From High School to College: New Surveys Confirm the Spiritual Struggle of College Students

by Dean Hardy

Abstract: There is no doubt that college students struggle with moral issues, but are these moral issues the result of mere circumstance or are there deeper spiritual matters at work?

After the examination of three recent surveys of hundreds of teenagers and over 100,000 college students, it seems as though college students’ beliefs concerning the existence of God, eternal punishment, the religious beliefs of their parents, and a general security in their own faith have been swayed since their teenage years. While many teenagers seem to have a strong foundation for their faith, college students are slipping into doubt and insecurity. Through surveying these statistics, it is obvious that the moral problems with college students are directly influenced by their spiritual fervor or lack thereof. This conclusion brings new insight and motivation for ministers and teachers of teenagers and college students. 

THE TRANSITION PERIOD


The transition from high school to college is one of the most pivotal times in a young persons’ life. After departing from under the protective wings of parental figures, young adults often have problems that manifest themselves in various ways. Whether mental/intellectual, spiritual, physical addictions or health difficulties, college seems to be the time when the most serious problems arise. Katie, a strong Christian and a college freshman writes, “I went to [college] feeling totally ready, excited to just get away and do something new and exciting, not realizing that I was entering into the most intense battle I've experienced yet in life. Spiritually, mentally, relationally... in every aspect... my freshman year of college was a battle.”

COLLEGE IMMORALITY: CIRCUMSTANCE OR A DEEPER ISSUE?

Initially, when one thinks of a stereotypical college student, images of beer bongs and corrupt activities come to mind. While, as with most stereotypes, this image doesn’t apply to every student, it does seem that most of the problems that infect college students revolve around various moral issues. Why is this the case? The initial thought that may cross your mind is that young peoples’ moral standards fall due to the lack of supervision and substantially increased freedom. The college student, in comparison to the senior in high school, has much more time on his hands to do with as he wishes. Thus, if this were a mathematical problem, it would look something like: “more time + lack of supervision = trouble.”

While no one would deny that this is probably true in some cases, what if the problem lies much deeper than this? There is no doubt that the transition to college has definite effects on the spiritual walk of the young Christian. George Barna writes, “Millions of twenty-something Americans – many of whom were active in churches during their teens – pass through their most formative adult decade while putting Christianity on the backburner.”
 Is the problem here that young adults simply are enamored by the amusement of college life and the lure of new and titillating temptations, or again, is it a more pressing matter? What if the problem is actually spiritual or intellectual in nature rather than simple circumstances? Is it possible that the moral standard has fallen, not due to the circumstances and increased temptation, but rather due to the moral compass being misplaced, misaligned, or possibly intentionally thrown away? 

RECENT SURVEYS: TEENS, COLLEGE STUDENTS, AND SPIRITUALITY

The following paragraphs will consider some statistics that suggest that young people’s adherence to common Christian beliefs have swayed, even as they take the first step on to the college campus. From these statistics two inferences can be suggested: First, that this loss of belief is at least partially the cause of modern young adult rebellion, and secondly, that the need for a proper theological and apologetic training is crucial to help our young people defend their faith.   

Three recent surveys, one regarding American teens, one focusing on college freshman, and one concerning college juniors will serve as our guides in this article. Dr. Christian Smith’s Soul Searching
 includes the results of 267 face-to-face interviews with teenagers age 13-17. Smith’s goal was to understand the spiritual and religious identities and beliefs of teenagers across America. Alternatively, the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA conducted a study entitled, “The Spiritual Life of College Students.”
 The study included the results of 112,232 surveys of freshmen from 236 different colleges and universities. The intention of the study was to report on many spiritual issues and how these issues affect other areas of life such as politics and health. It must be noticed that the subject of this study is college freshmen. Their professors, new friends, and advisors have not yet heavily influenced these college students. With this in mind, occasionally included are statistics from a less extensive UCLA survey of 3,680 college juniors entitled, “Spirituality In Higher Education: A National Study of College Students’ Search for Meaning and Purpose.”

A Belief in God

The first and foremost issue that should be addressed is the belief in a god. While the survey results do not exclusively consider the theistic God of Christianity, we can still consider how many students who were once “theistic” would now claim no belief in a god whatsoever. While 84% of teenagers state that they believe in a god
, 79% college freshmen claim that there is some supernatural element to the universe. While the difference may seem to be a mere 5%, if we consider the millions of young people who are attending college each year, 5% is quite a few pupils to have changed their mind about the existence of God. In May of 2005, the United States Census Bureau reported that there were over 13 million college students in the fall of 2003.
 This means that each year over 150,000 new freshmen change their mind about their belief in God. Also, it can be suggested that this slippage into a naturalistic worldview will only be increased over the next three years of a liberal college education. 

If these students are changing their mind about God, then aren’t they also changing their foundation for ethics? If God no longer exists according to them, is the Bible and God’s moral guidelines tossed out the window? No matter if some moral residue still exists, when temptations arise, the consequences will seem much less convincing. Why not indulge in the pleasure if there is no God, no divine discipline, and no eternal significance.

Eternal Punishment

This brings us to our second topic: hell. A college student recently wrote in an email, this “brings up and issue of maybe hell doesn't exist. I am completely unsure and I was wondering what your thoughts were. I once heard a girl pose the question, ‘How could God be having a party upstairs while people are suffering in hell?’ I've spent many days trying to use reason it out in my mind, but I can't. Everything makes sense except for the idea that God could forget, or seemingly suffer for eternity without some of his children.”
 This student’s dilemma is not unique. While 71% of teenagers agree that there will be a judgment day when God punishes evildoers
, only 63% of college students agree that God will punish those who reject him.
 Again, we can imply that if fewer students believe in an after-life punishment, then why wouldn’t one enjoy the sinful pleasures of college life? Thus the ignorant maxim can be propagated, “If it doesn’t hurt anyone else, then why can’t I do it?”

