good practice for student affairs at Catholic colleges and universities. 

This study provides additional information related to best practices for student affairs 

practitioners at Catholic institutions. One of the ways this study can improve student affairs 

practice is by illustrating the connection of the six major themes to the Principles of Good 

Practice for Student Affairs at Catholic Colleges and Universities (2007). The stated purpose of 

the Principles was “to provide a framework for reflection and conversation, planning, staff 

development, and assessment for student affairs professionals who work at Catholic colleges and 

universities” (Estanek & James, 2007). Further it was recommended that student affairs staff 

implement the Principles “in ways appropriate to each institutional setting” (Estanek & James, 

2007). Thus by connecting the Principles to the themes the researcher hoped to do two things to 

provide a more robust explanation of how the student life office at four diverse institutions 

expressed its Catholic culture: 1) to present these findings in a way that was relevant to Catholic 

student affairs practitioners and 2) to connect the findings to the most current standard within the 

Catholic student affairs field. SSAOs can use this comparison to locate their own emphasis in the 

way they express Catholic culture. Assessing one’s practice using the Principles is a valuable 

exercise not just for individual SSAOs, but also for their departments. Loyola University of 

Chicago and DeSales University are two examples of institutions that have conducted a student 

life office review of the Principles and generated a report based on their results. Connecting the 

themes to the Principles assists the student life office in analyzing which of the best practices get 
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more or less attention, which may help student life offices discern which model type they more 

closely resemble. Student life offices can use this information to make necessary adjustments to 

their Catholic cultural expression.  

The only theme that did not correspond to the Principles was the theme Student Affairs 

and Its Relationship to Catholic Identity. Since the Principles are a direct implementation of 

student affairs’ practice related to Catholic identity, such that the use of the Principles implies a 

tacit approval of student affairs practice at one’s Catholic institution, the theme was redundant so 

it was not included.  

Table 10 

Themes linked to Principles of Good Practice for Student Affairs at CCUs 

Themes Principles of Good Practice for Student Affairs at CCUs 
Inclusive Communities 1. Welcomes all students into a vibrant campus community that 

celebrates God’s love for all. 
Mission Consonance 
with Catholic Culture 
 

2. Grounds policies, practices, and decisions in the teachings and 
living tradition of the Church. Builds and prepares the student 
affairs staff to make informed contributions to the Catholic mission 
of the institution. 

Students Intellectual, 
Moral, and Spiritual 
Development 

3. Enriches student integration of faith and reason through the 
provision of co-curricular learning opportunities. 

Advocating Social 
Justice 

4. Creates opportunities for students to experience, reflect upon and 
act from a commitment to justice, mercy, and compassion, and in 
light of Catholic social teaching to develop respect and 
responsibility for all, especially those most in need. 

Students Intellectual, 
Moral, and Spiritual 
Development 
 

5. Challenges students to high standards of personal behavior and 
responsibility through the formation of character and virtues.  

Big “C” Catholic vs. 
Small “c” Catholic  

6. Invites and accompanies students into the life of the Catholic 
Church through prayer, liturgy, sacraments, and spiritual direction. 

Inclusive Communities 
 
 

7. Seeks dialogue among religious traditions and with contemporary 
culture to clarify beliefs and to foster mutual understanding in the 
midst of tensions and ambiguities.  

Students Intellectual, 
Moral, and Spiritual 
Development 
 

8. Assists students in discerning and responding to their vocations, 
understanding potential professional contributions, and choosing 
particular career directions.  
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Classifying Catholic institutions. 

Second, the findings in this study help shed light on the use of the Morey and Piderit 

(2006) models for classifying Catholic institutions according to Catholic culture. This 

dissertation is among the first to utilize Morey and Piderit’s (2006) model typology as a 

framework for case study site selection and analysis. Why use the model in the first place? If it is 

true that each of the 220 Catholic institutions in America has its own distinctive mission and way 

of being, why not evaluate them on their own merit apart from the model? Or more to the point, 

do the models accurately reflect the reality of Catholic higher education in the first place? 

Answering this latter question was not the intended objective of the study. Put simply, the 

researcher assumed the strength of the model framework and so the models provided a lens 

through which the Catholic culture of these four institutions could be studied and understood. 

This study only chose one case per model type so the findings cannot be used to test the validity 

of the model, but the model’s depth and parameters served as a useful starting point to explore 

institutional cultures. The selection of the case study sites closely adhered to Morey and Piderit’s 

(2006) criteria, which resulted in the replication of four diverse manifestations of Catholic 

culture. Thus this study suggests a level of congruency with the four distinct Catholic cultures 

that were presented in the Morey and Piderit (2006) model. Using theoretical replication the 

model appears to be valid, but this does not mean that the model necessarily corresponds to the 

reality of Catholic higher education. Rather it is one explanation of how Catholic culture is 

interpreted on college and university campuses.  

