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This article examines the correlation between identifying with a specific faith, religion, or 
spirituality and being a first-generation college student at Seattle University (SU). The Office 
of Campus Ministry at SU was utilized to inform this research. At the end of this project’s 
duration, recommendations were given to the entire staff of Campus Ministry. The findings 
were also presented at NASPA’s Western Regional Conference in November 2014.  For this 
particular research, “first-generation college student” was defined as someone whose 
guardians and/or siblings did not attend a four-year institution. It was even encompassing of 
students with guardians who may have went to college at a non-traditional age when the first-
generation student was a child in the K-12 system. To assess this correlation, survey results 
were collected, and three students were interviewed. The themes that emerged were 
exploration, responsibility, and the Jesuit context. By receiving assistance from Campus 
Ministers and/or other staff members at SU, these students felt more comfortable in 
examining their spirituality, transitioning to college as a first-generation student, or engaging 
in interfaith dialogue that would further support or develop their other identities that 
intersected with spirituality or religious affiliation. 
 Keywords: first-generation, spirituality, intersection 

 

PROBLEM AND PURPOSE 

 While many colleges and universities are 

directing their attention towards securing safe 

places for worship among oppressed religious 

groups (NASPA Spirituality and Religion 

Knowledge Community, personal communication, 

November 21, 2013), they do not seem to be 

assessing how students in those groups are first-

generation. In fact, there is little to no research that 

is nationally directed towards examining the 

intersection of first-generation status and 

spirituality or religious affiliation. There are two 

constituent groups dedicated to topics of 

spirituality (ACPA, 2015; NASPA, 2008a), and the 

field of student affairs also has other constituent 

groups such as NASPA’s Socioeconomic and Class 

Issues in Higher Education Knowledge Community 

(SCIHEKC; NASPA, 2008b). Specifically, SCIHEKC 

works towards examining how the first-generation 

identity intersects with class and race. This is 

because a number of first-generation students are 

low-income, making socioeconomic status a 

common factor among first-generation students. 

However, it is just one of the many intersections.  

Student affairs professionals need to be 

prepared to support the first-generation status 

because it intersects with many other identities like 

gender, sexuality, and/or race. It is not the only 

identity a first-generation student holds, and it is 

not the only identity that impacts the student on a 

daily basis. Just the first-generation status alone 

can be difficult for myriad reasons. For instance, 

first-generation students may not be familiar with 

college terminology, resources, or social norms. Yes, 

spirituality and first-generation status is an 

uncommon intersection, but it is just as important 

for student affairs professionals and the students 

themselves to reflect upon how and why religion 
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can inform, complicate, or ease a first-generation 

transition to college. 

At Seattle University (SU)specifically, there is a 

lack of direct and explicit affirmation for students 

who hold both these identities. As a private, Jesuit 

institution in the Pacific Northwest, SU students 

take a class in spirituality or religion as part of the 

common core curriculum. There is a ministerial 

office, which supports co-curricular activities of 

spiritual formation. However, there is no empirical 

data around why first-generation students at SU do 

better even though they make up 11-15% of each 

freshman class (J. Pretty, personal communication, 

August 22, 2013; Retention and Graduation Rates, 

1997-2012). Joelle Pretty, director of Pre-major 

Studies and the Academic Persistence System at SU, 

says that “since SU’s first-generation population 

statistically does better than the national average” 

(personal communication, August 22, 2013), the 

university does not qualify for the grant that 

supports TRIO Programs—a student support 

service for low-income and first-generation 

students. Additionally, staff members are 

encouraged to advise with holistic care and 

students participate in classes of smaller size, 

making it easier for students to get their hands on 

the resources they might need. SU also prides itself 

on admitting students on a merit-based scale, 

meaning it is selective and competitive. This 

explains why there is not one singular department 

dedicated to first-generation services at SU. Instead, 

there are many offices that indirectly support this 

population (J. Pretty, personal communication, 

August 22, 2013).  

