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Mental health continues to be a major issue on college campuses. The tragic Virginia Tech

shootings in 2007 garnered national attention and shed light on the many complex issues involved

in student psychological services. These issues extend from students’ rights to privacy to how uni-

versity professionals can assess whether a student is a threat to himself or herself and the greater

campus community. The Virginia Tech tragedy is an extreme case of what could occur when a stu-

dent does not obtain needed support. But mental health issues affect students’ daily lives in a va-

riety of ways, from experiencing high anxiety due to juggling multiple responsibilities to taking

medication for depression. In the annual American College Health Association (2009) assessment,

29.4% of students reported having felt so depressed that it was difficult to function over the past

year, and 6.1% reported having seriously considered attempting suicide at least once in the last year.

Although campuses have played greater roles in supporting students’ mental well-being in recent

years, universities must become even better equipped to understand the unique mental health

concerns of diverse populations.

The purpose of this article is to provide a more complete picture of well-being for White,

Black, Asian American, and Latino/a students. We identify whether levels of psychological well-

being1 (PWB), developed by Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (in press), change between the first and

third years of college. We also examine which variables are significantly related to PWB for students

of different racial and ethnic groups and whether students’ religious and spiritual attitudes are

related to PWB. Students of differing racial and ethnic groups have varying levels of religious and

spiritual affiliation and engagement during college (Astin et al., 2005), but little is known about

the influence of spirituality and religion on students’ PWB for different racial and ethnic groups.

Review of the Literature
PWB for Students of Color

For students of color, unfair treatment, poor social support, and race-related challenges in

obtaining goals can contribute to heightened levels of distress and anxiety (Kalsner & Pistole,

2003). The term “racial microaggressions” describes the everyday, subtle offenses that remind peo-

ple of color of their marginalized status. These offenses may occur in the classroom or cocurricular

space as well as outside the university walls. Such experiences cumulate, resulting in psychologi-

cal stress or “racial battle fatigue” (Smith, Allen, & Danley, 2007).

Acknowledging that the experiences of individuals within a racial or ethnic group vary

widely, we summarize research about stressors facing Black, Latino/a, and Asian American stu-

dents. Although we recognize that certain issues may be particularly salient for White students,

we do not include them in this summary. The literature review includes a summary of spirituality

and religion as related to PWB.

1
The PWB construct we borrow from Astin and colleagues’ (in press) work should not be confused with the Psy-

chological Well-Being scale developed by Ryff; see Ryff & Singer (1996) for more information.
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Stressors among Black students. Solorzano, Ceja, and Yosso (2000) conducted focus

groups with 34 Black students at two research universities. Many participants reported encoun-

tering peers and instructors who assumed they were not capable of high-quality work or academic

excellence. These experiences led to feelings of frustration, self-doubt, and helplessness for some

students. James’s (1998) analysis of survey data from 100 Black students led him to conclude that

because of their race, Black students at predominantly White institutions often experience a high

degree of social isolation, stress, strained relationships, powerlessness, and exclusion.

Stressors among Asian American students. Asian American students exhibit compara-

tively higher levels of depression, social anxiety, and psychological distress (Gregersen, Nebeker,

Seely, & Lambert, 2004). In a study of first-year students, Bowman (2010) found that Asian Ameri-

cans entered college with the lowest levels of PWB. Their levels were also significantly lower than

other racial and ethnic groups at the end of the first year of college. Due to the pervasiveness of the

model minority stereotype (Lee, 1996), college and university faculty and staff often do not realize

that unique concerns exist for this population (Cress & Ikeda, 2003).

Asian American students often have strong familial expectations to attain a certain level of

academic achievement or to pursue a certain occupation (Kalsner & Pistole, 2003). Asian American

women constituted the highest risk race–gender group for suicide (National Center for Health

Statistics, 2003) for reasons ranging from alienation and depression to racism and sexism (Noh,

2007). In the first national, multicampus analysis of Asian American students and suicide, Wong,

Brownson, and Schwing (in press) found that having recent academic problems was the second

most frequently occurring event among Asian American students who reported considering sui-

cide in the last 12 months. Compounding these concerns is the tendency of Asian Americans to

underutilize counseling services (Leong & Lau, 2001).