In this study, Immersion University was clearly differentiated from the other three model 

types. Persuasion University and Diaspora University, though distinct, were more similar to each 

other than any other model type. There were numerous observations noted by Morey and Piderit 
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(2006) that could support this finding as consistent with their model.  For example, Morey and 

Piderit’s (2006) definition of cultural intensity could explain why some institutions within a 

category share characteristics of another category. In other words, Morey and Piderit (2006) 

recognize two opposite boundary points of cultural expression from rigid to cultural 

disappearance. Most institutions operate between these two polarities based on their context and 

goals. Ackerson (2009) recommended utilizing a spectrum to define cultural boundaries rather 

than boundary points or strict categories to better explain the differences between institutions in 

her findings. In the current study there are other potential reasons for this similarity between PU 

and DU: geography, diocesan sponsorship, comparable student recruitment pools, and similar 

marketing strategies surrounding Catholic identity.  

Morey and Piderit (2009) did not indicate how many of the 33 institutions in their study 

fell into each model type. Akerson’s (2009) found that 75% of the 32 Catholic institutions in her 

study were classified as Persuasion and only one was labeled as a Cohort model. Thus there is 

limited evidence available to accurately classify the breakdown of the 220 Catholic institutions 

in America based on model type.  

Additionally the model proved helpful in the following ways:  First the model was used 

to screen and select four different types of Catholic institutions. Second, the model provided 

well-defined institutional goals regarding Catholic culture that were applied to each institution’s 

student life office in this study. Third, the model demarcated five general sectors used to evaluate 

and understand how Catholic culture is manifested across the institution. Four of their five 

sectors directly related to the student life office, namely, residential life, student activities, 

religious activities, and personnel. 
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Implications for Student Affairs’ Practice 

In addition to educational implications about Morey and Piderit’s (2006) model, this 

study provides implications for student affairs practice.  

 Social justice programs and Catholic social teaching.  

First, this study suggests a reexamination of social justice programs. Since Advocating 

Social Justice was a prominent theme in this study, it is imperative that social justice programs 

be explicitly linked to Catholic social teaching. It is not enough for Catholic students to do good 

work; they must have the right knowledge, the right intention, use the right means, and 

accomplish the right end. Framing their service in terms of the richness of the Catholic tradition 

does not only distinguish their work from their secular counterparts, but it will best serve them in 

life because it will deepen their commitment to Christ. Student affairs staff must educate 

themselves and their student leaders on the integral connection between social justice and the 

Church’s mission to evangelize (Rausch, 2010). Again, collaborations with faculty members may 

produce workshops, seminars, or intensive courses where these connections can be made. 

 Addressing sexual morality in light of Catholic teaching. 

Second, as evidenced in the interviews, there were multiple references from the SSAOs, 

MLSAOs, and student leaders concerning issues about sexual morality, sexual identity, and the 

relevance of Catholic moral teaching on the subject. The issues ranged from contraception, 

abortion, homosexual identity, to gay marriage. Estanek (2008) indicated in her previous studies 

that “students’ attitudes and behaviors related to sexual identity” was the most difficult topic 

concerning Catholic identity facing senior student affairs administrators (p.224). Given the 

prominence of issues related to sexual identity in this study and previous studies of SSAOs, it is 

imperative that student life offices address sexual morality according to Catholic teaching. This 

can be accomplished through orientation programming, collaboration with campus ministry, or 



264 

 

in conjunction with faculty who may offer courses on Catholic moral theology, marriage and 

family or ethics. For example, CU addressed the current “hook-up culture” through a freshmen 

theology course. Student life offices at other Catholic institutions may choose to invite outside 

speakers to address the hook-up culture or related themes. When deciding upon strategies, 

student life staff should seek to collaborate with multiple areas of the college or university to 

consistently and thoroughly address sexual issues in light of Catholic moral teaching; the burden 

cannot be placed on student life offices alone.   

Role of campus ministry. 

Third this study highlights the exclusive role campus ministry plays in carrying out 

Catholic culture, most especially at Persuasion, Diaspora, and Cohort institutions. Student affairs 

staff cannot afford to separate themselves from promoting the religious and spiritual 

development of their students. Campus ministry alone cannot effectively provide for the needs of 

the student body on any campus. Collaboration between student affairs and campus ministry 

might provide numerous initiatives that promote Catholic culture. For example, co-sponsoring an 

apologetics 101 seminar in the residence halls to address basic questions or concerns about the 

Catholic faith is a great way to reach out to freshmen students who could benefit from this level 

of instruction. For more advanced students a seminar on developing an interior life might be 

more attractive and beneficial. Mission trips linked to evangelization would be another 

opportunity for collaboration between student affairs staff and campus ministry. Mission trips 

transform student s’ lives more profoundly than most other events sponsored by college 

campuses. SSAOs should encourage their staff to accompany students on these trips and then 

provide follow up opportunities for reflection and internalization.    
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Hiring and training of professional staff. 

