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Figure 5 illustrates the extent to which students with high levels of informal, general religious/spiritual, 
interfaith, and curricular engagement also experience high levels of negative engagement and provocative 
experiences. Simply put, these data demonstrate that opportunities for in-depth interaction yield 
informative occasions to confront one’s own stereotypes, but may also open the door to tense, hostile, 
and unresolved exchanges across difference. 

Dimensions of climate are positively associated with one another, meaning that students with high 
levels of involvement in one area tend to exhibit high levels of involvement in the other areas. A similar 
pattern exists at the other end of the engagement spectrum; disengagement from certain curricular and 
co-curricular activities tends to go hand-in-hand with disengagement from other forms of involvement. 

Students who are very engaged in religious and worldview diversity opportunities are more inclined to feel 
challenged to re-think their assumptions and prejudices than those who are less involved.  Additionally, 
to a somewhat lesser extent, more engaged students are also more likely to have negative encounters.

TIPS & RESOURCES
Given that curricular and interfaith experiences may prove beneficial for student development, educators 
would do well to consider how to maintain the challenge embedded in both while reducing the overtly 
destructive exchanges that may arise in these stimulating and thought-provoking contexts. 

“My institution has expanded my mind and way of thinking. We have a close community - I often 
stay up late and talk about religion with others.”

– Undergraduate Student

FIGURE 5. NEGATIVE AND PROVOCATIVE EXPERIENCES BY STUDENT ENGAGEMENT
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Overall, students report moderate levels of “provocative” experience, for example:

•	 75% report at least “sometimes” having a discussion with someone of another worldview that had 
a positive influence on perceptions of that worldview

•	 67% report at least “sometimes” having class discussions that challenged assumptions about 
another worldview

•	 35% have at least “sometimes” heard critical comments from others that made them question their 
own worldview

•	 34%  at least “sometimes” had uncomfortable conversations that moved them to examine their 
own prejudices

STUDENTS AT PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS HAVE FEWER PROVOCATIVE EXPERIENCES WITH WORLDVIEW 
DIVERSITY

Relative to those attending nonsectarian, Protestant, and Catholic institutions, students in this sample 
attending public institutions have fewer provocative experiences with worldview diversity while in college. 

For example, just over one-third of students at public institutions “rarely” or “never” have provocative 
experiences.

FIGURE 6. PERCENT OF STUDENTS REPORTING “RARELY” OR “NEVER”
 HAVING PROVOCATIVE EXPERIENCES WITH WORLDVIEW DIVERSITY

When asked about the frequency with which class discussions challenged students to rethink their 
assumptions about another worldview, just over half of students at public institutions reported such 
discussions took place at least “sometimes,” compared to 66% or more at other types of institutions.

PROVOCATIVE EXPERIENCES 

Although provocative experiences may be somewhat uncomfortable for students, these encounters are 
developmentally significant because they motivate students to confront beliefs and assumptions that 
have perhaps never been questioned previously. New information from peers or others – even critical 
perspectives levied against one’s own worldview – move students to reflect on closely held beliefs and 
values. 

FIGURE 7. PERCENT OF STUDENTS REPORTING “SOMETIMES” 
HAVING CHALLENGING CLASS DISCUSSIONS
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FIGURE 8. PERCEPTIONS OF NEGATIVE CAMPUS CLIMATE AMONG STUDENTS
WITH HIGH OR LOW LEVELS OF NEGATIVE ENGAGEMENT

NEGATIVE ENGAGEMENT

Negative interworldview engagement, characterized by tense, hostile, and unresolved interactions with 
diverse others, is inversely related to a positive outlook on campus climate. As one example, just a 
quarter of students with “high” levels of negative engagement perceive a “high” level of space for 
support, whereas over half (59%) of students who rarely experience negative engagement perceive a 

“high” level of space for support. It appears that students who have hurtful conversations come away 
doubting whether their campus is a diverse, supportive, and accepting place.  

The relationships shown in Figure 8 illustrate what is likely taking place during negative encounters: 
insensitive comments from others, pressure to change or silence one’s beliefs, and isolation and conflict. 

Students who regularly have negative interactions with others are more likely to perceive 
insensitivity, coercion, and divisiveness on campus.

While negative interactions are not a problem for the majority, educators should be mindful that these 
incidents are more common for certain groups, including:

•	 Students of minority sexualities and gender identities 
•	 Students with minority worldviews and those who are non-religious 
•	 Multiracial students and students identifying with “other” races/ethnicities 
•	 International students 
•	 Students with more years at the institution

Curtailing the extent of negative interworldview engagement – especially given that these exchanges 
are more common among populations that are already vulnerable to experiences with prejudice and 
discrimination – is a crucial endeavor for campus leaders to undertake.
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CO-CURRICULAR ENGAGEMENT

The college years are an ideal time to cultivate and practice interfaith leadership skills through acts 
of service and engagement with religiously diverse peers. Co-curricular engagement that encourages 
students to reconsider assumptions and stereotypes are important to preparing students for lives of 
interfaith leadership.

