








129 
 

we were not as successful as we wish we would have been, we still accept His will for 
our life because you know, in spite of it all, you see yourself graduating with a Bachelor’s 
degree – walking across that stage (Participants 1 – 8, personal communication, 2011). 
 

 Based on the research findings, the researcher concluded that the addition of spirituality 

along with a sense of purpose is a vital element of persistence among community college grades.  

The researcher was able to conclude that for many community college graduates, even in the face 

of myriad obstacles faced daily, they are able to persist at the baccalaureate degree granting 

institution.  To support my research findings, I have created the Govan Spirituality and 

Educational Persistence Model (see Figure 13).  

 
Figure 13. Govan Spirituality and Educational Persistence Model 
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Implications 
 

 In an effort to provide the most appropriate implications for student affairs practitioners, 

the researcher believes it to be of paramount importance to present the implications within the 

framework of the research questions which guided the study. 

Implication 1:  Student affairs practitioners should recognize that spirituality is unique to 
each individual and, as a result, has innumerable definitions  
 
 When given the opportunity to define spirituality during the on-line survey questionnaire 

portion of the study there were many comparable themes; however, there were no two identical 

definitions of spirituality as given by research participants.  Their definitions were as unique and 

as varied as they were and for each of them, their definition of spirituality was personal as they 

were given the opportunity to describe it for themselves.  The very individualized way in which 

students come to define spirituality for themselves is the same way that it is suggested that 

student affairs professionals’ approach spirituality with students – each person is different and 

the role that spirituality plays in their lives and the significance of this aspect of their lives, too, is 

different.   

Implication 2:  Student affairs practitioners might want to facilitate the development of 
spirituality in students who request guidance as this helps community college students 
come to understand and cope with their personal and educational lives simultaneously 
 
 We cannot ignore the fact that the ethos of the very existence of student affairs 

practitioners is to develop the whole student.  In doing so, as Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm 

(2006) explain, spirituality is a very critical component in the lives of college students and if we 

miss this, for many, we potentially overlook an essential aspect of their lives, one of which 

matters to them most. Just as student affairs professionals acknowledge, teach, and embrace 

gender differences, ethnic/racial differences, sexual orientations, and other variables to be 

recognized in the development of college students, it may behoove student affairs professionals 
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to become aware and more sensitive to the concept of spirituality and spiritual development. In 

doing so, we provide students with evidence that this aspect of their lives as a whole person—

multidimensional, multifaceted human beings, is important to not only them, but also those 

professionals given the charge to aid in their development at the institution. 

Implication 3: Student affairs practitioners might want to further examine the relationship 
between spirituality and community college graduates’ abilities to matriculate to the 
baccalaureate degree-granting Institution 
 
 Through strategic measures created to focus on the spiritual development aspect of 

community college students’ lives and educational experiences, student affairs practitioners have 

the ability to enhance their educational experience and simultaneously, increase their overall 

retention, graduation, and matriculation rates to the baccalaureate degree-granting institution. For 

many community college students, spirituality serves as a motivating factor in their educational 

persistence. Spirituality also serves as a buffer when faced with the competing agendas of work, 

school, family obligations, limited financial resources, personal tragedies, and sometimes 

questionable academic ability.  More importantly, spirituality provides community college 

students with a sense of hope, purpose, and the strength to continue, despite the obstacles, as for 

many of them, their spirituality reinforces their belief that the inherent challenges they face are 

all a part of their educational journey.   

Further Recommendations for Research 

 The researcher has identified two recommendations for research and they are they are to 

(1) continue to dedicate research devoted solely to community college students with a particular 

focus on persistence, and (2) continue to dedicate research devoted solely to spirituality and the 

significant role it plays in the lives of community college graduates. The justifications for the 

aforementioned recommendations are as follows: 
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Research Recommendation 1:  Continue to dedicate research solely devoted to community 
college students with a particular focus on persistence 
 
 There is a huge void in the research devoted solely to community college students, 

particularly those who matriculate to the baccalaureate degree granting institution.  Community 

college students’ ability to overcome and their capacity for resilience merits further study in the 

area of persistence in particular, as for community college graduates, the stakes for baccalaureate 

degree completion are enormously high and wrought with obstacles, challenges, and ongoing 

strife.  Unfortunately, when reviewing higher education literature, research studies, and national 

trends, the vast majority of the work written, cited, and spoken is articulated through the voice of 

national theorists or scholars who present a very elitist view of the information as seen and 

studied through the four-year institutional lens.  When higher education research is approached 

like this, the true voice of the community college is not heard, and more often than not, more 

relevant data specific to this population is not provided.  