Fourth this study revealed that hiring staff that are knowledgeable about the Catholic 

faith beyond social justice and inclusivity is essential to sustaining Catholic culture. In order to 

fully create an environment that is expressive of a Catholic way of life, it is imperative to hire 

and train professional staff who are committed to promoting Catholic culture. A critical number 

of staff not only need to be open to the Catholic intellectual, moral, and religious tradition, they 

need to be able to transmit it attractively and persuasively. Senior student affairs officers need to 

devise a process by which they can screen candidates in order to fully grasp the depth of 

understanding and commitment their candidates have toward the Catholic tradition. For example, 

SSAOs may choose to send their candidates a copy of the Principles of Good Practice for 

Student Affairs at Catholic Colleges and Universities as well as their institution’s or their 

department’s mission statement and ask candidates to write an essay on how they believe they 

will incorporate all three into their desired position. Another option for SSAOs would be to 

network with other SSAOs to develop a candidate pool from which to recruit. This candidate 

pool may develop over time as SSAOs develop their entry level positions and advance them into 

more complex leadership roles. This might be an attractive option to incentivize their emerging 

professionals, particularly for SSAOs at small institutions with a relatively short ladder for the 

advancement of their staff.  

Another step SSAOs can take to develop their staff in the Catholic tradition is to send 

them for continuing education at an annual ASACCU or JASPA meeting. For their own benefit, 

SSAOs might consider attending themselves or sending MLSAOs to Boston College’s Institute 

for Administrators in Catholic Higher Education, which is a singular opportunity that can aid 

SSAOs and MLSAOs in their own professional development within the tradition. SSAOs and 
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MLSAOs can use that professional development opportunity to further their knowledge and 

awareness of the Catholic tradition as well as network with other administrators. 

Additionally SSAOs could network with other SSAOs in the region and offer workshops 

or symposiums on Catholic issues for emerging professionals. Similar to the regional meetings 

model that NASPA employs, a regional meeting of Catholic SSAOs and MLSAOs might be 

attractive because of its convenience and affordability. This structure may also provide enhanced 

networking opportunities and targeted discussions surrounding issues that may be more relevant 

to a specific region.   

Alternatively, SSAOs can do their own in-house training seminars on the Catholic 

intellectual, moral, and religious tradition through collaboration with academics at their 

institution. A fruit of this type of collaboration is The Journey Into Adulthood: Understanding 

Student Formation, which is a booklet written by Boston College faculty and student affairs 

administrators that contextualizes student formation within the Catholic intellectual, moral, and 

religious tradition. SSAOs can provide training workshops on the Catholic intellectual, moral, 

and religious traditions on campus in a variety of ways. For example, monthly or semester-long 

reading forums, distinguished speaker series, orientation sessions with directors of mission or 

campus chaplains, or one-on-one mentoring are different ways SSAOs can create opportunities 

for MLSAOs to learn and engage the tradition and its relevance to their campus culture.  SSAOs 

could use various incentives to encourage MLSAOs to participate in these on-campus 

opportunities including tying it into their annual performance evaluation to review the MLSAO’s 

knowledge and familiarity with the Catholic intellectual, moral, and religious traditions.  

Hiring and training of student leaders. 

 Fifth, student affairs staff will not be successful implementing a robust Catholic culture 

without student cooperation. Morey and Piderit (2006) refer to students as the cultural citizens 
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who can either assist in the implementation of Catholic culture or create “shadow cultures” 

against it. “Finding effective ways to address residential and social shadow culture is one of the 

most difficult challenges that administrators at Catholic colleges and universities face” (2006, p. 

143). D’Souza (2002) concludes his essay: Ex Corde Ecclesiae, Culture, and the Catholic 

University with an admonition to Catholic colleges and universities to engage students on this 

issue. 

The culture of the Catholic university and the culture that its students hail from may well 
be different, but within the halls of the Catholic academy these two worlds must engage 
in a critical dialogue for our age (p. 230). 

What is the proper form of engagement that will create cultural citizens? In chapter II it 

was observed that the distinctive character of the institution shapes student affairs practice. 

Moreover, student affairs practitioners transmit and shape key institutional values by the way 

they approach policies, enforcement of conduct, decisions on controversial issues, and personnel 

they hire. How student affairs professionals institute their institution’s character and values into 

their own initiatives for student leadership development will produce a certain type of student 

leader or cultural citizen. Pascarella and Terenzini’s (2005) work on the impact of college on 

students cited one interesting and applicable phenomenon about peer effects, namely that within 

a liberal sociopolitical peer context, students show greater likelihood of voting and committing to 

social activism and liberal politicking (p.337). As stated in chapter II, it is this researcher’s 

opinion that a similar liberalizing phenomenon could occur with religious and moral values and 

expression. In other words, in a context where the majority of faculty and student life staff 

espouse liberal social or religious views, it is highly possible that those students in that culture 

will develop similar values. This phenomenon may also be likely when a robust Catholic culture 

is present. Cultural influence on values is the point that both Morey and Piderit (2006) assert 

when they discuss the importance of cultural inheritability.  
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So again, what type of student life initiative or engagement will address Catholic cultural 

illiteracy and create cultural citizens? Since most of the shadow cultures occur within the 

residential component of college life, Morey and Piderit (2006) recommend focusing on the 

residence life program.  