Stressors among Latino/a students. Latino/a students often encounter a number of chal-

lenges upon arriving in college that may affect their mental health. Hurtado, Carter, and Spuler

(1996) found that Latino/a underclassmen’s perceptions of racial and ethnic tensions on campus

played a role in their personal and emotional adjustment. In their study of 189 Latino/a college

students, Torres and Solberg (2001) found that college stressors had a negative effect on their emo-

tional and psychological health and suggested that significant amounts of stress could lead to at-

trition. Based on a study of 98 Latina undergraduates, Gloria, Castellanos, and Orozco (2005) found

that perceptions of cultural fit with the institution and use of coping responses predicted stu-

dents’ PWB. Finally, many Latino/a students are first-generation college students. Thus, they may

be unfamiliar with the college environment and may not know about the counseling and student

support services available to them.

Given these challenges, researchers examined variables such as the role of attachment to

family and social support networks related to supporting students of color during the college

years. Kenny and Perez (1996) found that first-year students of color who reported having a
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positive attachment relationship and sufficient support for autonomy were less likely to experi-

ence symptoms of psychological distress. Lower levels of family obligation and openness to other

racial and ethnic groups were also closely related to lower levels of psychological distress for first-

year students. In addition, providing students opportunities to develop their ethnic identities

may be helpful because ethnic identity is related to self-esteem (Phinney & Alipuria, 1990), which

in turn relates to PWB. Finally, Bowman (2010) found that positive cross-racial interactions, mean-

ingful relationships, student–faculty interaction, and being challenged in class were related to in-

creases in Ryff’s construct of PWB during the first year of college (Ryff & Singer, 1996). Religious

and spiritual communities may be particularly important resources for students of color, provid-

ing social, community, and emotional support (Kim, 2006).

Spirituality, Religion, and PWB
Typically, descriptions of spirituality focus on aspects of interiority (e.g., see Astin, 2004;

Chandler, Holden, & Kolander, 1992), and descriptions of religion or religiosity focus on external

practices and traditions. Numerous researchers have examined the role of spirituality in relation

to mental, emotional, and physical health (Adams, Bezner, Drabbs, Zambarano, & Steinhardt, 2000;

Bryant & Astin, 2008; Zullig, Ward, & Horn, 2006). Adams et al. (2000) found that spirituality was

not strongly related to the overall wellness of college students, but it contributed to their PWB. In

a study of midlife adults and older adolescents, both spiritual wellness and high levels of meaning

and purpose in life were inversely related to depression (Briggs & Shoffner, 2006). College students

who integrated spirituality into their decision-making processes about alcohol and tobacco use,

physical health maintenance, and other health attitudes and behaviors experienced more positive

health outcomes (Nelms, Hutchins, Hutchins, & Pursley, 2007).

Some studies point to positive effects of religious engagement on PWB. One study found

that frequency of church attendance and belief in eternal life positively predicted mental wellness,

whereas church-based social support was nonsignificant (Ellison, Boardman, Williams, & Jackson,

2001). Dating back to Durkheim, scholars have suggested that religious bodies or denominations

with strong social cohesiveness, normative expectations, and clearly articulated beliefs may work

as a protective buffer against feelings of distress, confusion, or anomie (Pargament et al., 1987),

although another study did not find denominational differences in mental health (Ellison et al.,

2001). In a study focusing on first-year college students, Bryant (2007) found that participation in

religious student groups was negatively related to emotional well-being for first-year college stu-

dents. But the negative effect of such participation was lessened by the friendship networks that

students developed in such religiously oriented groups.