The Office of Campus Ministry was specifically 

chosen for this study because of its developmental 

programs such as Search and New Student Retreat 

(NSR). Pizzolato’s (2003) research shows how first-

generation students become self-authored 

individuals when they seek out answers to 

questions. By handing out resources at NSR, and 

then promoting how an individual can ask for help, 

the office is doing a service to first-generation 

students in an inclusive manner—first-generation 

students do not have to disclose that they are first-

generation if they do not wish to. Additionally, the 

department meets one-on-one with students of all 

class standings, an approach that supports first-

generation students throughout their varied stages 

of development. Thus, if an individual is religious 

or spiritual and is asking questions about the 

meaning of life, they can consult with a campus 

minster and develop from those questions, too 

(Daloz Parks, 2000, as cited in Evans, Forney, 

Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010; Fowler, 1981). 

Whether they recognize it or not, campus ministers 

support first-generation students in their self-

discovery because faith development further 

contributes to self-authorship.  

Faith exploration (Fowler, 1981) can be an 

empowering process that first-generation students 

utilize to articulate the skills and competencies they 

develop inside of the faith community to members 

outside of it. It is here where a connection between 

inner-dependence and spiritual formation (Daloz 

Parks, 2000, as cited in Evans et al., 2010; Fowler, 

1981) can be made. Worship and faith community 

stimulates self-exploration among others so that 

each first-generation student can begin to feel more 
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confident outside of that faith community (Daloz 

Parks, 2000). Helping students identify how their 

identities are inter-connected is just as important 

as encouraging students to take the time to focus on 

each identity individually. A faith community 

accomplishes both (Fowler, 1981), warranting 

exploration in an environment where first-

generation students can sift through their 

development individually but also surrounded by 

peers.  

More importantly, this research informed how 

the Jesuit context can so strongly impact first-

generation students and how they handle issues of 

responsibility and faith exploration. The evidence 

for this study was extracted from survey results and 

interviews. At the time of this project, the Campus 

Ministry staff was supporting first-generation 

students in a number of ways. Three students’ 

interviews shed light on how the staff could 

continue to respond to their first-generation 

population through pastoral efforts and programs 

that promote how to engage in interfaith dialogue 

with other peers that identify as first-generation. 

Furthermore, in order to fully explore the 

intersection between first-generation status and 

spirituality, it is important to discuss the theories 

and standards that explain the connection points 

between these two identities. Such resources 

support the argument around how a faith 

community warrants individual and peer 

exploration.  

FRAMEWORKS AND BENCHMARKS 

Frameworks 

Three academic pieces contribute to how faith 

and the first-generation identity are important, 

related, and complicated by one another. First, a 

non-empirical article by Torres, Jones, and Renn 

(2009) discusses how the examination of individual 

identities can influence how a person views another 

one of their identities. Torres et al. (2009) goes on 

to say that “each conceptualization conveys the way 

in which the self is understood and measured” (p. 

585). The article essentially raises awareness 

around intersecting identities, but it also broadly 

generalizes them and does not give the space to 

explore each identity in full. Therefore, the 

contribution of spiritual theories (Daloz Parks, 

2000; Fowler, 1981) relay an important message 

about how development should be nurtured within 

spiritual communities.  

Identity development. In drawing attention 

to intersecting identities, Torres et al.’s (2009) 

article is unique to the student affairs realm 

because it recognizes how social status is relative to 

several factors not just related to the individual but 

also the person’s membership within the larger 

society (Torres et al., 2009). If SU is the society 

here, retention specialist, Josh Krawczyk, notes that 

there is a great deal of financial “other-ing” that 

happens within the SU culture (J. Krawczyk, 

personal communication, December 2, 2013). This 

could be due to the fact that SU is a private 

university in an urban area, and the cost of living is 

higher than that of rural areas. Another impeding 

factor is how perceived race shifts how the society 

views social status (Torres et al., 2009). For 

example, SU is a predominately White institution, 

but Torres et al. (2009) promotes how there can be 

social status differences that exist among biracial, 

multiracial, or even, monoracial societies.  
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Regardless, colleges and universities, no matter 