As part of a plan to enhance the character formation and moral education of students, 
Catholic universities should require RAs to participate in programs that teach them about 
the Catholic approach to student issues (p. 363).   

But why just residence life? There are many other student leadership positions that 

influence student cultures for example, student government associations address college policies, 

campus activity leaders provide cultural activities, orientation leaders communicate the culture to 

incoming students, college ministry leaders represent the Catholic culture to Catholics and non-

Catholics, and student ambassadors represent the college to prospective students and their 

parents. Student affairs practitioners should conduct an audit of their student leadership programs 

to make sure they are thoroughly addressing the various affinity groups on campus. Then student 

affairs staff should determine how to best structure their hiring process so that they are 

persuading, educating, and launching their student leaders to be the most effective Catholic 

cultural citizens on campus.  

Equally important to the selection and training of student leaders is how campuses 

celebrate their cultural citizens. Awards, ceremonies, plaques, narratives, are all ways that 

student affairs professionals can transmit norms of behavior for future generations of students. 

The stories and legends told by students about students cannot be underestimated. Those that get 

passed on ought to be the ones about students who promoted a dynamic Catholic student culture. 

 Aside from institutional methods, student affairs professionals should partner with 

organizations outside the university that support a robust Catholic culture through student 

leadership development. For example, FOCUS, the Fellowship of Catholic University Students is 
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a national organization that equips recent college graduates to launch college students into 

lifelong mission for the Catholic Church. In other words, they train missionaries to evangelize 

college students into disciples of Christ. FOCUS is built on peer leadership, which means it 

teaches students how to teach others about the Catholic intellectual, moral, and religious 

tradition. This is one of the most effective ways to address cultural illiteracy among students. 

Furthermore, FOCUS is not an exclusive organization; it is a lifestyle, so the majority of its 

student leaders are actively involved in other co-curricular programs and activities. Finally, every 

FOCUS leader commits to sobriety, chastity, and excellence which directly correlate to some of 

the most difficult issues faced by student affairs staff.  

 Strengthening behavioral expectations and sanctions is another suggested route to bolster 

the student culture. It is likely that students only read student handbooks when they are searching 

for loopholes, yet revising the handbook to align with Catholic teaching is a good first step. 

Students may not agree with the Church’s positions or be persuaded by the arguments, but they 

should at least understand and respect them. Students cannot respect what they do not know or 

what is written but not enforced. Thus it is equally important for student affairs staff to enforce 

errant behavior consistently and connect such behavior to Catholic teaching when appropriate.  

Poorly articulated teachings and lax enforcement do not benefit the proper development of 

students. Lastly, student affairs staff must promulgate and teach the integration of the behavioral 

policies with the Catholic intellectual, moral, and religious tradition to the student leaders. 

 Institutionalizing traditions.  

 Sixth, colleges and universities are notorious for their campus traditions involving 

alcohol, hazing, or other kinds of self-destructive behaviors. It does not take long for shadow 

cultural activities to take root as traditions. Thus it is imperative for student affairs professionals 

to root out such traditions and replace them with ones that support a healthy student culture. How 
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these traditions are communicated can be equally significant to their mere existence. 

Furthermore, student traditions over time can greatly influence the campus culture. If traditions 

are lacking any connection to Catholicism, it is likely that the Catholic culture will fade and be 

replaced by secular traditions.   

Community prayer. 

Seventh, Catholicism has always taught the importance of communal as opposed to 

private prayer. Given the Millennial generation’s low participation at Mass, promoting 

communal prayer, among other types of prayer, is critical to the long-term vitality of Catholic 

culture. Not only should student affairs staff support and promote all-campus Masses for special 

occasions, such as the opening of school and baccalaureate Mass, but they should encourage 

residence halls to have Masses on their namesake’s feast day. Student affairs staff might also 

promote opening and closing prayers at their cultural events and ceremonies reminding students 

of the importance of beginning and ending every good work with prayer. Similarly dedications 

of new residence halls, student unions, dining halls, athletic facilities, etc. should include a 

blessing of the site and some form of invocation demonstrating that the entire campus is touched 

by God’s grace. Lastly, student affairs staff should work with campus ministry to elevate and 

celebrate the liturgical seasons instead of letting them exist on the margins of the culture. 

Critique of Study  

 This next section acknowledges the constraints and limitations of the research.  Other 

researchers who might interested in following up on this study should take these weaknesses into 

consideration. There were five principal areas in which this study could have been improved:  

interview questions and participants, data collection, conceptual framework, theoretical 

perspective, and limitations to generalizability.  
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This qualitative, multi-site case study employed three exploratory research questions. All 

three were “how” questions meant to produce thick rich description, which occurred, but could 

have been improved. More particularly the interview questions could have been revised since 

they operationalized the research questions. The SSAOs and MLSAOs were, as anticipated, 

better at articulating Catholic culture than the student participants. Additional questions could 

have been scripted to probe deeper or differently in order to get better responses from the 

students. 

