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Overview of the project 
 
The Vocation in College Project is a multi-phased research exploration of vocation in the college 
student experience. Relying upon social science methodologies, this project seeks to convey the 
collective experience of college students with regards to vocation. In so doing, this project will address 
what the authors believe to a compelling problem among college students: perplexity, anxiety and 
confusion when they consider calling. Likewise, colleges that educate these students are often just as 
confused as to how to help. This is troubling, as colleges presently face a significant temptation: to 
confer college degrees as quickly and cheaply as possible. This tendency only further stunts college 
students’ vocation formation. If college students are struggling to find their vocation footing, and 
colleges are feeling increasing pressure to rush them out the door, there is significant risk of emerging 
adults wandering listlessly in their post-college years. This stunted vocational development in college is 
intertwined with the reality of emerging adulthood. Marked by transience, and the delaying of the 
common markers of mature adulthood, emerging adults face significant challenges when confronting 
deep questions of vocation. What follows is a summary of initial findings.  
 
Freshman Findings: During the fall of 2014, essay responses were gathered from 345 (80%) incoming 
first year students during their first week on campus. Essays could be no longer than one page and 
were in response to the following two questions: How do you define/understand the word vocation? 
and What has shaped/influenced this understanding of vocation? What resulted was the following key 
findings:  

Top Definitions of Vocation 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Top Influences 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Calling from God, God’s will, life purpose given by God 53% 

Career that is life-long, what you do for your whole life, something you are “stuck” doing 47% 

Job/Occupation 32% 

Doing what you like,love, enjoy 30% 

Doing what you are good at, using talents; suitablity for the job; skill set 24% 

Personal thinking, observation of others, personal expereinces  35% 

Faith experiences (combination of personal faith, the bible, and church) 30% total, 16% church 

Parents (implicit or explicit) 30% 

Education 29% 
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Other key findings from the analysis:  

 28% of students made no mention of vocation being tied in any way to their faith and 22% self-
admitted to not understanding the word or having never really heard the word before.  

 Yet, one in five students articulated an emotional response to simply being asked to write 
about the word vocation with the most common reactions being pressure, fear, confusion and 
the weight of responsibility to have their vocation “figured out.”  

 26% of all essays responses included the words passion, or passionate as a characteristic of 
vocation and 19% explicitly understood vocation to be something that occurs in the future. For 
most of the other essays a future sense of vocation was implied as only 5% mentioned any 
sense of vocation being tied to their current role as a student.  

 Only 7% of students articulated any sense that vocation was broader than work and only 3% 
recognized any role of vocation as tied to one’s community 

 7% mention being shaped broadly by society and culture. 22% of students couldn’t articulate 
how they came to their definition or they mentioned no influences at all.  

 
Student leader findings: During the fall of 2014 a quantitative survey was piloted with all residence life 
student leaders. This included resident assistants, discipleship assistants and discipleship coordinators 
across campus who were sophomores through seniors. Seventy-eight student leaders completed the 
survey which looked at motivations for engaging in academics, leadership, service, community and 
faith as well as their understanding of the words vocation and calling.  
 
Key findings from the analysis indicate:  

 82% of students cited personal enjoyment/interest and a sense of purpose/calling as the top 
factors in their major/career choices while only 16% identified job market availability and 
financial gain as top factors  

 Parents (75%) and peers (45%) emerged as the most significant influencers of these decisions  

 71% of students indicated engaging their faith mostly or completely out of personal motivation 
while 19% indicated a balance of others’ expectations and their own motivation 

 When it came to leadership, service and church, students indicated being 10% more likely to 
engage in leadership and service out of their own personal motivation, and to engage church 
out of the expectations of others  

 The most commonly cited response for a lack of engagement in church was not enough time.  

 When asked about habits, only 63% agreed or strong agreed that they regularly spend time in 
silence/solitude and yet when asked what helped them discern between God’s calling and their 
own interests, the most cited response was time with God in prayer/solitude/silence.  

 In student leaders’ understanding of vocation the institution played a much larger role than any 
other influence and students tended to understand vocation as much broader and deeper than 
just one’s job.  

 
Focus group findings: During the Fall of 2014 a focus group interview was conducted of 6 students 
ranging from sophomores to seniors. These students were participants in a pilot course designed by 
Drew and Jess, entitled Theology of Vocation, a one credit elective course. They were asked a series of 
questions related to their prior and current understanding of vocation, and what influenced these 
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understandings. Many of the findings resonate with those of the studies outlined above, yet provide a 
depth of response that help us understand college students and vocation.  
 
Key findings from this analysis indicate:  

 All participants admitted “very little understanding” of vocation prior to taking the course.  

 Participants admitted anxiety over choosing a major; lots of pressure to “figure it out.”  

 When asked about vocation and the connection to the common good, most participants 
expressed that “They don’t really think about it much at all.”  

 When asked about the church’s helpfulness on vocation development, the focus group 
responded unanimously and forcefully that the church was no help to them.  

 
Theology of Vocation course findings: Students enrolled in an elective pilot course exploring a theology 
of vocation wrote a final paper expressing their personal theology of vocation. These papers were 
three-four pages in length, and served as a culmination of their historical and theological studies of the 
subject.  
 
Key findings from these papers indicate: 

 Significant development in their understanding of vocation 

 Significant development in their articulation of vocation 

 Enhanced ability to connect their personal vocational development with the common good.  
 
Below is one excerpt from a female student in the course, who contrasted her prior understanding of 
vocational development (walking a tightrope), with her current understanding as a result of taking the 
course:  
 

But now I have a completely different snapshot in my head. Now when I see vocation I see a 
canvas and a box of paints. I sit before this empty canvas and before I can do anything or plan 
what I will paint, I have to recognize the boundaries of the canvas-the edges tell me where my 
picture can and cannot go. Once I know the space in which I can work, I look down at the paints 
that have been given to me. The pallet of colors is uniquely my own, but I can mix the colors 
and allow them to interact with each other. I can also interact with other painters and take cues 
from things I see in their paintings that I like and want to imitate. . . I believe other people will 
have more influence on my canvas than I do. They will add their own strokes to my painting . . . 
They allow me an opportunity to creatively change the plan of my picture and integrate their 
presence into my work. Unlike the tightrope, at times I must stop painting and step back to look 
at my canvas.  

 
Forthcoming steps in the project  
 
The studies outlined above represent a first phase in The Vocation in College Project. There are many 
future studies and projects planned. They include:  
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 Book project-Voices of Vocation: Exploring Calling in the College Student Experience. This book 
project is under consideration with a major publisher and will provide a more comprehensive, 
research- based, narrative-driven exploration of vocation and the college experience.  

 Study expansion-Current studies will be expanded for further data collection and analysis. 
These include:  

o Expand leadership survey to a broader sample of college student leaders (Spring 2015) 
o Expand freshman essay study to Seniors (Spring 2015) 

 Present findings in scholarly venues (Spring 2015) 
o Dalton Institute for College Student Values (Florida State University) 
o Network for Vocation in Undergraduate Education Conference (St. Louis, MO) 

 Conduct a webinar for other colleges introducing the Vocation in College Project and 
communicating initial findings (Spring 2015) 

 Expand the Vocation in College Project research instruments to a selected group of colleges 
(approximate 4-6 campuses) for further data collection, analysis, and instrument refinement 
(Fall 2015)  

 Future studies of the Vocation in College Project (2016 and beyond) 
o Vocation and entrepreneurship 
o Vocation and gender 
o Vocation and socioeconomic status 
o Vocation, emerging adulthood, and the church 
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