Research Recommendation 2:  Continue to dedicate research devoted solely to spirituality 
and the significant role it plays in the lives of community college graduates   
 
 There is an enormous amount of spirituality literature focusing on the fields of nursing, 

counseling, and social work and although important, more specific spirituality research on 

community college graduates would be of tremendous benefit to the field of higher education 

literature.   For many community college graduates, the road to the baccalaureate degree is 

wrought with struggle, strife, and enormous challenge.  A great many of them are the first in 

their families to attempt post-secondary education and, despite that which would be deemed a 

Herculean achievement on their part, the out-of-classroom life coupled with the out-of-classroom 

obstacles, can be overwhelming.  Even Tinto (1993) espoused that the attrition rate of 

community college students was largely a direct result of external factors in their lives above and 
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beyond their control.  However, for the vast majority of this study’s participants, despite their 

obvious disadvantages, they continually affirmed the belief in their ability to “see themselves 

walking across the stage.”  

 For these students, their spirituality served as a conduit to God or a Higher Power which 

not only gave them strength, but also gave them motivation to continue their educational 

pursuits.  In spite of the obstacles, baccalaureate completion was a part of a divinely ordered 

purpose and as told by the study’s participants, God or a Higher Power allowed them to complete 

the Associate’s degree and this same divine entity would see them through baccalaureate 

completion.   

Further Recommendations for Practice 

 The researcher has identified two recommendations for practice and they are (1) to 

provide student affairs practitioners with the opportunity to learn more about spirituality 

development as it relates to community college students, and (2) to make a conscious effort to 

incorporate spirituality as an additional dimension by which student affairs practitioners might 

further engage students in an effort to increase retention, persistence, and graduation rates. The 

justifications for the aforementioned recommendations are as follows: 

Practice Recommendation 1:  Encourage professional development in the area of 
spirituality  
 
 It is believed by many scholars and student development theorists that spirituality 

provides college students with the answers to big questions concerning their personal lives, 

careers, and even their choice to enroll, persist, and complete their post-secondary education.  

These areas, career development, enrollment, retention, and transfer, more times than not, are 

traditionally housed within the division of student affairs.  Therefore, it might prove to be 

beneficial for student affairs professionals to incorporate spirituality and the role it plays in the 
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lives of our students as a segment in divisional/departmental in-services, trainings, and/or other 

professional development opportunities designed around this aspect of student development.   

 It is important, however, that student affairs professionals be comfortable with this topic 

and have a clear understanding that to engage a student on a spiritual level does not mean that 

they are proselytizing or attempting to convert or condemn the student religiously.  As with any 

professional development or training opportunity, spirituality must be introduced to student 

affairs professionals appropriately and moreover, it cannot be “force-fed” to either student or 

professional as in doing so, there exists a possibility to do far more harm than good.  However, if 

approached and delivered in a comfortable, structured, learning environment, spirituality, like 

any other student development modality, has the potential to be yet another avenue by which 

student affairs professionals can engage the student at the community college which ultimately 

has the potential to increase their ability to be retained, persist, complete, and matriculate to the 

baccalaureate degree-granting institution. 

Practice Recommendation 2:  Incorporate spirituality development in efforts designed to 
engage students 
 
 The spiritual beliefs of community college students, whether publicly or personally 

acknowledged, is uniquely a part of who they are as a human beings and also, helps them to 

understand themselves and the world around them.  From the genesis of the community college, 

spirituality was mentioned as a core component in the development of the community college 

student.  Additionally, a great many community colleges across the United States still mention 

spirituality in their mission statements along with their institutional Core Values.   

 Community college student affairs professionals need to be transparent in their efforts to 

design and implement programs to aid this aspect of how students come to learn, grow, and 

develop at the institution. This type of effort will provide students with evidence that this aspect 
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of their lives as a whole person—multidimensional, multifaceted human beings, is important to 

not only them, but also those professionals given the charge to aid in their development at the 

institution. As Vogel (2000) opines, as adult educators we recognize that there are multiple 

intelligences by which our students learn and if we are to teach community college students and 

learn with them, they must be addressed as whole persons and invited to bring their life 

experiences and questions to a safe table where all are given voice and can be heard. 