Other studies point to the effect that psychological challenges may have on a student’s spir-

ituality or religiosity (Graham, Furr, Flowers, & Burke, 2001). Stress, anxiety, or traumatic events

may lead students to seek out religion or spirituality, and students’ religiosity or spirituality may

influence how they cope with difficult times. Bryant and Astin (2008) found that spiritual struggle

4 doi:10.2202/1949-6605.6143 http://journals.naspa.org/jsarp C© NASPA 2010 JSARP 2010, 47(4)
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significantly related to psychological distress. However, they noted that some level of struggle and

questioning of spiritual and religious issues is likely critical to overall student development.

Several studies point to intersections between spirituality, religion, race/ethnicity, and

well-being. An examination of ethnic identity and spirituality among 200 college students sug-

gested that there may be a strong relationship between ethnic identity and spiritual practices

geared toward enhancing one’s connection to a higher power (Chae, Kelly, Brown, & Bolden, 2004).

Spirituality and religiosity are thought to positively influence the health of women of color (Mus-

grave, Allen, & Allen, 2002), and religious involvement has been linked to lower levels of anger, de-

pression, and anxiety for Black students (Jang & Johnson, 2004). In a study of Black college women,

participants reported using spiritual practices as coping mechanisms for dealing with various life

stressors (Patton & McClure, 2009). Given the research highlighting unique stressors for students

of color, as well as intersections between spirituality, religion, and well-being for diverse popu-

lations, we seek to add to the dialogue begun in the literature. Our study is the first to examine

patterns related to religion, spirituality, and PWB for diverse populations over time as well as in a

national sample of college students.

Analytical Framework
This study uses Chandler and colleagues’ (1992) holistic wellness model to frame our con-

ceptualization of how spiritual wellness, attitudes, and experiences relate to other dimensions

of wellness. Chandler et al. propose six realms of wellness: spiritual, occupational, intellectual,

physical, emotional, and social. They assert that spiritual wellness is not just a sixth additional

dimension of wellness but that it cuts across the other dimensions of wellness. Our analysis gen-

erally does not consider the interactive relationship between spirituality and other dimensions of

wellness. We used the holistic wellness model as a guide as we controlled for different experiences

and attitudes related to other dimensions of wellness in addition to measures of spirituality and

religion.

We also used Astin’s (1993) input-environment-outcome model to understand how stu-

dents’ backgrounds and precollege experiences, as well as their college experiences, might relate to

the outcome of PWB. We employed a comparative group approach (Carter & Hurtado, 2007), run-

ning four separate regression models for White, Black, Latino/a, and Asian American students to

see whether specific variables had differential effects on students from different racial and ethnic

groups.

Methodology
Data for this study were from the College Students’ Beliefs and Values (CSBV) Survey con-

ducted by the Spirituality in Higher Education Project, which is housed at the UCLA Higher

Education Research Institute (HERI). The CSBV Survey contains questions about students’ atti-

tudes, beliefs, values, and experiences on an array of experiences related to religion, spirituality, and
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college. In 2004, students completed the CSBV as part of an addendum to HERI’s Freshman Survey.

After eliminating institutions where the response rate was too low, the project team asked 207 in-

stitutions to participate in the 2007 follow-up survey. A total of 148 institutions agreed to partic-

ipate, but 12 were later removed from the sample because of unusable response rates. The project

team weighted the data to compensate for nonresponse and imputed missing values using the

multiple regression method. The sample included a total of 14,527 students who completed both

the 2004 and 2007 surveys, reflecting a response rate of 40% for the final 136 institutions.

As in most college student surveys, White students greatly outnumbered racial and ethnic

minority students. In order to more easily compare results from the racial and ethnic groups, we

selected a random sample of White students roughly equivalent to the combined number of Black,

Latino/a, and Asian American students in the original sample. Thus, the final analytic sample con-

sisted of 2,069 White students, 604 Black students, 754 Latino/a students, and 1,012 Asian American

students.