Faith and Security

Are teenagers and college students secure and confident in their religious beliefs? This topic is where the biggest differentiation is observed. Only 19% of teenagers have “some” or “many” doubts, while 80% say that they have very few to no doubts at all!
 Contrast this with the mere 42% of college freshmen who state that they are secure in their religious beliefs.
 As far as the juniors are concerned, “Two-thirds (65%) report that they question their religious/spiritual beliefs at least occasionally (18% frequently), and a similar number (68%) say that they are ‘feeling unsettled about spiritual and religious matters’ at least ‘to some extent.’”
 There is no denying that college is a place where doubt creeps into the faith of young adults. Unfortunately, the statistics show that over time the doubts do not fade away, rather, they multiply. It may begin with a comment from a friend, a lecture by a professor, even a monologue from a movie, but when the doubts get ignored it could eventually result in serious skepticism of one’s worldview and personal faith. When one’s worldview begins to crumble, that person’s outlook on reality and identity becomes smeared, and unless some external force steps in to help, they will be trapped in this tangled web of doubt. 

Do College Students Believe what their Parents Believe?

An interesting feature of the surveys is the spiritual similarity of parents to their children. Most would speculate that during the rebellious teen years is when a teen disconnects himself from his parents on religious matters, but Dr. Smith concludes that nothing could be further from the truth, “About three in four teens in the United States consider their own religious beliefs somewhat or very similar to their parents.”
 Alternatively, 52% of college freshmen openly admit that they disagree with their parents on matters of religion.
 Even more disconcerting is the outlook of third-year students, “One-third (38%) of the students report feeling ‘disillusioned with my religious upbringing’ at least ‘to some extent.’”
 There seems to be no doubt that college students have realized that one’s faith should not be based solely on the authority of a parental figure. But unfortunately, it does not seem that they know what to base their faith on, nor do they have the tools to differentiate between truth and fiction. 

Spirituality in the College Classroom

While it is purported that college freshman are hoping that their college experience helps them to develop spiritually
, it is ironic that third year students are quite obviously upset that this spiritual development is not occurring in the classroom:

Despite the fact that considerable numbers of students are “searching for meaning and purpose in life” (75%) and discussing spirituality with friends (78%), more than half (56%) say that their professors never provide opportunities to discuss the meaning and purpose of life. Similarly, nearly two-thirds of the students say professors never encourage discussions of spiritual or religious matters (62%). While 39% say their religious or spiritual beliefs have been strengthened by “new ideas encountered in classes,” 53% report the classroom has had no impact. 


It’s unfortunate that half of college juniors have not felt that their attendance in a classroom has not had an impact on them spiritually. While the college administration might claim that it is not the goal of the university to foster spiritual development in the classroom, it would seem that discussion of spiritual topics in class might contribute to the education of the student, while also encouraging tolerance among the classmates. 

MORALS, SPIRITUALITY, AND A NEW FERVOR FOR MINISTERS

What should be concluded from these statistics? First, that it is quite possible that the moral problems in college are a result of spiritual issues that have not been resolved. Even if it is not possible to draw a direct causal link between these two issues without a psychological profile of each student surveyed, it can at least be concluded that the college students’ moral issues are perpetuated and compounded by the lack of spiritual moorings. The UCLA survey that questioned freshman has the definitive statement on the issue, “students with high scores on spirituality are more likely than students with low scores to abstain from beer, wine or liquor, and cigarettes; to ‘frequently’ maintain a healthy diet; and to rate themselves ‘above average’ on physical health relative to peers…those who report high levels of religious struggle, compared to those reporting low levels, are more likely to drink beer (55% versus 42%), drink wine or liquor (65% versus 48%), and smoke cigarettes (30% versus 16%).”
 Thus there is no doubt that the spiritual inclination of incoming freshman has a direct relationship to the ethical issues that they will face over the next few years of young adulthood.

Secondly, these statistics should rekindle the passion of those who minister to teenagers and college students. College campus ministers, whether individuals or involved in an organization such as Intervarsity or Campus Crusade, are on the front lines of battle. Developing relationships with those who are seeking and compelling them to find truth is pivotal for the Kingdom of God to be revealed. Some college students need an open forum to ask questions, while others may have felt rejected by their church and simply need a loving mentor or friend. No matter the case, campus ministers are those who meet these challenges head-on. 

Lastly, it seems as though many teenagers are confused about Christianity and often go to college unprepared to defend the gospel. Those who teach young people, such as parents, Bible teachers and youth group leaders should realize that few teenagers that become college students have the tools needed to distinguish between worldviews, as well as determine which worldview is true. For instance, 75% of the entire group of teenagers surveyed claim that they are Christian
, yet only 65% believe in the theistic God of Christianity
. Therefore one out of ten young Christians mistakenly states that God is deistic or even pantheistic. Even more confusing is the fact that 22% of teens who call themselves deists claimed that they have felt “very or extremely close to God.”
 But of course, by definition, how could a deistic god relate to his creation? Teenagers simply need the tools to help them intellectually understand the differences between the worldview of Christianity and other religions. But where are they to get these tools? The public schools do not discuss worldviews or philosophies of life. It is up to the Christian community to do its duty and teach our youth how to think about reality, death and the afterlife, the status of man, truth, ethics, and the existence of God. It seems that without some sort of theological training as well as some form of pre-emptive apologetics, these teens will eventually become confused college students who may end up submitting to the naturalistic presuppositions purported by a majority of their professors.
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