Summary 

 Community colleges are being challenged to address the issue of persistence on a 

plethora of levels.  Additionally, federal and state government funding for community colleges 

will soon be allocated and distributed based on performance measures gauged by retention and 

graduation outcomes. Unfortunately, community colleges overall, do not fare well in these areas 

and in a time of national focus and attention on community colleges, community college student 

persistence is of paramount concern.  

 In more recent years, higher education scholars and theorists have challenged student 

affairs professionals to examine the role that spirituality plays in the lives of college students.  

They suggest that spirituality serves as a motivator, provides students with strength, and also 

provides them with a sense of purpose.  They also affirm that spirituality aids college students in 

their ability to understand the world around them as they attempt to make critical decisions in an 

effort to provide answer life’s big questions including, but not limited to, their decision to begin 

their post-secondary education and subsequently, their decision to persist.   

 The purpose of this doctoral study was to examine the relationship between spirituality 

and the educational persistence of Illinois community college graduates who matriculated to the 

baccalaureate degree-granting institution.  The researcher conducted a qualitative case study on 
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the campus of a secondary level baccalaureate degree-granting institution, located approximately 

thirty-five miles southwest of the Chicago area.  The researcher used the research questions that 

guided the study in addressing the study’s findings.  In doing so, the researcher was able to show 

that for community college graduates, as with higher education scholars and theorists, the 

definition of spirituality is unique and very personal. However, despite the obvious definitional 

differences, higher education research studies on spirituality among college students conclude 

with findings that support an increased interest in spirituality along with a direct connection to 

spirituality serving as a motivator for college completion.   

 Given the national focus that has been given to America’s community colleges under the 

Obama Administration, it is critical that student affairs professionals make concerted efforts to 

engage our students in a way that might assist in their retention, graduation, and matriculation to 

the baccalaureate degree-granting institution. Scholars and theorists remind student affairs 

professionals of their charge to provide holistic development opportunities for students, 

including spirituality.  They also affirm that in offices like counseling, advising, orientation, 

career development, multicultural affairs, ethnic/racial clubs, student political organizations, 

service learning projects and even the student newspaper, community college students make 

critical decisions that could potentially have long-term effects on their lives.  More importantly, 

they affirm that when student affairs professionals assist community college students with their 

spiritual development, they are challenged to think not only of themselves, but also others, and 

the world around them.  This, in turn, aids in creating more empathetic human beings who are 

likely to make more positive contributions to their own lives, their families, their communities, 

and society at large.  
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Appendix A 
 

Spirituality and Educational Persistence Recruitment Poster 
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Appendix B 
 

Informed Consent: Spirituality and Persistence Survey 
 

This study will take place from March 2011 to January 2012. This document informs you of the 
purpose of the study and provides a description of your involvement and rights as a participant. You are 
encouraged to keep a copy for your records. 

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

I understand that my participation will consist of completing a survey which will be used to 
collect data in the form of participants’ responses to each question/statement. I will be expected to 
respond honestly to each of the questions/statements presented. I understand that this exercise will take 
approximately 5 – 10 minutes. I understand that the researcher will provide me with a $5.00 [Name of 
Institution] cafeteria gift card as compensation for my participation in this activity providing that I meet 
the following criteria: community college graduate, currently enrolled at the university for the spring 
2011 term, enrolled in a minimum of six semester hours. I understand that I should carefully review each 
of my responses prior to submission. I understand that at no time will my identity or any of my 
identifiable information be compromised. I also understand that should I complete the survey without 
having met the aforementioned minimum requirements, I will be ineligible to receive the compensation 
offered as my responses cannot be used for the purpose of this study.  

I understand that only the researcher, Shawn L. Govan will have access to a secured file cabinet 
which will be used to ensure that all participant responses are secure. I am also fully aware that the results 
of this study may be published but my anonymity will not be compromised, nor my community college 
revealed. 

I understand that participation in this study poses minimal if any risks to me and will involve my 
responding to questions or statements liken to that of daily, adult conversation. I am however, aware that 
the questions/statements presented may challenge me to think about my own very personal spiritual 
and/or religious beliefs. 