A further limitation of this study was the duration of time spent on campus discerning 

each institution’s culture. The researcher only spent two days at each campus, which was not 

enough time to do a thorough cultural analysis especially at the level of assumption. Another 

limitation regarding data collection of this study was the single-source bias, due to the fact that 

there was only one researcher collecting and analyzing the data (Merriam, 1998). Having 

multiple researchers would have enhanced this study. Every attempt was made to retain 

trustworthiness, but nonetheless, the single-source bias remained and other interpretations of the 

findings were possible. Lastly, the researcher approached the study from his own bias towards 

Catholic higher education and this bias may have been perceived in the interpretation of the 

findings. 

This study utilized selection criteria based on Morey and Piderit’s (2006) model typology 

as well as other criteria determined by the researcher. This study only included one case per 

model type, which provided limited characteristics about each model. Comparing at least two 

cases per model type would have yielded more robust results.  In addition this study included 

interviews solely from the perspective of the student life office on how it expressed Catholic 
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culture. Critical insights could have been gained about student life’s role through interviews with 

the president, chief academic officer, or others who work outside of the student life office. 

This study used a conceptual model of Catholic colleges and universities (Morey & 

Piderit, 2006) to select the four case study sites. The use of the model helped the researcher 

attain the goals of this study because it delineated four diverse case studies that could be 

explored in depth. The model also served as a framework through which results could be 

analyzed, compared, and contrasted. The weakness of using the model was that the results were 

too predictable. The interview questions were designed by the researcher, but still the responses 

seemed to neatly correspond to the pre-determined classification of institutions. Though the sites 

selected were not included in Morey and Piderit’s (2006) study, the data generated by the current 

study more often than not resembled the model definition. This is a limitation in so far as the 

data did not reveal a great deal more or better information than what the model predicted. This 

study was helpful in illustrating its similarity to the model typology, but not for significantly 

enhancing its usage.   

However, this study made an interesting observation in the model usage between 

Persuasion and Diaspora types. These types resembled each other more than expected. Especially 

when compared to Immersion and Cohort types, PU and DU appeared closer to each other in 

reality than on paper. In fact all four types looked more similar when only reviewing the written 

documents than when conducting interviews and campus visits. Immersion University was still 

the most unique of the four types. This finding resonated with Ackerson (2009) who found that 

the difference between the wording of the policies between certain models was minor, but the 

enforcement of the policies was largely illustrative of the different realities behind how the 

models approached their Catholic culture. 
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This study employed symbolic interactionism as a theoretical perspective which claims 

that meaning arises in the process of interaction between people and takes place in the context of 

relationships within a community. Further, meanings are handled in and modified through an 

interpretive process used by the person in dealing with things he or she encounters (Crotty, 

1998). This type of knowledge is relational and contextual and thus highly subjective. Thus in 

order to understand how the SSAO, MLSAO, and student leaders discerned the meanings they 

attributed to Catholic culture, it was necessary to conduct personal interviews and campus 

observations (Crotty, 1998).  

One important distinction, however, needs to be made between the subjective state of 

experiencing Catholic culture and the objective state of Catholic identity. Catholic experience 

refers to “personal and social attitudes” concerning what it means to be a Catholic or living 

within a Catholic culture (Haldane, 2004, p. 212). In contrast, Catholic identity refers to the 

“objective essence” of the central features of Catholicism that differentiate it from other religions 

or philosophical systems (p. 212). This study was concerned with how individuals in the student 

life office understood their experiences within a Catholic culture on a university campus and so 

the data reflected participants’ subjective states. Yet, the study assumes that there is a distinctive 

Catholic identity that is transmitted by a Catholic college that is ultimately “constituted in the 

Church’s authority and dogma” (p. 212). In other words the researcher believes that participants 

have genuine and diverse experiences of Catholic culture, but their experiences do not define 

Catholicism as a religion. This distinction ought not to be lost though the researcher used 

symbolic interactionism as a perspective.     

This exploratory, qualitative study may not be generalizable to other populations, 

particularly to other student life offices at other Catholic colleges or universities (Creswell, 2003; 
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Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2003). Moreover, this study only chose small to medium size colleges in 

the Midwest. These findings might not even be replicable at small to medium size Catholic 

colleges in the Northeast, South, or West. Lastly, two of the colleges were diocesan and two 

were sponsored by religious orders and given the diversity of religious orders in the U.S. that 

sponsor Catholic institutions, this study’s results may vary greatly depending on sponsorship. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 This section contains the researcher’s recommendations for ways to further study whether 

student life offices can create a culture that is expressive of a Catholic environment. This study 

found that the student life office is instrumental within the institution in creating and sustaining 

Catholic culture. Further, SSAOs as the leaders of the student life office play a critical role in 

helping shape the vision and implementation of Catholic culture for their office. MLSAOs and 

student leaders are influenced by the overt and covert expressions of Catholic culture they 

receive from the SSAO. Thus an area for future research would be to determine the best way to 

prepare SSAOs to be Catholic cultural agents. Ancillary to that question would be how to 

prepare MLSAOs and student leaders to be “cultural citizens”? 