We chose independent variables based on their possible relationship to college student de-

velopment, spirituality and/or religion, and PWB. We separated these variables into five blocks:

background characteristics and precollege experiences (including the pretest and measures of re-

ligion and spirituality in 2004), major, institutional characteristics, college experiences, and mea-

sures of religion and spirituality in 2007 (see Spirituality in Higher Education, n.d., for items in-

cluded in factors). The dependent variable of PWB was a composite measure of student responses

to the following four items (α = .66 for 2004 data, α = .67 for 2007 data): frequency of feeling over-

whelmed (reverse coded), frequency of feeling depressed (reverse coded), frequency of feeling filled

with stress and anxiety (reverse coded), and self-rated emotional health.

The descriptive analysis explored variations in PWB in 2004 and 2007 for the four different

racial/ethnic groups. We ran separate regressions for each group using a common set of variables

that we force entered into each regression equation in the same blocking order. In order to account

for possible clustering in the data, we used a more stringent level, p <.001, to interpret significance

for the institutional variables (Astin & Denson, 2009). As with all research, we realize that there are

limitations to our work. The sample was limited to a subset of the college-going population: full-

time college students at 4-year institutions who were still enrolled at the same institution 3 years

later. Due to the small number of Native American students in the sample, we did not conduct a

separate regression for the group. Finally, there are other constructs not included in the CSBV that

could reflect components of PWB but that we were unable to include in our analysis.

Findings
PWB scores ranged from a minimum of 4 to a maximum of 14. We used the low, medium, and

high categories for the PWB dependent variable developed by Astin et al. (in press). Students who

scored 6 or lower were categorized as low, students who scored 7 to 10 were marked as medium, and

students who scored 11 to 14 were marked as high scorers on PWB. Table 1 shows student levels of

6 doi:10.2202/1949-6605.6143 http://journals.naspa.org/jsarp C© NASPA 2010 JSARP 2010, 47(4)
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Table 1
Change in Psychological Well-Being Between 2004 and 2007

Low Medium High

2004 2007 Change 2004 2007 Change 2004 2007 Change

White 6.3 11.4 +5.1 63.0 67.7 +4.7 30.7 20.9 −9.8
Black 4.8 14.4 +9.6 60.8 73.6 +12.8 34.3 12.0 −22.3
Latino/a 7.3 14.0 +6.7 55.5 66.9 +11.4 37.1 19.1 −18.0
Asian American 5.9 13.3 +7.4 60.0 62.9 +2.9 34.1 23.8 −10.3

PWB in 2004 and 2007 and the percentage point difference after 3 years of college. The percentage of

students scoring low increased for all groups, and the percentage of students scoring high eroded

for all groups. Most notably, the percentage of Black students scoring in the high category decreased

by 22.3 percentage points. Black students also had the greatest proportional gain of students scor-

ing low on PWB.

Table 2 shows model summary statistics for the regressions performed on each group. The

amount of variance explained by the independent variables varied between groups, from 44.9%

explained for the Asian American sample to 68.4% explained for the Black sample. The Latino/a

group was the only group for which every block of variables led to a significant change in the ex-

plained variance. For White, Black, and Asian American students, each block of variables made a

statistically significant contribution to the variance of the dependent variable except Block 3, in-

stitutional characteristics.

Table 3 shows final beta coefficients for each of the groups after we entered all blocks of vari-

ables into the regression equation. For Block 1 variables, we report findings for items for which

there was no posttest in Blocks 4 or 5; we discuss these pretest items later in the article with their

accompanying posttests. The pretest of students’ self-reported 2004 PWB was the strongest pre-

dictor of 2007 PWB out of all independent variables for White, Black, and Asian American students

and the second strongest predictor for Latino/a students. Gender was another strong significant

Table 2
R2 Change in Block for Psychological Well-Being

White Black Latino/a Asian American

Block R2 Change in R2 R2 Change in R2 R2 Change in R2 R2 Change in R2

Background characteristics .329 .329∗∗∗ .473 .473∗∗∗ .359 .359∗∗∗ .305 .305∗∗∗
Major .342 .013∗∗∗ .533 .060∗∗∗ .382 .023∗∗∗ .325 .020∗∗∗
Institutional characteristics .343 .001 .534 .001 .407 .025∗∗∗ .328 .003
College experiences .387 .044∗∗∗ .628 .094∗∗∗ .507 .100∗∗∗ .393 .066∗∗∗
Religion/spirituality measures .478 .091∗∗∗ .684 .056∗∗∗ .577 .070∗∗∗ .449 .056∗∗∗