STUDENTS ENGAGED IN INTERFAITH PROGRAMMING ARE MORE LIKELY TO PERCEIVE THE POSITIVE 
AND NEGATIVE FEATURES OF CAMPUS 

Involvement in interfaith activities influences how students perceive aspects of campus climate. Compared 
to students with “low” levels of interfaith engagement, students with “high” levels of engagement tend 
to perceive both the positive and negative aspects of campus climate to a greater degree. 

For example, students with high interfaith engagement are more likely to perceive their campus as more 
diverse. They are also more aware of support structures and opportunities for spiritual expression than 
those with low interfaith engagement.

Furthermore, perceptions of climate and interfaith engagement are mutually reinforcing, which inspires 
action and enhances awareness. It may be that interfaith engagement encourages students to appreciate 
promising signs that their campus is diverse, accepting, and supportive without overlooking potential 
problems such as divisiveness, insensitivity, and coercion. Or it may be that upon witnessing certain 
aspects of campus climate—both good and bad—some students feel motivated to get involved in 
interfaith programming. 

FIGURE 9. PERCEPTIONS OF POSITIVE CAMPUS CLIMATE AMONG STUDENTS WITH
LOW OR HIGH ENGAGEMENT IN INTERFAITH ACTIVITIES
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ENGAGEMENT IN INTERFAITH ACTIVITIES IS LOW AND NOT ALWAYS INCLUSIVE 

Only a small segment of the sample, 3%, report being highly engaged in interfaith activities. Worldview 
minority students, women, and students with more years in college have the highest levels of engagement. 

Based on these group differences, efforts by practitioners to engage men and non-religious students 
in interfaith leadership and service will be important to ensuring the inclusivity of these initiatives. 
Moreover, engagement of first-year students in interfaith activities will inspire an early investment in the 
interfaith movement as students are beginning college. 

TIPS & RESOURCES
Incorporate modules on engaging worldview diversity and interfaith reflection into existing orientation 
programming. These programs often already engage other types of diversity such as race, gender, and 
sexual orientation, and set a standard for how students should approach these issues from the outset 
of their education.

Following a service project, have orientation leaders facilitate a reflection on the shared values of service 
across religious and secular traditions. This will help you get started: Shared Values Facilitation Guide

Get this and other resources at: IFYC.org/resources 

FIGURE 10. PERCEPTIONS OF NEGATIVE CAMPUS CLIMATE AMONG STUDENTS WITH
LOW OR HIGH ENGAGEMENT IN INTERFAITH ACTIVITIES

http://www.ifyc.org/resources/facilitators-tools-interfaith-conversations-shared-values
http://www.ifyc.org/resources
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OF STUDENTS INVOLVED IN INTERFAITH ACTIVITIES, A MAJORITY 
HAVE WORKED WITH A DIVERSE GROUP ON A SERVICE PROJECT OR 
PARTICIPATED IN INTERFAITH ACTION

By comparison, some activities have fewer participants:

•	 Interfaith dialogue (16%) 

•	 Worldview debate (14%)

•	 Campus interfaith group (13%)

INFORMAL ENGAGEMENT WITH DIVERSE PEERS IS COMMONPLACE ON CAMPUS 

Relationships with people from diverse cultural backgrounds and religious traditions drive attitude 
change and promote compassionate citizenship in a pluralistic society. Very few students have never 
had these types of encounters. The vast majority of students have done the following, even if only rarely:

•	 Socialized with someone of a different worldview (97%) 

•	 Studied with someone of a different worldview (93%)

•	 Worked on an academic project with someone of a different worldview (92%)

•	 Dined with someone of a different worldview (91%)

•	 Discussed religious or spiritual topics with other students outside of class (86%)

•	 Had conversations with students from diverse worldviews about shared values (81%)

4 Putnam, R. D., & Campbell, D. E. (2010). American grace: How religion divides and unites us. New York: Simon & Schuster.

We know that service projects and interfaith action, defined as people 
of different religious and non-religious identities working together on 
issues of common concern, are important co-curricular opportunities for 
students.  Such programs promote positive personal contact with people 
from different worldviews, which then contribute to positive attitudes 
towards those religions and communities4. 

