PROMOTING HOLISTIC HEALTH: IMPACT OF VOCATI ON THE
SPIRITUAL AND MORAL DEVELOPMENT IN YOUTH

Lubbock Christian University's Vocati: A Youth Theology
Institute seeks to create a space where high school students
can go to cultivate their intellectual curiosity, explore deeper
questions about God and faith, and make sense of their place
and purpose in an increasingly complex, global world.

Adolescent development and context.
(WHO, 2021a; 2021b)
Struggle toward adulthood and life decisions
(LaVoie, 2003).
The adolescent development and identity crisis.
(Erickson, 1968; Kohlberg, 1984).
Solidification of character and identity traits
(Lucente, 2016).
Five desirable outcomes in youth (Pittman, 2003;
2008).
Seven characteristics of vital faith in youth
(Martinson, et al., 2010).

Limited evidence-based approaches to engaging moral formation and spiritual
discernment in youth ministry and holistically-focused youth programs.
Moral Theistic Deism equating being Christian with simply being "nice" (Dean, 2010).
Shifts in traditional family, moral, & spiritual values (Dean, 2010).
Data suggests upwards of 75% of youth who attend church will not do so by age 25
and a significant portion of these will drop Christian affiliation altogether (Pew
Research Center, 2019).

Problem

Greater understanding of how engaging youth in the critical
appraisal and embodiment of theology can impact the moral and
spiritual formation of adolescents is needed.

Research Questions

1) What is the impact of Vocati on youth moral development?
2) What is the impact of Vocati on youth spiritual formation?

Intervention
Summer Institute

Classes on theological orientation, creativity, and embodiment,
culture and prayer, focused on themes of faith, hope and love.
Practices of Worship, Daily Office, and Grand Silence.
Intergenerational, communal reflection and spiritual discernment.
Time for processing questions related to vocation, theology and
life.

Missional Living Practice

A guided missional living experience is enacted in the
months following during which scholars develop a
theology-informed approach to real-life issues.

Methods
Mixed-Methods Quantitative-Qualitative Approach
IRB Approved - Parental Consent - Child Assent

Quantitative data collected using the DIT-2 and VIQ instruments

Moral Development Measurement: DIT-2 Defining Issues Test (University of Alabama Center for Ethical
Development, 2021). The DIT-2 corresponds to Kohlberg’s stages of the development of moral reasoning.
Spiritual Formation Measurement: VIQ (Vocati Instrument Questionnaire, Long & Smith, 2021).

Narrative data triangulated from two sources: 

Open-ended question on Vocati Institute Questionnaire (baseline and program end).
Focus group at the end of the Summer Intensive.

Sample

72 High school students grades 9 - 12
enrolled, N = 57 completing
Texas, New Mexico, Oklahoma
Participating in Vocati, cohorts 1-4
14-18 years, M=16.36, SD=0.97
M: 57.9% (33), F: 42.1% (24)

African Am.: 5.3% (3), White: 84.2%, (48)
Hispanic: 10.5% (6)
9th: 7% (4)
10th-12th: 87.7% (50)
Comp. 12th: 5.3% (3)

Quantitative Analysis

DIT-2 data analyzed by UAB Center for
Ethical Studies.
DIT-2 and VIQ data entered into a master
file, descriptive data, interval level data
examined for normality. 
Paired t-tests analysis for pre/post
matched pairs (n = 37).
Independent t-tests to compare DIT-2 to
national normative scores.
Data analysis independently crosschecked and verified for accuracy.

KEY MORAL DEVELOPMENT FINDINGS

DIT-2 N2 mean scores differences to be significantly higher, medium effect size at program end
as compared to baseline (M = -5.85, SD = 10.95), t(36) = -3.25, p = .002, d = -.535).
The Vocati N2 mean scores were significantly higher (M=33.17. SD=11.51), t(1.14) compared to
National Normative scores (M=30.97), t(.89), F(1.660), (p=.02).
This finding is of particular importance as the N2 mean scores significantly changed from
baseline to program end and were also statistically higher than the national norm.

KEY SPIRITUAL FORMATION FINDINGS

Significant changes were seen in five of the six measures of spiritual formation with medium to
large effect sizes.
Wisdom of Theological Traditions: N=35 M=1.0 SD=1.24 CI= (.58-1.42) t=4.83 p=.001*** d=.80
Understand God’s call in my life: 35 .41 1.31 0.22 (-.029-.862) 1.89 35 .06 .31 (-.021-.649)
Ability to Engage culture: 35 .69 1.067 0.17 (.334-1.05) 3.91 35 .001*** .65 (.288-1.00)

Familiar with primary thinkers & theology of Christian tradition: 35 .66 1.29 0.21 (.231-1.10) 3.10 35 .004**
.51 (.169-.863)
Practice private and communal spiritual disciplines: 35 .50 0.97 0.16 (.171-.829) 3.09 35 .004** .51
(.164-.860)

Engage issues of morality, ethics and justice: 35 .58 1.29 0.21 (.145-1.02) 2.70 35 .01* .45 (.104-.790)

*p < .01*, p** <. 005, ** p < .001***

1 = Strongest Agreement - 7 Strongest Disagreement

Qualitative Analysis

Standards were applied during analysis
to address issues of trustworthiness.