There are other ways of researching the contribution student life makes to Catholic 

culture according to the models. Ackerson (2009) used a mixed method approach and remarked 

that: “A future study of college students might incorporate student interviews or focus groups for 

the purpose of gaining additional first-hand student perspective on the topic” (2009, p. 131). The 

current study independently employed her recommendation, but there are other ways researchers 

could study this phenomena.  For example, studying more diverse institutions with regard to 

geography, selectively, and size to test model types using interviews, document analysis and 

campus observations might prove instructive.  A quantitative study targeting the SSAOs and 

MLSAOs’ influence on Catholic culture at all 220 Catholic colleges would provide more 
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generalizability than either Morey and Piderit (2006) or Ackerson (2009) attained. Such a study 

may also generate an instrument that can be used over time to track how student life offices 

adapt to circumstances affecting Catholic culture.  

A comparison study of SSAOs at Catholic colleges vs. SSAOs at non-Catholic colleges 

might yield significant data on how different institutional cultures affect one’s expression of faith 

in the work place.  Do Catholic SSAOs express their faith differently on a secular campus or 

non-Catholic Christian campus? Would similar themes emerge when comparing Catholic SSAOs 

on Catholic campuses to those at non-Catholic campuses?  

A study on the college choice of undergraduate students and the Morey and Piderit 

(2006) model would be another valuable application or extension of the model. Do students 

perceive the four dominant types of models and if so which do they prefer and why? Are 

students intentionally self-selecting model typology and why?  

Is there an alternative classification system that could replace the Morey and Piderit 

(2006) models? Morey and Piderit’s (2006) model typology is the most exhaustive and 

thoroughly researched system at present, but this question might spark some creative projects to 

assess Catholic culture and identity using other criteria. Recent models have been articulated, but 

the research is lacking to support their applicability (Rymarz, 2011; Strain, Halstead, and 

Drexler, 2009).     

Another recommendation would be to investigate whether student life offices are 

employing the Principles of Good Practice for Student Affairs at Catholic Colleges and 

Universities (e.g. Loyola University of Chicago and DeSales University). If so, how are they 

using it and is it improving their practice? Is it strengthening the Catholic culture and if so in 

what ways? Further, is the contribution of the student life office included in the Catholic bishops 
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ten year review of the application of Ex Corde Ecclesiae? If so, how has the student life office 

contributed?  

On June 28, 2011 Pope Benedict XVI announced a new Pontifical Council for the 

Promotion of the New Evangelization with the task of ushering in a renewal of the faith to 

countries and peoples who were once steeped in Catholicism, but who now have succumbed to 

secularism. Given this new movement of the Church, what is the possible connection between 

model type and the advancement of the new evangelization? How effectively are the models 

addressing the loosely-affiliated Catholic population? There have been applications to spiritual 

development (Ackerson, 2009), but what about long-term Church commitment analyzed by 

comparing alumni from the four model types? Studies that investigate the long-term 

ramifications on college attendance by model type could be beneficial both for prospective and 

current students, families, and student life practitioners.  

Conclusion  

This study explains how diverse institutions communicate Catholic culture through the 

student life office. It is one of the few studies to investigate different types of Catholic 

institutions based on Catholic culture as opposed to differences in size, religious sponsorship, 

type, selectivity, geography, history, etc. This study sought to understand how the student life 

office expresses Catholic culture on its campus. It provided insight into how student life offices 

differ in their emphasis and implementation of Catholic culture.  Through interviews, document 

analysis, and campus observations, the researcher was able to discern six major themes that 

captured how the student life office contributes to the Catholic culture of its institution. These 

themes were found to be rooted in and consistent with the literature on Catholic identity and 

student affairs. This exploratory study revealed the following noteworthy areas: 1) in-depth 

knowledge and understanding of how student life offices define and pursue Catholic culture, 2) 
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understanding of how student leaders perceive the role of the student life office in promoting 

Catholic culture, 3) further support of the applicability of Morey and Piderit’s (2006) model 

typology, 4) connection of this understanding to the Principles of Best Practice for Student 

Affairs at Catholic Colleges and Universities, and 5) contribution to the literature on how and 

why the student life office expresses and promotes Catholic culture. 
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Appendix A: Crosswalk Table of Research Sub Question 1 with Interview Questions and Theme 

Research Sub Question #1 Interview Questions Themes 
How do senior student affairs 
officers, mid-level student affairs 
officers, and student leaders 
understand and articulate the 
Catholic culture of their institution? 

SSAOs/MLSAOs 
#1 How do you describe your 
institution’s culture? 
 
#3 Describe how you prepare 
students for active leadership 
positions in the life of the 
Church and society. 
 
#5 How does the student life 
office emphasize and strengthen 
the institution’s unique Catholic 
character?  
 
#6 How do you incorporate 
your student affairs’ training 
with your Catholic mission?  
 
#11 Describe how the Catholic 
ethos of your institution is 
communicated. 
  
#12 How do you define 
Catholic higher education?  

