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Whole Person Learning & Purpose 
� We consider whole person learning as 

foundational to creating meaningful 
connections within a student’s college 
experience.  

� Whole person learning teaches to the 
entire spectrum of knowing including 
social, emotional, and spiritual capacities. It 
has meaning making and developing 
sense of purpose as a primary goal.  

Why Sense of Purpose? 
“Our concern to promote campus 
environments that support examining 
individual values, meaning, and 
purpose as an essential component of 
the educational mission rest in our 
recognition that the college experience 
can have a major impact in shaping 
students’ lives”  

Encouraging Authenticity and Spirituality in Higher 
Education ~ Chickering, Dalton & Stamm 2006, p.38  
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Why Sense of Purpose? 
�  Eight in ten freshmen surveyed indicated that 

“to find my purpose in life” is at least a 
“somewhat” important reason for attending 
college. 

�  Fully half say it’s a “very important” reason.  
�  Two-thirds of new freshmen also say that it is 

either “very important” or “essential” that college 
“helps you develop your personal values” and 
“enhances your self-understanding” 

 
Cultivating the Spirit ~Astin, Astin, & Lindholm, 2011 

Why Sense of Purpose? 
“A truly integrative education engages 
students in the systematic exploration 
of the relationship between their 
studies of the “objective” world and 
the purpose, meaning, limits and 
aspirations of their lives.”  
 
 
 
The Heart of Higher Education ~ Palmer &  Zajonc p.10 

Why Sense of Purpose? 
�  “Meaning making processes are central to holistic, 

transformative learning. Meaning making comprises students’ 
efforts to comprehend the essence and significance of events, 
relationships, and learning; to gain a richer understanding of 
themselves in a larger context; and to experience a sense of 
wholeness. Meaning making arises in a reflective connection 
between a person or individual and the wider world.” (p.17) 

 

Learning Reconsidered a Campus-wide Focus on the Student Experience (2004) The 

National Association of Student Personnel Administrators  
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What is A Sense of Purpose? 
� It is not necessarily a singular aim or 

goal  

� It is a driving force that energizes 
your day to day life  

� It is a guiding vision that aids in day 
to day decisions and choices 

� It is an intention that motivates and 
focuses your life  

Student Focus Group  
�  Piloted with a small focus group in May 2013  

�  Two university advisers, two faculty / admin 
and five students -  three seniors and two 
juniors  

� Questions were given to the students in 
advance for reflection 

 
� Discussion was video taped and later 

transcribed 

Focus Group Results 
�  Students agreed they would welcome opportunities for 

conversations  or courses about life purpose with mentors, 
advisors, peers, and faculty. 

�  The overwhelming demands on their time and attention 
while attending college actually detracted from having the 
time to deeply reflect on or pursue a life purpose.  

�  They felt our culture’s emphasis on career and money, as well 
as their parent’s ideas about how success is defined was 
often a barrier to finding or exploring  their own sense of 
purpose. 

�  They agreed that having a purpose is integral to motivation, 
success and academic engagement.  
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Electronic Survey 
•  339 Students completed all questions 

•  Most students from Appalachian State 
and UNC Charlotte 

 
Freshman  - 53% 

Sophomore – 17% 
Junior -5% 

Senior  - 22% 
Other – 2% 

80% strongly agreed /agreed that 
purpose is important to success 

�  Senior �  Freshman 

 I have a clear sense of purpose or life 
calling. 

�  SENIORS 23% not sure or disagreed	  
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What is your purpose? 
 
� Of all students surveyed that mentioned 

having a sense of purpose, slightly over 
50% mentioned helping, healing, or 
positively effecting others and the world 
in their statements of purpose.  

I see a direct connection between my academic courses and my search 
for purpose or life calling 

 

33% of SENIORS  and 38% of Freshmen  
Not Sure, Disagree, or Strongly  Disagree 

 

FRESHMAN SENIORS 

Open-Ended Survey Prompts:  
� List the types of college courses, lessons, or 

support services you think would best 
support college students in identifying or 
solidifying a deeper connection with 
purpose / life calling. 

� What could colleges do differently to 
assist students in their search for purpose 
and life calling?  
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Response Categories: 
1) Faculty Support Systems: 
�  -Relationship Building 
�  -Mentoring Programs 
�  -Strong Advising 
�  -Career Counseling 

2) Diverse classes, opportunities, and     
discussions that enable exploration of self, 
interests, and a wide variety of topics, 
majors, and careers. 
 

 

Pedagogical Foundations 

Pedagogical Foundations 
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Transformative Learning 
� Originally based on the 

work of Jack Mezirow  & 
Patricia Cranton (1990’s) 

 
◦  Disorienting dilemma 

◦  Results in critical reflection 
on assumptions 

 
◦  Creates new meaning 

perspectives 

Transformative Learning 
� National Association of 

Student Personnel 
Administrators (2004) 

 
◦  an iterative learning cycle 

with no definitive 
endpoint.  

◦  integrates experience, 
reflection, and action.  