∗∗∗ p <.001.
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Table 3
Final beta Coefficients for Psychological Well-Being Regressions Across Racial/Ethnic Groups

White Black Latino/a Asian American
(n = 2,069) (n = 604) (n = 754) (n = 1,012)

Variable Final β Final β Final β Final β

Block 1: Background characteristics and pretests
2004 Psychological Well-Being Factor .358∗∗∗ .320∗∗∗ .278∗∗∗ .344∗∗∗
2004 Religious Engagement Factor −.092∗∗ −.015 −.020 −.048
2004 Religious Struggle Factor −.018 −.134∗∗ .060 .053
2004 Spiritual Quest Factor .091∗∗∗ .130∗∗ −.016 .087∗
2004 Equanimity Factor .000 −.024 .036 .182∗∗∗
Student’s gender: female −.119∗∗∗ −.106∗∗ −.151∗∗∗ −.089∗∗
Mother’s education −.052∗∗ .003 −.168∗∗∗ −.087∗∗
High school GPA .034 .050 −.091∗ −.044
Religious preference: Catholic −.027 .065 .318∗∗∗ −.016
Religious preference: mainline Protestant
(Lutheran, Methodist, Presbyterian,
Episcopalian)

.011 .029 .119∗∗∗ −.004

Religious preference: Baptist and other Christian .050 .052 .031 .122∗∗ −.064
Religious preference: Islamic, Buddhist, Hindu −.003 −.010 .046 −.012
Religious preference: Jewish −.038∗ .025 .011 −.005
Religious preference: none −.061∗ .022 −.009 −.026
2004 Hours per week: student clubs/groups −.060∗∗ −.086∗ −.010 .043
2004 Did community service as part of class .050∗∗ .061 −.072∗ .050
2004 Hours per week: partying .011 −.080 −.063 −.106∗∗
2004 Hours per week: studying or homework −.032 −.052 −.002 −.046
2004 Intellectual Self-Concept Factor .043 −.094∗ .030 −.062
Engaged in self-reflection .070∗∗ −.174∗∗∗ .087∗ .060
Donated money to charity −.051∗∗ .061 −.074∗ −.059∗
Helped friends with personal problems .031 .190∗∗∗ −.026 −.108∗∗

Block 2: Major
Business .057∗∗ .017 −.006 .021
Education .039∗ −.020 .005 −.021
Engineering .011 .001 .022 .032
English .026 .014 −.071∗ −.017
Social sciences .063∗∗ .102∗∗ −.061 .014
Physical or biological science −.005 −.060 −.087∗∗ −.061
Health profession −.023 −.108∗∗ −.026 −.094∗∗

Block 3: Institutional characteristics
Institutional selectivity −.014 .040 −.020 .007
Catholic institution −.008 −.008 −.084 .001
Evangelical institution .027 −.006 .020 .018
Nonsectarian institution −.007 −.033 −.145∗∗∗ .042

Block 4: College experiences
2007 Hours per week: student clubs/groups .019 −.065 .113∗∗ −.032
Performed community service as part of a class −.087∗∗∗ .137∗∗∗ .070∗ −.033
2007 Hours per week: partying .078∗∗∗ .004 −.025 −.007
2007 Hours per week: studying/homework −.052∗∗ −.058 .024 −.032
Helped friends with personal problems −.057∗∗ −.052 −.040 −.029

∗p <.05. ∗∗p <.01. ∗∗∗p <.001.
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Table 3 (continued)
Final beta Coefficients for Psychological Well-Being Regressions Across Racial/Ethnic Groups

White Black Latino/a Asian American
(n = 2,069) (n = 604) (n = 754) (n = 1,012)