In this study, we find that student involvement in interfaith activities 
varies by the type of opportunity. For instance, more than half of students:

•	 Work together with students from other worldviews on a service project (67%) 

•	 Participate in interfaith action, such as having an impact on critical issues like hunger or poverty (58%)

•	 Participate in/attend a religious service for a worldview other than their own (53%)

•	 Utilize a multi-faith space/chapel on campus (51%)
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CURRICULAR ENGAGEMENT

As religious diversity increases on campuses and religion continues to play a prominent role in public 
affairs, many institutions are exploring ways to address this in the classroom.  However, this type of 
engagement is extremely limited with only 3% of students reporting high levels of participation in 
religious and spiritual curricular opportunities.  Most students report moderate (45%) or low levels 
of curricular engagement (52%).  Higher levels of curricular religious and spiritual engagement are 
apparent for:

•	 Students attending private religious colleges
•	 Worldview minority students 
•	 African American/Black students 
•	 Students with more years of college 

To engage a broader range of students, leaders might consider special efforts to recruit populations that 
are less inclined to enroll in religious diversity coursework (e.g., worldview majority and non-religious 
students, most racial/ethnic groups, first-year students) or perhaps establish general requirements for 
introductory courses in world religions and interfaith studies. 

With respect to how students do have curricular experience:

•	 49% have read a sacred text as part of class 
•	 45% have taken a religion course exploring a religious tradition other than their own 
•	 34% have at least “sometimes” shared their worldviews in class
•	 30% have discussed religious diversity in class

“Religion professors have yelled at me because I disagree with them. Shouldn’t religion classes 
welcome a diversity of perspectives?”

– Undergraduate Student

TIPS & RESOURCES
Include religious and spiritual diversity in the campus-wide diversity requirement or an interfaith 
dimension to the general education curriculum. By tapping into existing resources, you can create a 
strong platform for your work and anchor interfaith efforts to what matter most for your campus. 

The Pluralism and Worldview Engagement Rubric may help in setting learning outcomes and objectives.

Get this and other resources at: IFYC.org/resources 

Informal engagement with diverse peers is more typical among students attending nonsectarian 
institutions relative to students attending other types of institutions. Also, worldview majority students 
have the least informal engagement with diverse peers, likely because they are present on campus in 
greater numbers.

It is promising to see that students cross paths with peers of different worldviews.  The more educators 
can do to set a context for this kind of engagement to occur, the better.

http://www.ifyc.org/resources/pluralism-and-worldview-engagement-rubric
http://www.ifyc.org/resources/facilitators-tools-interfaith-conversations-shared-values
http://www.ifyc.org/resources
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CONCLUSION

Recent campus climate studies have placed particular emphasis on the extent to which campus 
structures, policies, and individual attitudes and behaviors foster or inhibit the inclusion of diverse 
identities, primarily in terms of gender, race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation. Dimensions of religious 
and worldview diversity have been largely absent from the research literature on campus climate despite 
the fact that, within the broader global context, conflict stemming from religious diversity is one of the 
greatest social concerns of the 21st century. 

To begin to address this gap, this report outlined key insights and observations on how campus structures 
and educational practices influence students’ abilities to engage across religious and worldview 
differences. The report opened with an overview of how students experience and engage with religious and 
spiritual diversity on campus.  The document continued by examining how people of diverse worldviews 
perceive and accept one another on campus. The final section explored what informal, curricular, and 
co-curricular opportunities students have to engage religious and worldview diversity. As staff, faculty, 
and administrators navigate the possibilities and complexities that religious and worldview diversity 
bring to higher education institutions, the findings and recommendations summarized here can serve as 
a resource.  

Part two of this report, which will be released in winter 2014-2015, will focus on what campus experiences 
and educational practices foster behaviors and attitudes that are essential for interworldview cooperation 
in a pluralistic society. The findings will, as in part one, explore differences by institution type and 
demographic characteristics.

Participate In IDEALS
In fall 2015, the research team will launch 
a longitudinal survey, Interfaith Diversity 
Experiences and Attitudes Longitudinal Survey 
(IDEALS). IDEALS will help determine the impact of college on students’ interfaith 
behaviors and pluralism attitudes, as well as identify best strategies for practice.

Costs of participation are entirely covered by the research team, but space is limited. 
If you are interested in participating, visit www.ifyc.org/ideals to register or email 
survey@ifyc.org for more information.

http://www.ifyc.org/ideals
mailto:survey%40ifyc.org?subject=
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APPENDIX

THE SAMPLE
	
The findings described in this report are based on data collected from 8,463 students attending 38 U.S. 
colleges and universities across the 2011-12, 2012-13, and 2013-14 academic years. As shown in 
Figure 1, the majority of institutions are private, either religious or nonsectarian. Of the private religious 
institutions in the sample, 12 are Catholic and 15 represent a variety of Protestant denominations. Five 
of the institutions in the sample have an undergraduate population of at least 13,000 – and all of the 
public institutions fall into this category. 

Turning to the breakdown of the student sample by institutional type (see Table 1), 40.5% of students 
attend Protestant institutions, 22.5% attend Catholic institutions, and 20.9% attend private nonsectarian 
institutions. Although only three of the 38 campuses are public, students from the three publics comprise 
16.2% of the student sample.

FIGURE 1. INSTITUTIONAL SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS
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The student sample includes students from every year in college with the exception of first-semester, 
first-year students. 
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