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985)
Descriptive-interpretive approach (Elliott &
Timulak, 2021; Glaser, 1965; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018).

Research team independently read and
reflected on narrative data.
Narrative data were visualized in Word
Clouds and word counts explored.
Emerging themes from data sources
were constantly compared and
categorized into qualitative data table.
(Glaser, 1965)

Narrative data was appraised in
comparison to Pittman's 5 Desirable
Youth Outcomes and Martinson, et al. 7
Characteristics of Vital Faith in Youth
Reviewed by group of participants for
accuracy and confirmability.

QUALITATIVE FINDINGS - THEMES
Love God and Others

“I believe my mission is to show God’s love in
all that I do.”
(Pittman: Competence, Confidence, Connection. Martinson:
Possess a vital faith, Practicing faith in community)

Serve others and make a difference

“To serve others and show the greatness of God
through my life.”
(Pittman: Caring, Contribution. Martinson: A life of service,
Possess a positive spirit.)

Specific vocational calling

"“I believe God wants me to use my trait of
justice to improve equality for children and
adults with autism and/or disabilities.”

(Pittman: Competence, Confidence, Competence. Martinson:
Possess a vital faith, A life of service, Possess a positive spirit.)

Deeper understanding and
engagement with prayer

“I plan on continuing to use tactile reminders
for prayer, saying the Glory Be, practicing
centering prayer, and keeping a journal.”
(Pittman: Competence. Martinson: Seeking spiritual growth,
Possess a vital faith).

Deeper engagement with scripture
individually and communally

“Journaling and regular Bible reading are my
favorite disciplines. They bring sanity and
normality into my completely upside-down
world. Like coffee or a shower, a day without
reflecting on God and what He's done for me
makes an incomplete day.”

(Pittman: Connection, Confidence. Martinson: Making the Christian
faith a way of life, Possess a positive spirit.)

Please refer to the published paper for a full table of the findings

QUALITATIVE FINDINGS - THEMES
Silence, solitude, and detachment

Mindfulness and Centering Exercised

“Being silent.” “Silence and solitude, worshiping, “Meditation, projecting, filling the space, breathing
fellowship.” “Grand Silence.”
exercises.” “Meditation is my favorite discipline.”
(Pittman: Competence, Connection. Martinson: Seeking a spiritual
growth, Possess a vital faith.)

Engaging Culture

“One issue associated with being a Christian in
this world is not subscribing to the
entertainment forms (movies, music, tv shows)
that the world deems appropriate that display
adverse ideas to what God says I should fill my
mind and heart with.” “The amount of
temptations hasn't only multiplied, but they
have become so much easier to obtain with...
technology. "

(Pittman: Character, Confidence. Martinson: Making the Christian faith
a way of life, Possess a positive spirit.)

Character development

“Being selfless, being intentional in my actions,
having love at the center of my heart and choices.”
“I commonly practice self-control by giving up
things that I don’t need ... I practice peace as well
by pushing myself to act kindly to those who make
me upset.”

(Pittman: Character, Connection. Martinson: Possess a positive spirit,
Practicing faith in community, Making the Christian faith a way of life.)

(Pittman: Character Martinson: Possess a vital faith, Exercising
moral responsibility.)

Please refer to the published paper for a full table of the findings

Claims
High school students who participate in Vocati...
1. Show signs of higher moral reasoning than their peers.

2. Tend to have an increased growth in their understanding of the Christian
tradition, and primary theological thinkers.
3. Tend to develop an increased concern for issues of culture,
morality, ethics and justice.
4. Tend to develop a wider engagement with practices of personal and
communal spiritual disciplines.
5. Tend to develop a deeper sense of personal character, missional mindset,
service, and love of God/others.

Limitations

Include a relatively small, homogeneous, non randomized
sample of youth.

Conclusions

The intentional approach to moral and spiritual formation
taken in the Vocati program integrates known best practices
from secular and church research.
Findings suggest the approach taken in Vocati may favorably
impact the development of moral judgment and spiritual
formation in the youth.

Next Steps

This project is engaged in on going adolescent research such
as Vocati's impact on spiritual discernment and holistic wellbeing.
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