Inclusive Communities  
 
Big “C” vs. Small “c” Catholic  
 
Student Affairs’ Philosophy and 
Catholic Identity  
 
Students’ Intellectual, Moral, 
Spiritual Development 
 
Advocating Social Justice  
 
Mission Consonance  
 
 
 

Student Leaders 
#1 How do you describe your 
campus’ Catholic culture? 
 
#2 In your experience, how are 
students supportive or 
unsupportive of Catholic 
culture? 
 
#3 What role does the student 
life office play in promoting 
Catholic culture?  
 
#4 What are the challenges on 
your campus that weaken 
Catholic culture?  
 
#7 How does the student life 
office affect students’ 
expression of faith?  
 
#8 How do you define Catholic 
higher education?  
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Appendix B: Crosswalk Table of Research Sub Question 2 with Interview Questions and Theme 

Research Sub Question #2 Interview Questions Themes 

How is Catholic culture manifested 
in the policies, programs, and 
cultural activities sponsored by the 
student life offices of four diverse 
Catholic institutions? 

SSAOs/MLSAOs 
#2 How does the student life 
office reflect Catholic culture in 
its policies, guidelines, and co-
curricular opportunities?  
 
#4 How do you ensure that all 
policies, programs, and other 
official commitments of the 
student life office are informed 
and carried out in accord with 
Catholic teaching and tradition? 
#4 
 
#5 How does the student life 
office emphasize and strengthen 
the institution’s unique Catholic 
character?  
 
#7 How does the student life 
office handle requests for 
campus activities or clubs that 
are inconsistent with the 
teaching and tradition of the 
Catholic Church?  
 
#8 How does the institution 
encourage and support student 
organizations and 
extracurricular activities that 
serve the Catholic mission?  
 
#9 Explain how you view your 
role in maintaining and 
strengthening the Catholic 
identity of the institution.  
 
#10 How do you orient new 
staff members into your 
mission?  

Inclusive Communities  
 
Advocating Social Justice  
 
Mission Consonance  
 
Students’ Intellectual, Moral,  
Spiritual Development  
 
Student Affairs’ Philosophy and 
Catholic Identity  
 
Big “C” vs. Small “c”  
Catholic  
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Research Sub Question #2 Interview Questions Themes 

Student Leaders 
#3 What role does the student 
life office play in promoting 
Catholic culture?  
 
#4 What are the challenges on 
your campus that weaken 
Catholic culture?  
 
#5 What practices support the 
college’s Catholic mission?  
 
#6 Is it justifiable at your 
university to allow faculty or 
students to establish 
organizations that directly 
contradict official Catholic 
teaching? Why?  
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Appendix C: Information Sheet 

Information Sheet 
Research Study: The Institutionalization of Catholic Culture through the Student Life Office 

IRB#050922 
 

Principal Investigator and Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Mikyong Minsun Kim 
Email: kimmi@gwu.edu 
Telephone Number:  
 
Sub-Investigator: Joseph F. Wurtz 
Email: jfwurtz@gwu.edu 
Telephone Number:  
 
You are invited to take part in a research study which is investigating how Student Life Offices 
at Catholic colleges contribute to the Catholic culture of their respective colleges or universities. 
This study focuses on how Student Life Offices at four diverse Catholic institutions create an 
environment that is expressive of a Catholic way of life. This study is being conducted by Joseph 
F. Wurtz, a doctoral student at The George Washington University, under the direction of Dr. 
Mikyong Minsun Kim of the Higher Education Administration Program in the Department of 
Educational Leadership.  

Before you decide to be a part of this study, you need to understand the risks and benefits.  This 
information sheet provides information about the research study that is being conducted.  The 
researcher of this study will be available to answer your questions and provide further 
explanations as needed.   

• Your decision to take part in the study is voluntary.   
• You are free to choose whether or not you will take part in the study. 
• You will be told of any new information about the research study that may cause you to 

change your mind about participation. 
 

The one-on-one interviews about Student Life and Catholic culture that you will participate in 
have no more risk of harm than you would experience in everyday life. The primary possible 
risks and discomforts you could experience during this is the loss of confidentiality. This risk 
will be mitigated by the masking your identity and the identity of the institution during this 
study.  The institution’s name will be masked by my assigning it a pseudonym. Your name will 
be masked by assigning a generic position title. There are no physical, academic, or employment 
risks associated with this study. You may refuse to answer any of the questions and you may take 
a break at any time during the study. You may stop your participation in this study at any time. 

The benefits of this study include an opportunity for you to reflect on your experiences with and 
knowledge of the expression of Catholic culture of your campus as influenced by the Student 
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Life Office. The benefit to the field is a better understanding of how the Student Life Office 
contributes to Catholic culture.  

GW will not release any information about your research involvement without your written 
permission, unless required by law. Your identity and the identity of your institution will be 
masked during the entire course of the study with the assigning of codes and the deletion of any 
identifying information. Source codes will only be maintained and stored in a locked file cabinet 
in the researcher’s home office. Any and all identifying information, such as lists linking 
participant names to titles or pseudonyms and contact information will be stored separately in a 
locked file cabinet so that no one may be able to connect participant’s names with their 
responses.  