Integrative Learning 
�  AAC&U – Integrative Value 

Rubric (2010) 
 
◦  Connections to Experiences,  
◦  Connections to Discipline,  
◦  Transfer (adapts or applies 

skills, abilities or theories 
gained in one situation to 
another) 
◦  Integrated Communication  
◦  Self – reflection 
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Integrative Learning 
An integrative learner 
possesses  “a sense of 
purpose that serves as a 
kind of ‘through line’... 
connecting the sometimes 
far-flung and fragmentary 
learning experiences they 
encounter .”  
 

~ Huber & Hutchings (2004) 

Integrative Learning 
�  Melissa Peet et. al. proposes a 

conceptual model with six 
dimensions of integrative 
knowledge and learning.  

◦  Become a reflexive, accountable 
and relational learner (i.e., the 
ability to reflect on one’s 
practices and clarify expectations 
within oneself while also seeking 
feedback from others)  

Reflexive Learning 
 “to engage in the moment, to understand 

the thoughts and feelings of an experience 

while experiencing that experience.” 

�  Reflection IS critical thinking  - 

about something that as already 

happened or will happen.  

�  Reflexive learning is critical thinking in 

the present moment = presence and 

direct awareness. 

* Hara, Reflexive Pedagogy, Chronicle of Higher Education, Jan 28, 

2010.   
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Contemplative Pedagogy 
�  Introspection, contemplative 

practices to deepen self-
awareness and receptivity. 
Clarity, openness.  

�  Meta-question=Meta-
Cognition, Meta-reflection, 
Meta Awareness  

�  Common components of 
contemplative inquiry and 
practice are an insight that 
results from personal 
connection and/or awareness. 

Assessment 
“Transformative learning outcomes are complex 
and cumulative. These outcomes result from the 
knowledge, attitudes, and skills learned in the 
classroom, experiences across the campus 
community, interactions with peers, and off campus 
activities. Students’ experiences, including 
orientation, core courses, sports teams, campus 
activities, peer tutoring, residence hall floor 
programs, service learning, internships, action 
research, and capstone courses all interact to help 
students achieve college learning outcomes.”  
(p. 23 – NASPA Paper)  

Living Questions Rationale 
� The process for meaning making is critical 

reflection.  
� Living Questions assist students with the 

development of a process that guides and 
grounds them in intentional, purposeful, 
meaning making.  

� The old model asks, What’s you major? 
What are your career goals?  

� This model asks, Why, What, How will you 
create? 
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Living Questions Rationale 
Living questions are: 
 

�  Related to life's big and often unanswerable questions - 
Why am I here? How can I bring healing to the world? 
What is my gift? Where can I be of service?  

 

�  Deeply informed by the heart  
 
�  Designed to inspire integrative learning by connecting 

meaning making across courses and disciplines.  

Student Learning Outcomes  
 

� Cultivate clarity of purpose through 
iterative reflection with self and others 

� Demonstrate inclusive attitudes of 
compassion, tolerance, acceptance and 
love for self and others 

�  Integrate knowledge and experiences to 
make meaningful connections with self 
and others 

� Create solutions, support and guidance 
for self and others 

LIVING QUESTIONS: 
 
ONE MINUTE REFLECTIONS 
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Why will you create? 

What will you create? 

How will you create? 
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Share your Why,  What,  How… 

Foundational Living Questions:  
Goals and Associated Dispositions 
Cultivate Clarity of Purpose with Self –Knowledge: 

�  LQ – Why will I create? 

�  Foundational Inquiry: Who am I? What is my 
worldview? How do I know what I know? 

 
�  State/Dispositions: stillness, receptivity, self-

awareness, self-reflection, compassion, empathy, 
ecumenical worldview, motivation, relational-  
value driven decision making skills. 

 

Foundational Living Questions:  
Goals and Associated Dispositions 

Establish Intentions with Creativity  

�  LQ – What will I create? 

�  Foundational Inquiry: What does this course/lesson/
experience add to the creation of my personal knowledge? 
Can I create acceptance, focus, positive inner states? What 
am I creating now? What will I create today? What steps, 
knowledge or experiences can I create with this information 
or experience? What will I create in my lifetime? Choice is 
not static. 

�  State/Dispositions: insight, vision, ingenuity, creativity, rapt 
attention, immersion, inspiration, reflexive meaning making.  
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Foundational Living Questions:  
Goals and Associated Dispositions 

Practice Mindful Efforts and Action 
�  LQ – How will I create? 
�  Foundational Inquiry: How is this 

experience, knowledge or lesson connected 
with my purpose? How can I actualize my 
knowledge in service of my intentions and 
purpose? 

�  State/Dispositions: Presence, mindfulness, 
integrity, commitment, dedication, 
persistence, engagement, and acceptance, 
meta-cognitive and integrative capabilities. 

Lingering Questions  
� How do we guide students to create their 

own living questions? 

 
� How do we encourage all areas of higher 

ed to value, support and challenge the 
growth of our students’ inner life? 
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Collective Wisdom… 
� How would you implement Living 

Questions in your interactions with 
students? 

� What would be possible areas of 
challenge and potential benefits? 

Contact  
Elaine Gray  

grayje@appstate.edu 