the location, have an ethical responsibility to care 

for students who cannot afford the means for their 

education. The question then still remains: do 

institutions keep admitting students who are 

eligible but have financial burdens? It brings to 

light a campus climate issue that affects all students 

but is magnified for marginalized communities 

such as low-income students, students of color, 

high-risk students, and first-generation college 

students (Pizzolato, 2003). According to Pizzolato 

(2003), the term high-risk “suggests risk for 

withdrawal” because the student falls within a 

group that does not have a “successful history in 

higher education” (p. 798). It does not factor in a 

student’s background, their prior performance, or 

personal attributes; just because a student falls into 

the high-risk category does not mean they are not 

high achieving (Pizzolato, 2003). This is 

tremendously key to the development of first-

generation students who are coming to college to be 

challenged. A number of high-risk students have 

high aspirations for themselves (Pizzolato, 2003), 

so although their high-risk status often requires 

support, they are independently developing self-

authorship.  

Faith and spirituality. Daloz Parks (2000) 

and Fowler (1981) are two pinnacle theorists who 

categorize the dynamic of spiritual formation. Their 

contribution denotes that people are strengthened 

in their beliefs through personal discoveries as well 

as with others they worship or bond with in 

community (Daloz Parks, 2000, as cited in Evans et 

al., 2010; Fowler, 1981). Inner-dependence, for 

example, is when one decides they have authority 

over their own life and maintains an equal balance 

between what the self needs and what the world 

demands (Daloz Parks, 2000).  To discover 

authority and potential is to find people who are 

like-minded and different, that challenge and 

support an individual in their growth process 

(Daloz Parks, 2000, as cited in Evans et al., 2010; 

Fowler, 1981). Vice versa, connecting theories of 

faith development (Daloz Parks, 2000, as cited in 

Evans et al., 2010; Fowler, 1981) to the work of 

Torres et al. (2009) illustrates why religious or 

spiritual affiliation is connected to but does not 

define first-generation persistence. 

Benchmarks 

 There are two documents common to the field 

of higher education that relate and contribute to 

spiritual formation. When no promising practices 

were evident in assessing first-generation spiritual 

formation, the CAS Standards for Campus 

Religious and/or Spiritual Programs (2008) and 

the National Institute on Spirituality (2006) were 

used to scale how the Campus Ministry was serving 

first-generation college students at SU. 

CAS Standards. Campus Religious and/or 

Spiritual Programs (2008) is one section of the 43 

guidelines for providing efficient and effective 

programs on a college campus. The mission of an 

office or program that provides opportunities for 

spiritual formation should “enable interested 

students to pursue full spiritual growth and 

development and to foster a campus atmosphere in 

which interested members of the college 

community may freely express their religion, 

spirituality, and faith” (Campus Religious and/or 

Spiritual Programs, Part 1, Mission).  
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Program and diversity are two CAS standards 

that are significant to this study. When 

programming in a pastoral environment, efforts 

should align with the developmental and 

demographic profile of the population served while 

best responding to the needs of those diverse 

individuals (Campus Religious and/or Spiritual 

Programs, Part 2, Program). In recognizing the 

diversity of students who are welcomed to the office 

and come for guidance, it is important to create and 

nurture space for groups to come together in an 

environment that supports commonalities and 

differences (Campus Religious and/or Spiritual 

Programs, Part 8, Diversity).  

National Institute on Spirituality in 

Higher Education. This forum was held in 2006 

at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) 

where student affairs professionals (Bryant & 

Schwartz, 2006) discussed trends that contribute to 

spiritual formation and how it is found and 

developed on a college campus. Most of these 

trends aligned with the argument of warranting an 

explorative environment, one which allows and 

supports students in the process of coming to terms 

with “religious pluralism” (Bryant & Schwartz, 

2006). This terminology essentially honors the 

freedom to inquire and self-select one’s own 

spiritual belief (Bryant & Schwartz, 2006). 

