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Abstract 
Postsecondary education is expected to develop college graduates who are 
prepared to solve global issues using values’ judgment (Shahid, 2015; Welsh, 
2014). As such, we explored whether spiritual development cultivates the skills 
that employers demand through the theory of self-authorship (Pawar, 2014; 
Wolde, Groenendall, Helsloot, & Welsh, 2014). The findings of our synthesis 
of literature suggest a model where educators may integrate spiritual devel-
opment activities into their co-curricular leadership development programs. 
Through meaningful learning experiences, students can gain insight into their 
values and understand their role in solving global problems (National Associ-
ation of Colleges and Employers, 2014, 2016; Pawar, 2014; Wolde, Groenen-
dall, Helsloot, & Welsh, 2014). 
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1. Introduction 

Students enter college during a transformative time of life where they are be-
coming more independent and constructing their own realities (Parks, 2000). 
College tests the spirit through personal reassessment, experimentation, adjust-
ment, exploration, and risk (Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008). Re-
search supports the notion that spirituality fosters self-awareness (Ahren, 2009; 
Gehrke, 2008; Walker & McPhail, 2009) and one’s ability to entertain, discern, 
and synthesize diverse ideas and make meaning of the world (Burch, Heller, & 
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Freed, 2014; Gibson, 2014; Astin, 2003). This manuscript describes how spiri-
tuality is defined by contemporary literature. We posit that spirituality is fos-
tered by students’ achievement of self-authorship (Magolda, 2009), a theoretical 
framework by which students develop, take responsibility for building their in-
ternal voice, and express authenticity by trusting their internal voices. We then 
relate spirituality and self-authorship to leadership development program activi-
ties and how these activities may influence the students’ preparedness to solve 
global issues using values’ judgment. 

2. Spirituality Defined 

Contemporary definitions of spirituality posit that spirituality is rooted in hu-
man consciousness and how an individual forms meaningful connections to 
others and a sacred being, sometimes referred to as “God”, “Great Spirit” or 
“Universal Light” (Astin, 2004; Astin & Keen, 2006; Benefiel, 2005; Tisdell, 2001, 
2007; Rockenbach et al., 2015; Tisdell, 2001, 2006). On a more individualized 
humanistic level, spirituality has also been defined as one’s ability to process a 
higher sense of self in relation to a community through the creation and expres-
sion of knowledge (Fry & Cohen, 2009; Love & Talbot, 2000). Specifically, Astin 
(2004) and Palmer (1996) describe spirituality as an inward quest for connection 
to something greater-one’s private, subjective, internal domain, involving one’s 
emotional experiences as well as their values and beliefs. Spiritual development 
has been analogous to moral and personal development (Fowler, 1981; Kegan, 
1982) and although some students may include their religion in their definition, 
the term spirituality has a variety of meanings to the many different people who 
seek it (Astin, 2004; Brimhall-Vargas & Clarke, 2008; Gehrke, 2008; Rockenbach, 
Mayhew, Davidson, Ofstein, & Bush, 2015). 

Through the lens of student development theory, spirituality may be the essence 
of how students make meaning of their internal world and world around them 
through self-discovery (Astin & Keen, 2006; Magolda, 2003, 2009; Brimhall-Vargas 
& Clarke, 2008; Gehrke, 2008; O’Neill, 2014; Reave, 2005; Tisdell, 2001, 2003, 
2006). Students who practice self-reflection are more likely to accept others from 
different creeds and traditions which can ultimately change the cultural and moral 
fabric of our nation to a more compassionate, unified, inclusive society (Dalton, 
2001; Kunzman, 2006; O’Neill, 2014). According to Tisdell (2003), spirituality is the 
sacred understanding that we are part of a greater “oneness” or force. Dalton, 
Eberhardt, Bracken, & Echols, (2006) define spirituality as an inward journey or 
quest to find one’s purpose, meaning, wholeness, and authenticity. 

2.1. Theoretical Framework: Self-Authorship & Spirituality 

The internal capacity to construct meaning is related to what Magolda (2009, 
2014) calls self-authorship. Self-authorship is a metacognition, of understanding 
one’s beliefs, relationships, and identity (Karp & Bork, 2012; Duckworth, Aker-
man, MacGregor, Salter, & Vorhaus, 2009). Self-authorship suggests a more 
evolutionary process in which young people begin to “renegotiate the relation-
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ship of their internal voices and external influence” (Magolda, 2009: p. 324). 
Students progress through three developmental phases cognitive development, 
intrapersonal development, and intrapersonal development, as indicated by the 
purple, pink, and green squares on Figure 1 achieved by listening to and culti-
vating their internal voice or their insight into a situation. The internal voice 
may be referred to as the Mind or the “awareness that arises when you are aware 
that you are integrating your senses, thoughts, emotions, and intuition” (Bres-
ciani Ludvik, Wolff, & Henning, 2016: p. 82). Inner beliefs and identity are ex-
pressed in this internal voice and guide our behavior (Magolda, 2009). Such in-
ner beliefs and identify may take into account predispositions, personality, and 
past experiences (Magolda, 2009; Collins, 2007). The journey of self-authorship 
is a journey toward deep understanding of the “internal coordination of beliefs, 
identities, and social relations” (Magolda, 2014: p. 27). 

As Figure 1 illustrates, students’ progression through self-authorship may be 
analogous to their spiritual development in that both spirituality and self-au- 
thorship are inward journeys which expand understandings of self, influence 
personal growth and self-awareness as students navigate through life’s chal-
lenges. Spiritual development expands and quickens as students make meaning 
of their experiences and the world around them (Astin, 1999; Astin & Keen, 
2006; Gehrke, 2008; Tisdell, 2001). One way that this is accomplished is through  
 

 
Figure 1. Model of spiritual development through the theory of self-authorship. 
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self-reflection during crossroad experiences (e.g., experiences which challenge 
and expand perspective). As students move from listening to cultivating their 
internal voice, they begin to critically analyze the direction of their lives and who 
they are as unique individuals (Magolda, 2009). 