Variable Final β Final β Final β Final β

2007 Intellectual Self-Concept Factor .136∗∗∗ .172∗∗∗ .089∗ .199∗∗∗
Engaged in self-reflection −.042∗ .114∗∗ .086∗∗ −.020
Donated money to charity∗∗∗ −.066∗∗ −.003 −.033 −.069∗
Went on a religious mission trip −.027 .121∗∗∗ .054 .005
Experienced personal injury or serious illness −.076∗∗∗ −.099∗∗ −.127∗∗∗ −.077∗∗
Participated in study abroad program .080∗∗∗ −.036 .052 .046
Had a close friend or family member die −.013 −.053 −.061∗ −.072∗∗
Had a romantic relationship −.020 −.105∗∗ −.044 .036
Joined a social fraternity or sorority −.032 −.029 −.164∗∗∗ −.027
College GPA .022 .079∗ .126∗∗∗ .019

Block 5: Religion and spirituality measures
2007 Religious Engagement Factor .112∗∗∗ −.007 −.021 .186∗∗∗
2007 Religious Struggle Factor −.168∗∗∗ −.225∗∗∗ −.235∗∗∗ −.196∗∗∗
2007 Spiritual Quest Factor −.200∗∗∗ −.168∗∗∗ −.171∗∗∗ −.135∗∗∗
2007 Equanimity Factor .276∗∗∗ .163∗∗∗ .170∗∗∗ .133∗∗∗

Final R2 .478 .684 .577 .449

∗p <.05. ∗∗p <.01. ∗∗∗p <.001.

variable, with women having lower levels of PWB across groups. With the exception of Black stu-

A2

dents, students whose mothers had more education scored lower on PWB.

Although 2004 measures of religiousness and spirituality had differing effects on the four

groups, religious affiliation had a particular effect on Latino/a students. Latino/as who identified

as Catholic, mainline Protestant, or Baptist/other Christian scored significantly higher on PWB,

whereas none of these religious affiliations significantly predicted PWB for Black or Asian Amer-

ican students. Identifying as Catholic was the strongest predictor of 2007 PWB for Latino/a stu-

dents, even stronger than a student’s level of PWB in 2004. For White students, identifying as Jew-

ish or with no religion was a slight negative predictor of PWB.

Several majors were significant predictors of PWB for certain groups. Majoring in business,

education, or social science was a positive predictor of PWB for White students; majoring in social

science was also a positive predictor for Black students. Majoring in English was a negative predic-

tor of PWB for Latino/a students, as was having a physical or biological science major. For Black and

Asian American students, majoring in a health professions field was a negative predictor of PWB.

Only one institutional variable was a significant predictor of PWB for any group: Latino/a students

who attended private, nonsectarian institutions had lower levels of PWB.

Some college experience variables from Block 4 significantly predicted PWB. Whereas per-

forming community service as part of a class was a significant negative predictor for White stu-

dents, it positively predicted PWB for Black and Latino/a students. Intellectual self-confidence was
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a positive predictor of PWB for all groups. Engaging in self-reflection in 2007 had a positive, signif-

icant effect on Blacks and Latino/as’ PWB but a negative effect for White students. Black students

who went on a religious mission trip during college had significantly higher levels of PWB.

The experience of personal injury or illness had a uniformly negative effect on PWB. A close

friend’s or family member’s death was a significant predictor of PWB for only Latino/a and Asian

American students. Social fraternity or sorority membership was a negative predictor only for

Latino/a students. Black students who had a romantic relationship had significantly lower lev-

els of PWB, and college GPA was a positive predictor of PWB for Black and Latino/a students. The

last block of variables controlled for measures of religiousness and spirituality in 2007. Religious

engagement was a positive predictor of PWB for White and Asian American students only, whereas

the other three variables were significant predictors of PWB for all groups.