Curricular and co-curricular programs of 

spirituality were also emphasized to promote this 

holistic culture that can create opportunities for 

students to feel confident in their own meaning-

making process (Bryant & Schwartz, 2007). It can 

therefore be inferred that self-selection contributes 

to self-authorship and inner-dependence. 

METHODOLOGY 

Site 

SU is a predominately White, religious 

institution with approximately 7,500 students (SU 

Fact File, Enrolled Students by Denomination, 

2012-2013). For the 2008-2009 academic year, the 

school retained 87% of their first-generation, first-

year students and 90% of their non-first-generation, 

first-year students (Retention and Graduation 

Rates, 1997-2012). Four years later in 2012, 56% of 

those first-generation students graduated, and 62% 

of the non-first-generation students graduated 

(Retention and Graduation Rates, 1997-2012).  

Nearly 25% of the student body identifies as 

either Catholic or Roman Catholic, 21% identifies as 

Christian or non-Catholic, and 6% identifies as 

non-Christian (SU Fact File, Enrolled Students by 

Denomination, 2012-2013). The non-Christian 

identities are broadly categorized as one of the 

following: Agnostic, Atheist, Buddhist, Hindu, 

Islamic, Jain, Jewish, and Pagan (SU Fact File, 

Enrolled Students by Denomination, 2012-2013). It 

is important to note that an even larger percentage 

of students (35%) chooses to not identify a religion 

or spiritual belief (SU Fact File, Enrolled Students 

by Denomination, 2012-2013).  Additionally, the 

Campus Ministry office is an on-site department 

that is located in the Student Center. While the 

office’s practices are deeply defined by the Catholic, 

Jesuit tradition, the staff works to invite and serve 

many faith backgrounds. 

Participants 

For this specific study, participants were 

selected because they self-identified as first-

generation college students. Concurrent with this 
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study, the Campus Ministry office was working to 

create stronger learning objectives and assessment 

goals. This area of assessment became a priority 

because the graduate student conducting this 

research was brought onto the Campus Ministry 

team for an independent study project. Beforehand, 

the Campus Ministry staff was not assessing their 

first-generation population. As a result of this 

project, they tried different ways of incorporating 

this type of assessment. A staff member in the 

Campus Ministry office crafted a survey that asked 

participants a number of questions, one of which 

requested that students anonymously self-identify 

as first-generation. The survey was distributed at 

two Campus Ministry events and was added as a 

result of the first-generation assessment that was 

being conducted simultaneously. Ultimately, 

assessment materials and a final report better 

informed the Campus Ministry staff about the 

intersection of first-generation status and 

spirituality. 

Selection and Outreach 

The anonymous surveys were distributed at 

events and retreats in fall 2013. The graduate 

student conducting this research would explain the 

first-generation identity to the audience and then 

invite self-identified students to come talk to her 

and fill out a questionnaire, the questionnaire being 

seven questions long. If the graduate student was 

unable to make it, a staff member from Campus 

Ministry would then distribute this information. 

Participants that filled out the survey were to 

answer the following questions: what their class 

standing was, when they came to identify as first-

generation, how significant their first-generation 

identity was to them, if they found Campus 

Ministry to be a resource, and if they felt that there 

was a correlation between spirituality and first-

generation status. They were also asked to name 

two systems of support at SU and two ways in 

which they felt supported by Campus Ministry, if 

they felt support by the office at all. To extract extra 

quantitative data, the Office of Multicultural Affairs 

(OMA) was asked to distribute the survey. Three 

students were randomly selected to be interviewed 

after completing the survey. Though the survey 

itself was anonymous, students were given the 

option to provide their name and email if interested 

in participating in further research. Interviewed 

participants filled out a consent form and chose a 

pseudonym that would represent them. The 

interviews ranged from 30-50 minutes. 