The second phase of self-authorship involves “Building a Self-Authored Sys-
tem” (Magolda, 2009: p. 325) where students explore new ideas and realize how 
they view themselves. Magolda (2009) refers to this as intrapersonal develop-
ment that is deciding how we shape our identities to reflect our authentic inter-
nal voice. Students may decide to let go of expectations set upon them by family 
members and to explore new campus experiences to shape their identity. The fi-
nal stage of self-authorship is interpersonal development which requires stu-
dents understanding how they want to interact with others, how to determine 
expectations for loved ones and others in our lives. The cycle of self-authorship 
builds momentum with every crossroads experience (a point in time) where 
students decide if they want to move forward with others’ expectations or in a 
new direction informed by their internal voice. As the spiral suggests, spirituality 
and self-authorship are dynamic; they can expand and contrast based on life’s 
experiences and the human reaction to them. Neither spirituality nor 
self-authorship has a clear beginning or end; both evolve over time. 

2.2. Fostering Spirituality through Leadership Activities 

Chickering et al. (2006) posit that learner-oriented pedagogy gives students the 
time and space for deep learning (e.g., self-reflection and the ability to discern 
information). The art of personal reflection is a universal practice that any dis-
cipline could adopt to foster deep learning. Activities that guide students 
through self-reflection and critical discussion discerning prior attitudes and 
emotional reflexes foster meaning making (Chickering et al., 2006). Interesting-
ly, critical reflection is one of several contemplative practices and can be used to 
guide students through self-authorship, thus also fostering spiritual development 
(Magolda, 2009; Underwood & Teresi, 2002). Neuroscience research provides 
empirical evidence that insight reflection or a focus on the inner life increases 
attention, decreases stress, and can increase compassion promoting peaceful re-
lationships (Bresciani Ludvik et al., 2016). Specific training can allow students to 
focus their attention on demand, regulate emotions often associated with some-
thing that is different from self, thus allowing integration of all aspects of per-
ceptions of self and life experience into learning and development (Bresciani 
Ludvik et al., 2016). Creating opportunities for students to apply relevance of 
their educational experiences to their lives by creating space for reflection may 
allow them to feel more deeply, experiencing themselves as co-creators in their 
learning (Barbezat & Bush, 2014; Magolda, 2009). 

Engagement in leadership activities usually includes self-assessment and ref-
lection to promote development of higher-level learning and self-awareness 
(Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008). Results from a study by Cress, 
Astin, Zimmerman-Oser & Burkhardt’s (2001) showed significant growth in 
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leadership capacity, social responsibility, multicultural awareness, and under-
standing of personal and societal values through participating in student organ-
izations and leadership programs. These outcomes mirror those found when 
cultivating spirituality (Brimhall-Vargas & Clark, 2008; Dent, Higgins, & 
Wharff, 2005; Walker & McPhail, 2009). 

Leadership programs also offer students the opportunity to gain self-confi- 
dence and increased comfort with risk taking (Gallagher, Marshall, Pories, & 
Daughety, 2014) through sociocultural discussions (Antionio, 2001; Ingleton, 
2013), and community service (Astin & Sax, 1998; Avalos, Sax, & Astin, 1999; 
Dugan & Komives, 2010). Student development theory posits that student suc-
cess lies in the development of skills, learning, and self-development that honors 
one’s uniqueness while challenging students to look beyond the self into the 
community to effect change (Amall, Johnson, Lee, Linder, Lund, & Satpathy, 
2014). Global leaders and employers agree that student success is achieved by 
preparing students to be good citizens and learning to serve the greater good 
(Ingleton, 2013). 

Hence, similar to spiritual development, self-authorship is a process, which 
can be cultivated through leadership activities to develop students’ spiritual de-
velopment (Collins, 2007; Magolda, 2009, 2014; Posner, 2009) which has no clear 
beginning or end. Self-authorship is a theory which may foster spirituality and it 
may be that leadership development programs are a vehicle through which both 
self-authorship and spiritual development take place. Such possibilities for fos-
tering self-authorship and spiritual development may exist in other programs as 
well, such as peer mentoring, residence halls, study abroad programs, and stu-
dent organizations. Such programs often intend to help students learn and prac-
tice authentic leadership. Leadership, just like spirituality, occurs over time and 
expands or contracts based on practice in real-world settings (Gallagher, Mar-
shall, Pories, & Daughety, 2014; Kouzes & Posner, 2006). Leadership identity can 
be integrated into one’s self-identity through consistent self-reflection (Raffo, 
2012). 

3. Conclusion 

In closing, our synthesis of literature connects self-authorship theory to foster 
spiritual development. As Figure 1 illustrates, spiritual development is the alc-
hemy between cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal developments and is 
where students learn how to quiet external influences through reflection, be with 
diverse perspectives through interaction with diverse individuals and situations, 
and to connect their experiences to develop their values by taking action and 
solving problems. Co-curricular programs often provide students with the cros-
sroads experience, something challenging and new, such as leadership programs, 
peer advising, resident advising, and student organizations, allow students to 
take action and build relationships with others (interpersonal development) so 
that they can build a self-authored system. Hence, spirituality may be an unin-
tended, yet an important outcome of co-curricular programs grounded in 
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self-authorship; this supports the notion that spirituality may be intentionally 
fostered during college. 
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