Discussion
Patterns for All Students

We begin our discussion by highlighting variables that predicted PWB for all four

racial/ethnic groups. We then highlight findings specifically related to students of color. One in-

teresting finding was the positive effect of a student’s 2007 self-rated intellectual self-concept with

PWB for all four groups. Intellectual self-concept had an influence on PWB that was distinct from

a student’s 2007 GPA that was nonsignificant for White and Asian American students but signifi-

cant for Black and Latino/a students. However, college GPA was more strongly related to PWB than

intellectual self-concept for Latino/a students. Across groups, students who experienced personal

injury or illness also had significantly lower levels of PWB. Some students may have been living

away from their families for the first time during college, making illness or injury particularly over-

whelming.

Three of the four measures related to students’ religion and spirituality in 2007 were sig-

nificantly related to PWB. Religious struggle and spiritual quest had a negative effect on PWB,

whereas a student’s sense of equanimity had a positive effect. The finding that students struggling

with their religious beliefs were more likely to experience lower levels of PWB confirms findings

by Bryant and Astin (2008). The large reevaluation of beliefs represented in religious struggle and

spiritual quest could result in stress and even depression, especially if such struggles led them to

become isolated from the community. The negative effect of spiritual quest on PWB could be inter-

preted in numerous ways. But a student’s level of spiritual quest as an incoming college student

seemed to have a markedly different relationship with PWB than his or her level of spiritual quest

as a third-year student. Whereas 2004 spiritual quest had a positive simple correlation with PWB

for all four groups, 2007 spiritual quest was negatively correlated to PWB with all four groups. Per-

haps students’ spiritual questing as first-year students was accompanied by a more optimistic and

naı̈ve attitude, whereas by their third year of college, they had become more aware of the complex-

ities and injustices of the world, which led to greater anxiety.
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Patterns for Students of Color
Engaging in self-reflection was a negative predictor of PWB for White students but a pos-

itive predictor for Black and Latino/a students. A previous examination of self-reflection using

the entire CSBV sample found that self-reflection was a negative predictor of PWB (Park & Mil-

lora, 2009), but it appears that such activity positively predicts PWB for these two racial/ethnic

groups. Performing community service as part of a class was negatively associated with PWB for

White students but positively related for Black and Latino/a students. Previous research suggests

that service learning experiences are mediated through participants’ racial identity and social class

(Lee, 2005). Participation in service learning may allow students of color to systemically explore

and reflect on how personal inequities they may have encountered or witnessed are related to

broader structural inequalities in society. These students may also benefit from connecting with

off-campus communities.

Findings for Black students. Undertaking a religious mission trip during college was a

positive predictor of PWB for Black students, whereas being in a romantic relationship was a neg-

ative predictor. Future research can further explore why and how these experiences affect PWB for

Black students. It could be that like community service, religious mission trips provide opportu-

nities for Black students to leave campus in a way that refreshes or reconnects them to the out-

side community. Regarding the influence of romantic relationships during college, recent work

highlights the “hook-up culture” of fleeting yet emotionally significant acts of physical intimacy

(Freitas, 2008). Such dynamics could be further complicated for Black students due to the growing

gender imbalance in Black enrollment on college campuses.

Findings for Latino/a students. Identifying as Catholic had a stronger effect than reli-

gious engagement on PWB for Latino/a students. In contrast, almost all of the religious affiliation

variables were nonsignificant for the other groups. Being Catholic may be a proxy for resources

that help support Latino/a students’ emotional wellness, such as ties to family or social capital

networks. Such resources may continue to benefit Latino/a students regardless of level of religious

engagement during college.

Latino/a students also had lower levels of PWB at private, nonsectarian institutions. Park

(2009) found that Black students had significantly lower levels of satisfaction with student body

and faculty diversity at traditionally White, private institutions. She suggested that the pattern

could be a byproduct of size, noting that students of color can form bigger niche communities at

larger public institutions. In the same study, Latino/a students were significantly less satisfied

with diversity when attending colleges in smaller cities. Factors such as size, local environment,

lack of institutional support, and financial costs could possibly explain the lower levels of PWB

among Latino/a students in private institutions, and future research could untangle this question.