Data Collection 

Of the sixty students who were anonymously 

surveyed, 10 self-identified as first-generation. Out 

of those 10 that were assessed, 60% found that their 

first-generation identity was strongly significant, 

and 50% of them found that there was a correlation 

between their first-generation identity and their 

faith, but only 40% named Campus Ministry as a 

resource. General responses for SU support 

included: OMA, Financial Aid, orientation, and 

being connected (to any department, organization, 

or office). General responses for Campus Ministry 

support included: New Student Retreat, the Jesuits 

and their presence on campus, Sunday Mass, 

Search Retreat, and immersion trips. For the three 

who were interviewed, two of them identified as 

male and one identified as female. Their majors 

were psychology, mechanical engineering, and civil 
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engineering. There was also a broad scale of 

ethnicity that included Hispanic Caucasian, Asian 

Vietnamese, and Greek Caucasian. Two were 

Catholic and one was Episcopalian.  

Data Analysis  

Quantitative data was collected in an Excel 

sheet. Qualitative data was recorded and 

transcribed. After listening and reviewing the 

interviews, the three themes of exploration, 

responsibility, and the Jesuit context were 

aggregated. 

KEY FINDINGS 

Exploration  

William was very dedicated to Catholicism, but 

after coming to college, he became critical of the 

doctrine. He found his own truths within the 

Catholic religion but was also uplifted by the 

inspiring truths of other religions. “I wonder if 

other students have the same sort of issues I do. I 

wonder if there are other students who are first-gen 

and also challenge the church” (William, personal 

communication, November 16, 2013). William is 

naturally inquisitive and has excelled in college 

because the environment warranted exploration, 

but at that time, he did not feel comfortable sharing 

his inquires with his parents. He fears that his 

parents will disapprove of him seeking out answers 

to questions that should just be accepted as true. 

Daloz Parks shed some light on this matter, 

revealing that “first-generation students make us 

pay more attention to the parent conversation and 

how it’s complicated by potential growth in college” 

(personal communication, October 1, 2014). By 

choosing a path of spiritual examination, William 

was finding out more about others, himself, and his 

family. He said, “Faith is a lot of things: the 

personality, the thinking…what builds it [is] not 

just blindly following something” (personal 

communication, November 16, 2013). His faith 

then created a complexity with identifying as first-

generation because the self-authorship and inner-

dependence was developing as a result of talking to 

his peers that also wanted to challenge the Catholic 

guidelines.  

Responsibility  

Jack was also impacted by the pressures of 

being a first-generation college student. The need 

to balance academics with his desired social life 

resulted in time management conflicts. This was a 

real struggle for Jack when he began his college 

career. In his second year at SU, Jack learned about 

managing money and living in an apartment. “The 

first shock I had was realizing both my roommates 

were paying full price for the school. As a freshman, 

it was hard for me to grasp the cost of $42,000” 

(Jack, personal communication, November 14, 

2013). Fortunately, Jack’s transition to college as a 

first-generation college student was more 

manageable because of the relationship he had with 

a counselor at his Jesuit high school. Jack’s 

spiritual formation brought him support before and 

during his time at SU. Because he had the 

background in Jesuit education, he was more 

willing to go to the Campus Ministry staff for 

assistance. He also attended retreats, and after his 

“gratifying experience” at the Search Retreat, he 

decided to be a student leader for New Student 

Retreat. Being in this leadership role further 

defined his responsibilities.  
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Jesuit Context 

A sense of compassion and social justice were 

strong characteristics named by Hazel. She 

described her transition as easy because she was 

eager to explore the responsibilities of college. “I 

had to experience everything for myself; I wanted 

to take advantage of college so I fully immersed 

myself” (Hazel, personal communication, January 

29, 2014). Hazel learned from curricular service-

learning opportunities and co-curricular immersion 

trips. She came to college with no defined religion, 

but because she was able to talk with others about 

their beliefs, Hazel felt more assured in forming her 

own spiritual path.  