I understand that in the event I have questions or require additional information I may contact the 
researcher: Shawn L. Govan, 1214 Baythorne Drive, Flossmoor, Illinois 60422 . Phone: (708) 381-0016 
or email: shawnlgovan@gmail.com.  
In the event that I have questions, issues and/ or concerns at any time during my participation in the 
research being conducted by Shawn L. Govan, or I deem her response to be insufficient, I may contact her 
Dissertation Chair: Dr. Dennis K. Haynes, National-Louis University, 122 S. Michigan Avenue, Chicago, 
Illinois 60603. Phone (312) 261-3728 or email: Dennis.Haynes@nl.edu.  
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Appendix C 
 

On-line Survey Questionnaire 
 
Question 1: I acknowledge that I have been fully informed of the nature and scope of the 
research being conducted. 

o Yes 
o No 

 
Question 2: Full name, last name first:________________________________________ 
 
Question 3: E-mail address:________________________________________ 
 
Question 4: Area code and Contact phone number:_________________________________ 
 
Question 5: Gender 

o Male 
o Female 

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

o Yes 
o No 

 
Question 7: I am a community college graduate? 

o Yes 
o No 

 
Question 8: Please provide the name of the community college where you received your 
Associate’s degree: ________________________________________________________ 
 
Question 9: Race / Ethnicity 
 

o African-American Non-Hispanic 
o Hispanic 
o White Non-Hispanic 
o Asian or Pacific Islander 
o American Indian or Alaskan Native 
o Unknown 
o Other 

 
Question 10:  Age 
 

o 18 – 24 
o 25 – 34 
o 35 – 44 
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o 45 – 54 
o 55 and beyond 

 
Question 11: Do you believe in God or a Higher Power? 
 

o Yes 
o No 
o Undecided 

 
Question 12: Do you have to be a religious person to be a spiritual person? 
 

o Yes 
o No 
o Undecided 

 
Question 13: Are you a spiritual person? 
 

o Yes 
o No 
o Undecided 

 
Question 14: In your own words, how would you define spirituality? 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Question 15: Are you a religious person? 
 

o Yes 
o No 
o Undecided 

 
Question 16: What is your religious affiliation? 
 

o Baptist 
o Catholic 
o Pentecostal 
o Jewish 
o Episcopalian 
o Methodist 
o Lutheran 
o Non-Denominational 
o Jehovah's Witness 
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o Muslim 
o Buddhist 
o Hindu 
o Agnostic 
o Atheist 
o None 
o Other (fill-in-the-blank) 

 
 

Question 17: Please provide a response to each of the following statements: 
 

 
 

Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

All human beings are spiritual 
beings. 

o  o  o  o  o  

I consider myself to be a 
spiritual person. 

o  o  o  o  o  

I believe there is a God or 
Higher Power. 

o  o  o  o  o  

In terms of my spirituality, God 
or a Higher Power is the 
authority. 
 

o  o  o  o  o  

My spirituality is an important 
part of who I am. 

o  o  o  o  o  

My spirituality defines who I 
am. 

o  o  o  o  o  

Prayer is a part of my daily life. o  o  o  o  o  

Meditation is a part of my daily 
life. 

o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
Question 18: How do you come to “make meaning” (or come to understand the purpose) of 
your educational journey? 
 

 
 

Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

I am a person of faith. o  o  o  o  o  

My spirituality is connected to 
my faith. 

o  o  o  o  o  

My spirituality helps me to cope 
with my daily life. 

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

o  o  o  o  o  

My spirituality gives me purpose 
in life. 

o  o  o  o  o  

My spirituality is tied to my faith 
and hope in God or a Higher 
Power. 

o  o  o  o  o  

My spiritual development is 
important to me. 

o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
Question 19: How would you describe the relationship between your spirituality and your 
educational persistence beyond the community college level? 
 

 
 

Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

My spiritual development is 
enhanced by my educational 
experience. 

o  o  o  o  o  

My educational experiences are 
enhanced by my spiritual 
development. 

o  o  o  o  o  

My spirituality has a direct affect 
on my continuing my education. 

o  o  o  o  o  

My spirituality played a role in 
obtaining an Associate’s degree 
at the community college level. 

o  o  o  o  o  

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

o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
Question 20: How did hear about this research study? Please check all that apply. 
 

o Posters / Flyers displayed throughout the institution 
o Faculty recommendation / referral 
o Club / Organization Advisor referral 
o Student Newspaper advertisement 
o Friend  
o Researcher's table presentation while visiting institution 
o Word of mouth 
o Other (fill-in-the-blank) 

 



 

Question 21: What motivated you to participate in this study? Please check all that apply.
 

o Posters / Flyers displayed throughout the institution
o Faculty recommendation / referral
o Club / Organization Advisor referral
o Student Newspaper advertisement
o Friend 
o Researcher's table presentation while visiting institution
o Personal interest / curiosity
o $5.00 monetary incentive
o Other (fill-in-the-blank)

 
Question 22: Please provide feedback on
graphic used for this study. 
 