Findings for Asian American students. For Asian American students, intellectual self-

concept was the second strongest predictor of PWB. The intellectual self-concept of all students is
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challenged by the ups and downs of college life, for example, failing a test for the first time or chang-

ing majors. Because of the strong pressure to live up to the model minority stereotype and familial

expectations, such challenges may be especially difficult for Asian American students; their intel-

lectual self-concept may be particularly intertwined with their sense of self and wellness.

Conclusion and Implications for Practice
Our findings highlight the relationship of religiousness and spirituality to PWB and the

ways that background and college experiences affect PWB for students of different races and eth-

nicities. PWB between 2004 and 2007 dropped most notably for Black and Latino/a students over

the 3 years. A student’s incoming level of PWB was the strongest predictor of PWB 3 years later,

which points to the importance of students acquiring skill sets related to emotional resiliency

during the adolescent years. Still, with the multiple sets of responsibilities and pressures, col-

lege is often a time of unprecedented stress and anxiety for students. It is essential that colleges

and universities be proactive about providing support through counseling services, student af-

fairs professionals, and faculty as students make their way through college. Despite budget cuts

and dwindling public support for higher education, universities have little choice but to maintain

some responsibility for supporting students’ mental health and well-being.

The task of figuring out how to support an increasingly heterogeneous student population

is daunting. Although we cannot account for all of the complex intersections of identity and life

circumstances that could affect students’ well-being, we can make some recommendations. Our

work suggests that experiences like service learning and engaging in self-reflection can support

Black and Latino/a students. Actively and positively engaging with communities through service

may be a refreshing experience for these students, positively enhancing PWB. As colleges develop

psychological and wellness services to meet the growing needs of college students, our findings

suggest that they should pay special attention to the needs of female students, and in particular

the unique issues that affect women of color.

Because intellectual self-concept appears to be particularly salient to Asian American

students’ PWB, we encourage campuses to help Asian American students, as well as all students,

develop resiliency and coping skills that can help them preserve a healthy sense of self during

academic and personal challenges. As a population that underutilizes counseling services, it

is easy for Asian American students to slip through the cracks. Although we do not want to

pathologize this population or replace one stereotype with another, we urge academic and

psychological service counselors to become more aware of how academic challenges can affect

Asian American students’ sense of well-being.

All colleges can educate students about the realities of depression, psychological distress,

and suicide. They can use the Internet to offer accessible information and preliminary screenings

for depression or other forms of psychological distress as well as hold health fairs and other out-

reach events to educate students on the importance of mental wellness. If college staff can help
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students see the value in tending to their well-being in times of moderate stress, students can

be helped to develop coping mechanisms to use when they experience periods of greater stress or

inner turmoil. These actions can be taken before the development of a more serious and overwhelm-

ing problem. Learning to de-stress can help students develop a sense of equanimity that may sus-

tain their well-being during difficult times.

Because our findings point to the relevance of issues of religion and spirituality to psycho-

logical and emotional wellness for many college students, we suggest that campus ministry staff be

turned to as partners in supporting students’ well-being. For instance, Asian American students

may not feel comfortable going to see a professional counselor, but they may share that they are

struggling with persistent high anxiety during a small group meeting sponsored by a campus fel-

lowship. Although university-employed religious life staff often have strong relationships with

counseling centers, many universities host religious groups with staff who are not employed by the

university. Building relationships with these staff and educating them on university-sponsored

mental health resources could be a way to reach students who might otherwise feel uncomfort-

able accessing counseling services.

Our findings suggest that the internal struggles, quests, and debates that students are

processing concerning religion and spirituality have strong implications for their mental health.

Three of the four 2007 religious and spiritual measures controlled for were significant predictors

of PWB across racial and ethnic groups, underscoring the need for higher education leaders to un-

derstand the relevance of both internal and external experiences with religion and spirituality in

young adult development for many students. The findings highlight the need for college and uni-

versity staff to be more aware of the role that religion and spirituality often play in student devel-

opment, sense of self, and wellness. Whether students are reevaluating the faith of their parents,

seeking spiritual community, or embarking on a spiritual quest for the first time, we hope that

universities will work to support students as they navigate these experiences.
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