IMPLICATIONS 

The findings of this study suggest that the 

Jesuit context is especially helpful in creating a 

warranted environment (Bryant & Schwartz, 2006); 

it welcomes spiritual exploration for students who 

also identify as first-generation. If interfaith 

dialogue is a priority and a value among Jesuit 

institutions (AJCU, 2015), and the first-generation 

population falls into the category of high-risk 

students from diverse homes and low-income 

backgrounds (Pizzolato, 2003), then this further 

advances the Jesuit priority to internationally 

program and partner. It also demonstrates how to 

best utilize the CAS Standards (2008) in providing 

inter-faith or spiritual programming opportunities 

at public institutions.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND 

ASSESSMENT EFFORTS 

Recommendations were given to Campus 

Ministry at SU, and then presented at NASPA’s 

Western Regional Conference (Tullis & Swezey, 

2014). The hope would be to eventually apply these 

findings not just regionally but nationally so that 

this research could have a greater impact on the 

larger scope of the student affairs profession.  

The first recommendation was to provide more 

opportunities for direct interfaith dialogue and 

community building with integrated assessment 

efforts that are in recognition of spirituality and 

first-generation status. SU’s Campus Ministry office 

was already providing many opportunities for 

interfaith and communal discourse; however, they 

should utilize the CAS Standards (2008) so as to 

redefine what diversity means in relation to these 

two intersecting identities. By bringing solid efforts 

together to streamline the process, these exertions 

become more efficient for the staff, faculty, and 

students involved at SU. Thus, the second 

suggestion was to create more opportunities for 

cross-campus collaboration (Bryant & Schwartz, 

2006) between offices like New Student and Family 

Programs, Student Activities, Campus Ministry, 

and Multicultural Affairs. For instance, we may 

know that first-generation college students do 

better at SU, but there are definite departments 

with more resources for this population.  

The third and final recommendation was in 

response to the lack of the literature found on this 

intersection. It is possible that a gap in research 

exists because of what the separation of church and 

state mandates. No matter the institution type, 

public or private, spirituality is an identity that 

students do indeed hold. More attention must be 

paid to the CAS Standards (2008) and how its 

rubrics support this type of development in a public 

setting. Thus, the conversation at NASPA Regional 
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turned into an examination of our professional 

language (Tullis & Swezey, 2014): how are we 

asking questions of our students about what 

matters in life (Nash & Murray, 2010; Wilson, 

2005)? Doing so can provide us with the 

opportunity to talk about how these identities 

individually or inter-dependently impact a student. 

We can help students better define their belief 

system, and this belief system might include 

spirituality, or we can talk to students about their 

self-authorship. We even have the choice to 

challenge students in thinking about how both first-

generation status and spirituality can further 

develop their understanding of themselves. 

CONCLUSION 

The provided quantitative and qualitative data 

gives an explanation as to why first-generation 

identity and spirituality was inspected. The 

frameworks and benchmarks support why it is 

crucial to start creating more opportunities for 

explicit awareness and support for students who 

may find this to be a correlation. Students 

interviewed were molded by exploration, 

responsibility, and the Jesuit context SU has to 

offer, which says something about the Jesuit 

context as a whole. These themes influenced the 

suggestions for how to begin to respond to the lack 

of research and assessment efforts around this 

intersection. Suggestions were given to a single 

institution’s Campus Ministry office and then to a 

regional audience in the hopes of creating 

awareness around this intersection.  

The ultimate goal of this study is to support a 

warranted environment of exploration so first-

generation, spiritual students can begin to sift 

through what these two identities contribute to 

their overall persona. To follow Torres’ (2009) 

description of identity development is to allow for 

students to recognize all their complex identities, 

focus in on each individual identity with respect for 

how they might overlap with other identities, and 

then establish or find a salient community that 

empowers students to be bold in declaring who they 

are as individuals. In a faith community, first-

generation students can begin to dialogue with 

people of separate faiths, further affirming or 

disrupting personal values and choices. 
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