 
 

The graphic used is appropriate 
for the nature of the study being 
conducted 
The graphic is inviting and 
appealing 
 
The graphic will catch the 
attention of potential research 
participants 
The graphic used will stimulate 
conversation by students on the 
campus 
 

What motivated you to participate in this study? Please check all that apply.

Posters / Flyers displayed throughout the institution 
Faculty recommendation / referral 

lub / Organization Advisor referral 
Student Newspaper advertisement 

Researcher's table presentation while visiting institution 
Personal interest / curiosity 
$5.00 monetary incentive 

blank) 

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

Strongly 
Agree 

 
Agree 

 
Indifferent 

 
Disagree

The graphic used is appropriate 
for the nature of the study being 

o  o  o  o 

o  o  o  o 

o  o  o  o 

The graphic used will stimulate 
conversation by students on the 

o  o  o  o 
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What motivated you to participate in this study? Please check all that apply. 

the Spirituality and Educational Persistence 

Disagree 
Strongly 
Disagree 

  o  

  o  

  o  

  o  
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Appendix D 
 

Research Questions Matrix 
 

Research Questions Interview Questions 
 

1.) How is spirituality defined by community 
college students who persist? 
 

 
a.) What is spirituality? 
b.) How important is your spirituality? 
c.) Are all people spiritual beings? 
d.) Do you believe in God or a Higher 

Power? 
e.) Explain the relationship and/or 

difference between spirituality and 
religion. 

f.) Is spirituality a part of your daily 
life? 

 
2.) For community college students who 

persist, how do they come to “make 
meaning” of their educational journey? 
 

 
a.) What is faith? 
b.) Do you have faith in God or a 

Higher Power? 
c.) What is the connection between 

faith and spirituality? 
d.) How important is your spiritual 

development? 
e.) How does one come to “make 

meaning” of life through the 
driving force of faith? 
 

 
3.) What is the relationship between 

spirituality and community college student 
persistence? 
 

 
a.) Has your educational experience 

been enhanced by your spirituality? 
b.) How has spirituality affected your 

persistence in college? 
c.) How will spirituality assist you in 

the completion of your Bachelor’s 
degree? 

d.) What is the connection between 
spirituality and college persistence?  
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Appendix E 
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Shawn L. Govan is the Dean of Student Development and Campus Life at Prairie State 

College in Chicago Heights, Illinois.  In her current role, the scope of her responsibilities 

includes, but is not limited to, the following areas: Personal, Career, and Transfer Counseling; 

Academic Advising; Career Development Services; Phi Theta Kappa; Retention; the Protégé 
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TRiO/Student Support Services; TRiO/Educational Talent Search.  In addition to this wide 
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Shawn is a seasoned administrator with more than twenty years of experience in the field 

of higher education, a great deal of which has been in the area of student affairs.  Prior to 

pursuing her doctoral degree, Shawn earned her Bachelor of Arts degree in Communications and 

a Master of Science degree in College Student Personnel from Western Illinois University.  She 

is an accomplished federal, state, and private grant writer.  In addition to successfully managing 

multiple federally-funded grant projects simultaneously at colleges and universities throughout 

the Chicago-land area, she at one time functioned as the youngest director of multiple TRiO 

programs at any institution in the country.  Shawn has committed her professional career to the 

education of under-represented student populations as she firmly believes that this is part of her 

life’s purpose.  She prides herself on being a voice for those who have been silenced along with 

providing a presence for those who for so very long have been absent from academia, both in the 

classroom and in the boardroom.  

 Among her friends, family, and colleagues she is best known for her practical common-

sense approach coupled with her “tell-it-like-it-is” humor, quick wit, and delivery.  She is also 
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deeply rooted and grounded by her religious faith and attributes all of her successes to her 

relationship with God and her family.  Shawn’s dissertation topic was chosen largely due to her 

faith and her own personal experiences as a first-generation college student.  She also believes 

that this body of research will provide an avenue by which she can further inform and encourage 

others about the essential element of faith and the very positive effect it has on educating, 

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

 

 

 

 

 

 