The interviews will be audio-recorded to assist in the correct transcription and accurate reporting 
of participant’s responses. The participants will be referred to by a title in the interviews so that 
their identity will be protected.   The total amount of time you will spend in connection with this 
study is one hour.  

If you have questions about this study contact Joseph Wurtz via telephone at (913)-360-0509 or 
email at jfwurtz@gwu.edu. If you would like further information about your rights as a research 
participant, please contact The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at 
telephone number (202) 994-2715. Further information regarding this study may be obtained by 
contacting Dr. Mikyong Minsun Kim, the principal investigator and the dissertation advisor, who 
may be contacted at kimmi@gwu.edu. 

To ensure anonymity, your signature is not required in this document unless you prefer to sign it. 
Your willingness to participate in this research study is implied if you proceed with completing 
the interview.  

Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again. 
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Appendix D: Sample Institutional Contact Letter 

Mr./Ms. SSAO 
Associate Vice President/ Dean of Students 

Diaspora University 
Student Development Office 
University Address 

Dear Mr./Ms. SSAO, 

My name is Joseph Wurtz and I am a doctoral candidate at The George Washington University, 
in Washington, D.C. _____provided your name to me.  

I am in the planning stages of my dissertation research on Student Life Offices at Catholic 
Colleges and Universities. The purpose of this study is to investigate how student life offices at 
Catholic colleges contribute to the Catholic culture of their respective colleges or universities. 
This case study seeks to answer the following questions: How do senior student affairs officers, 
mid-level student affairs officers, and student leaders understand and articulate the Catholic 
culture of their institution? How is Catholic culture manifested in the policies, programs, and 
cultural activities of diverse Catholic institutions? A research design grounded in qualitative 
methodology will be used to explore this question through interviews with the senior student 
affairs officer, a mid-level student affairs officer, and with students in formal leadership 
positions, as well as through document analysis and campus observations. 

I plan to perform this research at four institutions, one of which is your campus due to certain 
criteria that your institution has met. I am currently preparing my requests for Human Subjects 
Review at The George Washington University and your campus.  

My purpose in writing is twofold: 1) to invite you to be a participant as the senior student affairs 
officer and 2) to ask you to be a liaison from which I can obtain contact information for the mid-
level officer and student leaders. You may be asked to provide encouragement to that list of 
student leaders to participate in this proposed study. Finally, you may be asked to provide 
institutional documents, such as student handbooks, department strategic plans, yearbooks, and 
other such resources that reflect the student life culture on campus. 

If you have any further questions, please feel free to contact me at the number below or my 
dissertation chair, Dr. Mikyong Minsun Kim at kimmi@gwu.edu. 

Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Joseph F. Wurtz 
Doctoral Candidate  
The George Washington University 
jfwurtz@gwu.edu  
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Appendix E: Comparisons of Campus Sites 

College Model Immersion Persuasion Diaspora Cohort 

Location Midwest – urban Midwest – urban Midwest - urban Midwest - urban 

Selectivity Selective Selective Selective Selective 

Size: FTE 
undergraduate  

1,836 1,524 2,885 4,368 

Residential  
(% all FTE) 

67% 61% 50% 88% 
freshmen/sophomore 

% Students 
Catholic 

80% 67% 48%  60% 

% Faculty 
Catholic 

85% Not reported Not reported Not reported 

Type 4-year, co-ed, liberal 
arts 

4-year; co-ed; liberal 
arts 

4-year; co-ed; 
comprehensive 

4-year; co-ed; 
comprehensive 

Core courses or 
general education 
requirements 

54 hour core;  

2 courses in 
Catholic theology 

1 course in Catholic 
tradition 

1 course philosophy;  
1 course theology; 

Neither has to be 
Catholic. 

Plus 2 additional 
courses in 
philosophy, 
theology, or Catholic 
studies (only 1 
Catholic studies 
course in gen. ed. 
requirements) 

6 course philosophy; 6 
course theology; 
4 courses ethics 

Courses could be in 
any philosophical or 
faith tradition. Doesn’t 
have to be Catholic.  

 

Non-Academic 
Catholic Culture 

Nearly 50% students 
attend daily Mass; 
distinctive 
residential program; 
hundreds of students 
participate in works 
of mercy; faith 
conferences 

Campus Ministry 
plays a central role in 
promoting Catholic 
identity through 
Mass, retreats, 
service trips, and 
local community 
programs. 

Campus Ministry 
plays a central role 
in promoting 
Catholic identity 
through Mass, 
retreats, service 
trips, and local 
community 
programs. 

Campus Ministry plays 
a central role in 
promoting Catholic 
identity through 
interfaith council, 
peace and justice 
programs, service trips, 
and retreats.  

Catholic culture also 
present due to 
sponsoring religious 
congregation’s brand 
identity. 

Sponsorship Religious order Diocese Diocese Religious order 

 

 


